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Chapter One


Pollsmoor Prison,

Tokai, South Africa

Evanescent cloud scudded across a cold azure blue sky, glimpsed through the sliver of clear glass still afforded him by the weed-covered skylight. He guessed another year, another searingly hot summer and unrestricted growth and there would be no natural light in the room at all. Not that anyone seemed to care. Many of the men were so institutionalised that they had forgotten what daylight was. There was no exercise yard on this wing, and he had not taken a breath of fresh air in four years. Not since the judge had dropped his gavel and life had changed forever.

His tired eyes reverted to the ring of men, his gaze pausing on the two men opposite him, smarting at the memory of the last time he had seen them. He had been bloodied and bruised and they had raped him savagely. He had been in prison less than an hour and he had cried himself to sleep every night until the rapes became less savage and less frequent. They were members of ‘The Numbers’ the three gangs who collectively had the majority stake in running the prison. The prison’s gangs, the 26s, 27s, and 28s, and collectively referred to as ‘The Numbers’ were loosely affiliated with one another, each having its own hierarchy, leadership, and function within the whole gang culture of Pollsmoor. The 26s secured money via gambling and smuggling. The 27s served as gang enforcers. The 28s were the soldiers for all three groups and dealt with procuring and keeping sexual partners or ‘wyfies’. The 28s had merely got to him first. From that moment onwards he was a ‘wife’, and the other gangs were sworn off him or faced a gruesome death. The abuse had lasted a month and it had been a living hell. Only when he had sliced his own wrists open had the abuse stopped. He had been in the hospital wing for two weeks, where he had been given HIV drugs because as the nurse had said, “It was just a matter of time…” He had lingered for as long as he could, the hospital wing a lifeline in the stormy waters of the prison wing. Since then, he had been removed from his duties as a wife and had been teaching the young men who had foregone an education how to read. He had taught two of the men opposite him how to read and perform basic arithmetic and there had been no gratitude, merely sneers and looks that told him that they had power over him the day they raped him and relished the fear he lived with ever after.

“Why are you here?” the chaplain asked, addressing the group.

Nobody volunteered for anything in prison. If people knew something about you, then it could be used against you. To show fear or remorse was to show weakness and weakness in Pollsmoor ended ultimately with a man raping you in the worst possible way. ‘Wives’ were always raped face to face, often with another man holding your penis or scrotum in the opened blades of a pair of rudimentary scissors, sometimes a blade at your jugular. Men had been known to commit necrophilia before the guards could remove the body.

“Because I enjoy killing…” a large man replied. He was a Zulu from KwaZulu-Natal district 26. Every man in the room was a number either by the district they were born in, or by association. Wives were 26s as well. White, black, or Asian – colour or creed did not matter once inside. You either joined one of the three KwaZulu-Natal district codes, or you went without protection and found lesser gangs with pseudo power and standing. Being a wife to dozens of sadistic sodomists for a month at least granted you protection for the rest of your sentence.

“And why do you think you enjoy killing?” the chaplain asked, leaning forwards, and resting his elbows on his knees. The man had the chaplain’s undivided attention. Behind the chaplain was a steel gate with two guards lazily holding their shotguns while they smoked cheap cigarettes and chatted. If they had not been there, then the chaplain would soon have learned what it was to be a ‘wife’.

“I don’t think… I know…” the man corrected him.

“Power…” another man answered.

“Is that right?” the chaplain asked, looking at Grainger, the only white man in the room. “Because that power has ruined your lives…”

“I don’t know,” Grainger replied quietly. “I’m not in here for murder.”

The chaplain frowned. “But in a way, you are.” He paused. “Illegal game hunts and poaching violations. Many animals died.”

“I wasn’t aware that you were entitled to either know, or talk openly about my sentence,” he replied, but shrugged it off almost as quickly. Nothing was sacred in this hell hole on earth. Dignity and discretion were left far behind, along with your freedom. “Murder is a legal term for offending a human law - that law being killing another human. Since animals are most obviously not human, they can’t and should not be subjected to our human laws.” Grainger paused. “It’s a question for morality, certainly. However, killing an animal is not murder. The only crime that has been committed is sending me here, in this company…”

“The Cape Town High Court would disagree with that,” the chaplain replied matter-of-factly. “Mr Grainger, these sessions are about rehabilitation, and each one of you are due for probation within the next four years, so these sessions matter. If you do not meet the probation requirements regarding rehabilitation, then most of you will serve up to another ten years.”

“Always about the power,” another man interjected. “There is no feeling like beating another man to death. There is a point when you know that you are invincible, and you will take everything he has…”

“And everything he will ever have…” the chaplain finished the man’s sentence. The men seemed to like the observation, rather than feel humbled by its profound and absolute assertion. “Beating a man is one thing but taking it to the point of death?” the chaplain asked not hiding his disdain.

“Always to the death,” the man emphasised. “It is beyond that point where the power is found.”

“It’s how it makes you feel,” the big Zulu proffered. “There’s no feeling like it. I have killed animals for meat and to feed my family, and I have killed animals for the poaching of ivory and for the money. But to kill another man? That is to truly live…”

“The bible says…”

“Fuck the bible!” another man said, his voice so deep and resonating hate that Grainger, seated beside him, flinched. “That shit was just about controlling people and that is all you do now!”

“But we cannot go through life killing each other!” the chaplain replied, his tone too harsh and elevated for his own liking as he heard his voice echo around the room. He sighed, visibly calmer as he said, “Without morality, we are no better than the beasts…”

“The beasts do not need money. They do not have to buy their food. I killed a man for his mobile phone…” one of the men who had remained silent until now smiled toothlessly. “I sold it for food and beer. And if I needed to, I would do it again.”

“But you ended up in here…” the chaplain countered.

The man shrugged. “There are worst places to be.”

The chaplain could not imagine a life where it could possibly be worse than the hell that was Pollsmoor. He looked back at Grainger and said, “Do you feel powerful when you kill a majestic beast? An elephant or a rhino?”

Grainger shrugged. He supposed that he had done once, but in recent years he had merely appreciated the money that the safaris gave him. Rich Americans and Europeans who simply wanted to kill the Big Five. Grainger had charged a hundred-thousand dollars for someone to take down an elephant. Forty to fifty thousand for a lion. For someone to take the Big Five on Grainger’s last hunting enterprise a hunter could expect to part with a cool four-hundred thousand US dollars. These hunts were organised and involved drugging or tethering the animals to make the experience both easier for the hunter, and guarantee that they killed what they set out to do. Like fishing in a tiny, well-stocked pond. Grainger had run several of these ‘canned hunts’, but the South African government had been clamping down, and he knew that if he ever left this hell on earth, then the canned hunts would be no more. And with them, his investments and income. Several journalists and environmentalists had made it their mission in life to see that Grainger never ran another legitimate safari or canned hunt again. “Not me,” he replied. “Not anymore. But the hunters that used my services felt something close to power, I suppose. They were on cloud nine after a successful hunt. Occasionally, they would tip half as much again.”

“Imagine what some of these hunters would pay to kill another human being?” the chaplain mused. “Imagine people wanting to feel what you feel…” He swept along the circle with his hand, not pausing on anyone, but looking at each of them in turn. “… wanting to experience such a thing, the brutal, primeval power that you all described… Imagine a place where this could be made to happen.”

“Yes,” Grainger replied somewhat distractedly. “Imagine that…”


Chapter Two


Six years later

The Invitation

You are cordially invited to an experience like no other. I would be honoured if you graciously accept. I have included links to your first-class ticket with Emirates Airways, where you will have your own private suite, as well as unlimited access to the executive lounge when you transfer at Dubai Airport. I have taken care of hotels, internal flights, and overland transportation for your onward journey through the most beautiful country in the world – The World in One Country, as it is known – my beloved South Africa - where you will be my guest for a weekend. Here, I will show you an exciting future in nature conservation and invite you to take part in a unique and inspired business opportunity. No financial involvement is required, simply a weekend exploring your unique skillset as my guest, to aid my new venture. At the end of an exciting weekend, you will be financially compensated the sum of one-hundred-thousand pounds.

Your humble host,

Carl Grainger


Chapter Three


Mkuze, Northern KwaZulu

There was a chill to the night air at odds with the glistening bodies of the men in front of her. A sheen of perspiration making them seemingly glow in the flicker of flame. The muscled torsos, powerful chests, and sinewed arms, beaded with sweat on their dark skin, an emphasis on the whiteness of both teeth and eyes in the light of the open fire crackling with burning branches. The drumbeat grew in crescendo, and with it, the rhythm of the dancers and as she watched, she believed the men had entered a trance-like state, such was their focus. The rustling of grass skirts and colourful beads accompanied the rhythmic drums - a bush orchestra reaching its finale - as her fellow guests joined in clapping to the beat, some of them far too drunk to be in time. Then, just as the tribal dancers could seemingly give no more, they leapt in unison, high into the air and landed on their backsides, feet splayed in front of them, crashing to the dusty ground with a reverberating thump, and the drumbeat ceased at once. The crowd cheered, applauded, and turned to one another, marvelling at the sight, some pulling pained expressions at the thought of landing in such a manner so abruptly, so unexpectedly. The performance had certainly ticked all the tourist boxes.

Amber Byrne sipped her gin and tonic as the dancers gathered their shields and spears and the youngest of the men placed a wooden bowl on the ground before they left in unison through the wicker fence. The bowl was soon filled with money, some generous contributions of blue one-hundred-rand notes. As the guests made their way back to the bar, she drained her glass, unslung the blanket she had wrapped around her shoulders against the chill and followed, dropping a few twenties into the bowl. She had plenty of elephants but wanted to hang on to the Cape buffalo in her purse. It amused her that South African banknotes depicted all the Big Five game animals, and she wanted to have one of each to give to her nephew when she returned to England next week. She had yet to see the two-hundred-rand leopard, the highest denomination, and still only around eight-pounds or ten-dollars in value.

Seated back at a small table outside the lodge, she ordered another gin and tonic. Doubles were standard out here, and it wasn’t long before she felt warmed and relaxed, enjoying the fresh night air, soft music wafting from the bar and the comforting warmth of the firepit. She had been to South Africa many times before, but in the summertime when temperatures had soared to a sweltering 45°c. This time, however, it was cold. Bone-chillingly cold during the night-time with hotel rooms and buildings designed for the hotter months, offering stacks of blankets and sheets to keep guests warm at night, and roaring fires and glowing firepits in the communal areas. ‘Dress like an onion,’ the hotel manager had told her when she had checked into her first hotel in Durban. And despite wearing skirts or cargo trousers with halter tops, she was never far away from a cardigan and a fleecy jacket for the multiple layers and ‘onion’ effect. Durban, however, had basked in pleasantly mild temperatures next to the Indian Ocean, and as she had travelled northwards, the temperature had dropped continuously. Elevation played a key part, and much of her journey now would be at two-thousand metres above sea level.

She stared at the fire almost losing herself in the flickering flames. How she adored Africa. Such a wild and masculine place yet full of feminine beauty, the trees, the flowers, all manner of flora and fauna, such beauty to behold. There was birth, and life and death in such abundance that if the country were to be compared to a human organ, it would be the heart. No, she thought. It would be even more than that. It would be the soul. When she had first travelled to Africa it was to cover war in Eritrea, and famine in Ethiopia. She had seen nothing but suffering, and pain, and life in its rawest, cruellest form. The mystery of two missing Swedish backpackers had taken her to Morocco and the Atlas Mountains. Cedar forests had grown tall, and it had snowed constantly, as thick as anything she had seen in the French or Swiss Alps. The weather had been so inclement in that country where she had previously thought only of Arabs and camels and bazaars, that she had to abandon the story and the fate of the two twenty-year-old girls had remained a mystery. A few years later she had returned to the continent to cover piracy in Somalia. Despite the West’s perception and Hollywood’s depiction of modern-day piracy, she had found that these desperate people were in fact fishermen who had found their livelihood pillaged by Chinese factory fishing ships. The ocean fished to near-emptiness using technology to harvest a never-ending demand for food on another continent. Desperate times call for desperate measures, and with the interior of their country overtaken by warlords and lawlessness, the Somalian fishermen had been left with no choice but to rob the heavily laden merchant vessels using shipping routes within sight of the Somalian coast. It had not been long before the pirates, as they were labelled by the Western media, had used kidnap and ransom as a means to an end. Later, gangs run by criminal warlords had capitalised on this and the money gleaned from ransom was soon redistributed into weapons, drugs, and other criminal outlets. Kidnapping had become big business in Somalia and Amber Byrne had been recognised globally for her serialised story which had later won her a Pulitzer Prize. Riding high on this achievement, she had written several pieces for both National Geographic magazine and The Times on the barbaric practice of canned hunts in Southern Africa. These hunts were organised for wealthy ‘blood tourists’ wanting to hunt with little effort to ensure a guaranteed kill. Lions bred from captivity, handled as juveniles, and released without any experience of fending for themselves, were often tethered or drugged and placed in pre-arranged locations for an easy shot. Many guests of these hunts would often pay upwards of fifty-thousand dollars to kill an adult male lion. The practice also extended to the other four members of the African Big Five game, with similar price tags, often much more for rhino and elephant. Later, using hidden recording equipment, she had filmed an exposé documentary for Netflix which had led to the South African government cracking down and banning the existence of canned hunts. And now as she sipped her gin and tonic under a clear South African night-time sky, in the warmth and comfort of the fire pit, she wondered why a man who had lost seemingly everything in his canned hunt enterprises across the continent, had met all her expenses and openly invited her to view his next business venture.


Chapter Four


Near the South African-Botswana Border

The man was tall and thin and moved using sparing effort of both body and limb. His eyes were sharp and close together. Those who experienced his gaze knew that those eyes did not miss much. Together with his hooked nose he had the appearance of a bird of prey. His skin had turned leathery, having spent years in the African bush with its searingly hot summers and chilling winters, but always under an unforgiving sun. He was, without doubt, one of the best game hunting guides on the African continent. In recent years he had worked for the World Wildlife Fund and several African conservation charities as a guide for scientists studying the effects of poaching and climate change on the African continent, and until this new venture as a senior guide in Kruger National Park. His name was Hans Botha, and there was no animal he could not find within a day of setting out. His skills were well-honed, and he was an expert tracker. The bush was a map to him, and he could read it as if it were Braille. He was intuitive of his surroundings. Snapped twigs, fallen leaves, strips of tree bark and animal dung all told a story. And Botha could even manipulate the behaviour of animals to suit his narrative. His skills were much sought after, which was why he was now the head guide for the newest, and most unique game experience in Africa.

He saw the plumes of red dust on the horizon, and he knew that the first of the guests would soon arrive. He watched the dust cloud grow closer, anticipation in the pit of his stomach as all the planning now became a reality. “Is everything ready?” he asked the man next to him.

A foot shorter and twice as wide, Pierre Dupont had slicked-back, thinning jet-black hair and a thin moustache. He looked like a stereotypical French waiter, or a famous fictional Belgian detective. He was the estate’s Major Domo, although Botha had no idea what that title meant, except that the wealthy Americans that he had come across in previous posts had often used the term. He was in fact the ‘hospitality manager’, although having seen the man at the keyboard of a computer and hearing snippets of his telephone conversations, Hans Botha suspected that the man’s duties did not end there. “Of course,” Dupont replied curtly. “Dinner will be quite something.”

“I have no doubt,” Botha concurred. The two men watched as the two Land Rover Defenders and a new Land Rover Discovery pulled into the compound, kicking up more dust.

Dupont smiled. “Now, let’s greet our guests with sincerity and utter conviction.” He paused. “Because tomorrow is another day entirely…”


Chapter Five


“But I wanna hunt!”

Pierre Dupont regarded the man for a while. He had heard about men like him from Grainger in the canned hunt days. Overweight, unfit, and entitled. The man had squeezed into a new safari suit which accentuated his bulges of fat, but just in case anyone would not assume that he was an American, he wore a blue and white New York Yankees baseball cap and chewed gum incessantly. Dupont eventually addressed him with the unruffled serenity of a parent long used to admonishing a troublesome child, but with an edge that hinted that his patience was not indeed infinite. “All in good time, sir…”

Unperturbed, the man continued. “I’m here as a guest. Was Carl Grainger not the name in hunting safaris? So, I’m here to hunt.” The man paused. “If he’s starting up a new hunting venture, then he’s gonna want my Instagram followers and my content. So, make it happen…”

“Mr Grainger has been unforeseeably delayed,” Dupont reasoned. “He will endeavour to meet all his guests for dinner. In the meantime, Mr Carlotta…”

“Call me Dwight…” the American interrupted. “Mr Carlotta is my dad, and you certainly wouldn’t want to be dealing with him right now. Not that it would do you any good since the old bastard is pushing up the daisies…”

“Very well, Dwight…” Dupont paused, indeed knowing the man’s family connections. “A selection of refreshments is now available in the lounge.”

“I grabbed a couple of burgers in town. And what the hell is it with all those Wimpy restaurants, anyway? Haven’t you guys heard of Burger King, Jack in the Box or In N Out Burger?” Dwight Carlotta paused. “Or the twenty-first century, for that matter? I mean, Wimpy, really? And I’ve never seen more Kentucky Fried Chicken joints in my life. There’s more here than in the southern states of the USA! I guess it’s true that the coloureds really do love their fried chicken…” Pierre Dupont did not reply. He knew Dwight Carlotta’s reputation, and the thirty-stone car salesman from New Jersey was living up to it. Of Italian American descent, it was rumoured that his father was a mafia kingpin, a ‘made man’. Danny Carlotta was killed in an FBI raid, and the Carlotta family had been heavily compensated by both the ‘family’ through loyalty, and the US government because their operation of intelligence gathering, and subsequent arrest had been deemed illegal. Dwight Carlotta had pumped the money into second-hand car sales and now had a multi-million-dollar empire. His family connections had helped him skirt a lot of red tape, and although he was never officially under suspicion of mafia involvement, many members of the Rossini family had legitimate dividends from open investment in his company. Dwight Carlotta was a bigot, a racist and homophobic. His views had landed him in court, but his connections and legal team had always managed to keep him from serious prison time. “How are the negros and coloureds now? Running the show still. The ANC. Can’t keep the power on or the water in the faucets, or so I’m told.”

“The dark days of Apartheid are thankfully behind us,” Dupont replied. “We do, however, have challenging issues for our government to deal with.”

“The ANC will not last much longer,” Carlotta stated matter-of-factly. “The God-damned traffic signals… what do you call them?”

Dupont frowned, “Sir?”

“Traffic lights, that’s it.”

“Oh, robots.”

“Robots?”

“The traffic lights, we call them robots.”

“Get out of here…” the American said incredulously. “I thought you called them traffic lights?”

“That’s the British, I believe. We call them robots in South Africa.”

“But you’re not South African!”

Dupont shrugged haplessly. “But we are in South Africa…”

Carlotta sneered, neither caring for, nor understanding the man’s sentiment. “What are you, anyway, Dupont, a Frenchie?”

“Belgian-Congolese.”

“Oh…” he replied, none the wiser. “Anyway, there was no power for the traffic lights, signals, or robots, or whatever the hell you call them. And that was in the capital city in the middle of God-damned rush hour! So, anyways, I’ve got me my rifle, and I want to bag something before sundown. Go fetch me a guide and I’ll meet him back here in ten minutes…”

Pierre Dupont watched the man walk away. For a moment, he was reminded of the lumbering gait of a rhino, no, perhaps a hippo. Like many Americans his size, Dwight Carlotta insisted on wearing too small a size trousers on a vainly ambitious belt notch, which only went to accentuate his colossal waist size.

“Problem?” Hans Botha asked, stepping beside him with his infinite ability to surprise. The man truly was a great guide and stalker.

Dupont had flinched at the man’s presence and tried to disguise the reaction with a light stretch. Given Dupont’s rotund build, the South African had not been fooled by the man’s desire to stay flexible. “Mr Carlotta wishes to exterminate something before dinner…”

“Well, given the premise, that’s why he’s here.” Botha sneered. “I’ll have Didi take him out.”

“Mr Grainger will not be pleased,” Dupont protested.

“One more kill will hardly matter,” replied the South African. “Just goes to prove a point.” He flagged down a young black man wearing khaki shorts and a heavy olive fleece. “Didi! You take Mr Carlotta out to the ridge. Look for something manageable. He has two hours…” The young man waved an acknowledgement and Botha turned to Dupont. “Just enough to grease the wheels, my fat little friend…”

Dupont glowered and headed for the main lodge, where he would check that the cakes had been eaten and the tea and coffee was being topped up for their guests, or that the alcoholic drinks were being replenished. By now, there should be a few people mingling and despite the room being monitored by CCTV, Mr Grainger always liked to have eyes and ears on the ground.


Chapter Six


“It’s because I enjoy tracking,” the man said quietly. “The thrill of the kill means little to me. The ability to track is everything.”

“That is truly barbaric!” Amber Byrne exclaimed. “You actually shoot to injure the animal?”

“I do.”

“And your followers are ok with that?”

“A million followers on Instagram can’t be wrong, sweet cheeks!”

“Hideous…” she shook her head and sipped from her glass of gin and tonic. “Absolutely hideous.”

“Anyway, you never go right up to an animal struck by an arrow. That’s where the tracking skills come in. An arrow very rarely kills instantly, so every bow hunter becomes a tracker by necessity, and practicality. If you walked straight up to an elk or moose, or a bear to check on the kill, then you’d be dead long before they would.”

“You use a bow and arrow?” she asked incredulously.

“That’s right.”

“Disgusting…”

“Hey, for an award-winning journalist, you have a pretty closed mind, in that pretty little head of yours…”

She was about to protest when a tall Englishman sidled in, nursing a neat whisky. “I’m with Miss Byrne,” he said, his voice matching his appearance of aristocracy. “I am of the opposite mantra,” he added, holding out his hand towards her. She took it automatically, and his grip was soft and damp. “William St. John-Smyth…”

Amber Byrne heard the St. John as Sinjin, and she already imagined the man living in a Scottish castle with house staff and aggrieved local gardeners.

“Ignore him, he’s full of piss and wind!” the American sneered.

St. John-Smyth smirked. “What my learned friend does not understand is that one shot; one kill is the truest test of a hunter.” He paused. “No doubt in Ohio, wounding prairie dogs and wild pigs is the done thing, but big African Game deserve a rather more dignified end.”

“So, you’re a hunter all the same?” she shook her head. “And there I was thinking that the opposite mantra of this beast would be a conservationist, or something equally as notable.”

“No, ma’am, we’re all hunters here. Just some of us do it the old-fashioned way, is all…”

The Englishman sipped his whisky and smiled. “And your compound bow with its digital sight, balance stabilisers, spirit level and trigger release, or indeed, carbon fibre arrows is the old-fashioned way? I believe you also use spring-loaded blades on your arrowheads for maximum damage.”

“It’s all about the bleeding,” the American replied. “The more blood, the easier the trail is to track, and the quicker the animal bleeds out.”

“Then where is the skill?” Amber asked incredulously.

The man smiled. “Come with me sometime and try it. You’ll see where the skill is…” he held up his empty glass by way of explanation to leave the conversation before walking towards the bar.

“Rough fellow, that one. What I believe that our American cousins call trailer trash.”

“I can see that,” she replied.

“His name is Dale Kowalski, and he has courted a great deal of controversy online. But wounding animals and tracking them on YouTube has made him a millionaire. He has just signed huge corporate sponsorship deals with a bow company and a sporting goods company. It’s all about the advertising.”

“Disgraceful.”

St. John-Smyth smiled. “And why are you here, Ms Byrne?”

She shrugged. “I received an invitation.”

“As did we all,” the Englishman paused. “But I wonder your angle. The rest of us are all hunters. Some more highly regarded than others…” he said looking at Dale Kowalski who was downing another beer. “But when all is said and done, we are hunters all the same. I find your presence curious, especially when one considers your history with our esteemed host. It is, one might surmise, like the fox being invited into the hen house. What possible reason could Mr Grainger have for inviting the woman, who helped close his last business venture, to his new one? I suppose in a way, you are a hunter also, hunting your next story.”

“It seems to be writing itself…” She paused, sipping from her glass. She had thought as much on the two eight-hour flights via Dubai, and again on the coach ride to Johannesburg. But her journalistic sense of curiosity and the thrill of the story had brought her here, nonetheless. “I’m intrigued,” she replied. “There’s material here, for sure.”

St. John-Smyth smiled. “Enough material for another award? But please believe me when I say, I am not the same as that redneck over there, nor the obese slaughterer who was calling for a guide earlier. These are people who have no respect for their game or their craft. A man who injures animals with a bow and arrow, just to track it for miles as it tires and eventually dies? A fat American wannabe gangster who has taken down the Big Five more than a dozen times and films the entire thing for his YouTube channel?” He paused, a look of disdain leeching into his expression. “I hunt without a guide. I take my quarry down with one shot. I respect the animals that I kill during the hunt.”

“Pardon me if I point out the irony in that last sentence,” she scoffed. “You respect the animal right up to the point where you put a bullet in it?”

“Correct. And long afterwards, too.”

“Ridiculous.”

“I thought a good journalist had to keep an open mind?” He paused, sipping his whisky. “Perhaps our American friend had a point?”

“Passion fuels creativity,” she replied curtly. “And hearing all this bullshit certainly adds to my passion to write…”

St. John-Smyth sipped some more of his whisky, seemingly as a distraction. “So, do you know anyone else here?” he asked, casually changing the subject. “The man now talking to our American friend is an Australian businessman. Bit of a chequered past. Prison for assault after a drunken night out, and then again for murder, no less. Ended up being released early as the forensic scientist whose evidence was used for his conviction was found to be incompetent. Seven convicted murderers had their sentences commuted alongside him.”

Amber nodded. “I recall the story, read about the cases. Not an innocent man among them…”

“That’s justice for you.” He paused. “Didn’t know the man hunted, mind.”

“Maybe he just isn’t interested in killing animals,” she suggested. “I find him extremely interesting. Bruce Corrigan, if I recall. I wonder why he is here?”

“That’s him.” St. John-Smyth paused. “Corrigan. If I may, why do you find him interesting?”

“Well…” She shrugged. “In the company of killers, he’s the only one to have killed a person. The rest of you are just blood-thirsty, power-hungry ego-trippers. But Corrigan has murdered two people. His wife and her lover. In my view, he’s the alpha predator in this room.”

“No offence taken, my dear…”

“I don’t care. I’m not being polite.”

St. John-Smyth laughed. “Well, I thought that if anyone should worry about causing offence, it should be you.”

“How so?” she frowned.

“Carl Grainger,” he replied. “He made millions from his ridiculous canned hunts. Your serialised newspaper stories and National Geographic articles consolidated the South Africans into outlawing the practice. Not just outlawing, but seriously cracking down on any business skirting the vile practice. Grainger lost his revenue stream, and he became enemy number one for liberals and environmentalists all over the world. The WWF, Greenpeace… every animal charity or protection agency for that matter. Grainger spent time in Pollsmoor Prison. That place is hell on earth by all accounts. He then spent the next three years living in Namibia and Rwanda until his assets could be reclaimed, what was left of them. To get a new venture off the ground, he must either have some serious investors, or a business plan that involves a goose laying golden eggs…”

“I know who you are, now,” she said wryly. “You were a talking head for the Sky News documentary about canned hunts. Only, you argued it from a real hunter’s perspective, not conservation.”

“The hunting that I do is everything about conservation. Animals live better lives, and for longer because I thin out the herd, so-to-speak. I take out the sick and injured, the least dominant of the species.” He paused. “Too many male lions leads to infanticide, competition for food, the depletion of another species if there are too many predators. I work no different to a gardener with their pruning shears. Believe me, I am no supporter of canned hunts, so I’m surprised that Grainger would invite me here,” he smiled. “But a free trip and a hundred-thousand dollars was enough to whet my appetite.”

Amber Byrne finished her gin and tonic. No sooner had she glanced around, a waiter walked over with a silver tray, took her glass, and asked if she cared for another. She politely refused. She had copy to write later, and no doubt dinner would be served with wine. She asked for an iced water, the dry air and elevation giving her a thirst. “I imagine if Carl Grainger has an issue with me, then he must have an issue with you. We are on entirely different sides, but we both set our sights on his canned hunting ventures.”

“Indeed,” St. John-Smyth said wistfully. He drained his glass and made his excuses, taking himself back to the bar where the Australian convicted murderer and the Ohio bow hunter were talking over tall, frosted glasses of South African beer.

Amber looked over at a lone figure sipping a glass of beer by the fire. He seemed distant, thoughtful. His face was lined, and his close-cropped dark hair was greying somewhat at the sides. She put him at somewhere in his late thirties, early forties. His leather jacket was well-worn, and his jeans had faded more by use than for fashion and were thinning at the knees. He wore desert boots that had seen some serious use. She figured she should find out what he was doing here, what ‘skill’ the man deployed for his hunting. She sipped some iced water as more of a distraction than to quench a thirst as she walked up on him and pointed at the chair opposite him.

“Mind if I sit?” The man shrugged but said nothing. She observed that his left ring finger held a faint white mark, and when she studied him further, she saw that a plain gold band hung from his neck on a leather cord. Recently divorced, she thought, not his decision, can’t let go. “And why do you find yourself here?” she asked.

“You asked if I minded if you sit, you never said anything about talking…”

“You’re Scottish…” she replied unable to hide her surprise. “I thought you’d be another American. They love the big game hunting.”

“I don’t hunt,” he replied quietly. “And I’m not up for a cosy fireside chat…”

“Well, what are you doing here if you don’t hunt?” she asked somewhat incredulously.

“Bugger me, luv, you’re still talking…” He drained his beer and got up to leave, but before he left, he said, “Take care here, luv. You’re not in good company…”


Chapter Seven


William St. John-Smyth had dressed for dinner in a blue-black Savile Row tuxedo and a crisp, white shirt handmade for him in Hong Kong. The silk bow tie was woven from spider’s silk in Madagascar before being handmade in Scotland from the same tailor who made his ancestors’ tartan, even though the man no longer considered his immediate family line to be Scottish. By contrast, Bruce Corrigan wore jeans and a sports jacket with an open striped shirt. The Ohio bowman sported a Gas Monkey T-shirt and ripped jeans, and rather predictably, a peaked cap which spoke trucker rather than baseball. Amber Byrne wore a figure-hugging black dress, tastefully cut at the neckline and just above the knee. It was a tried and tested asset to her wardrobe, and she had worn it for all manner of occasions. Never one to overdo jewellery, she wore a thin gold necklace with matching bracelet and a slim Cartier watch given to her by her mother when she had turned twenty-one. Every man in the room looked at her as she entered and helped herself to a glass of champagne which Dupont was pouring at a table beneath an array of stuffed animal head hunting trophies mounted the full length of the far wall. Subconsciously, she pulled down the hem of her dress, conscious of the men’s attention, and chose a chair beside the fire.

“That was my fifth leopard!” Dwight Carlotta cheered as he came barging through the door. “God-damn! I love Africa!” He lolloped across the wooden floor with its scattered animal hide rugs and took two glasses of champagne from Pierre Dupont, draining one swiftly and placing it clumsily back on the silver tray amongst the clean glasses. Dupont moved the glass as Dwight headed for the fire. “Hey pretty lady, what are you doing here? Come to bag a big one?” He paused. “Let me guess, bow hunter? Lots of women are turning to the bow these days. Can’t cope with the recoil of a four-one-six or a four-five-eight.”

“I have never fired a gun, and I never will…” she side-glanced him. “Killing animals for sport is abhorrent.”

“Well, what the hell are you doing here?” Dwight frowned, and turned to Dale Kowalski, the Ohio bow hunter and YouTuber, and both men laughed raucously and without apology. “Looks like the God-damned Democrats are here Kowalski! They’re going after our guns; it’ll be bows and arrows next, you’d better watch out! And when we cannot defend ourselves or our rights any longer, totalitarian rule will follow! See if I’m wrong!”

“My brother from another mother!” Kowalski raised his glass of beer in agreement.

“You’re both deluded,” Amber shook her head. “Anyway, I’m British. My views have no bearing on your own views or your constitutional rights! Nothing I think or voice will affect your precious gun ownership or so-called civil liberties.”

“Amen to that! Britain has nothing to offer this world, I don’t know why we even bother with the so-called special relationship. You need us; not the other way round…” He paused. “We whipped your asses once, and we could again any time we want.”

Amber laughed at the notion that the man was claiming a three-hundred-year-old victory for himself, but she had met Americans like Carlotta before, and what they knew was barely worth knowing, and what they didn’t know was infinite. She watched the Americans wander back to the bar and almost felt relief when St. John-Smyth ambled over, Scotch in hand. “Making friends, I see?”

She shook her head. “I don’t get it,” she said. “I mean, I get why average rednecks like those guys travel the world hunting, and Africa is the land of plenty for that. Men like that have more money than sense, and certainly less sense than most. But you are clearly educated, monied and cultured. Why on earth would you want to kill such beautiful creatures, much less endure the company of men like that?”

St. John-Smyth smiled. “May I?” he asked, pointing at the chair opposite her. She nodded and he sat down, crossed his legs somewhat effeminately and sipped his whisky. “One was brought up fishing, riding, and shooting. I caught trout and salmon from a stream on my family’s estate. I was given a little four-ten shotgun, a single shot folding poacher’s model and encouraged to shoot magpies and rooks to protect the pheasant chicks on the estate’s shoot. By the age of eleven, I hunted with the foxhounds on my little Welsh Mountain pony, fly-fished record-breaking salmon and occupied a peg on pheasant drives.” He smiled reminiscently. “I had killed my first red stag at thirteen.” He paused. “You look horrified, my dear.”

“It’s not a world I understand.”

“Do you eat meat?”

“A bit. Not every day, or even every week.”

“It all dies,” he told her as if she hadn’t been aware. “Every animal in the meat industry dies, whether you eat it or not. The animals have a short and frankly awful life, and even the grass-fed, free-range nonsense is more about marketing strategy than about the animal having a good run before getting the chop. But when you hunt, you go after an animal that has lived. I mean truly lived. Compared to hunting, eating factory farmed meat is deplorable. In fact, unless I’m eating at a restaurant, then I never eat anything that wasn’t wild. Rabbits, venison, pheasants, and duck… I shoot it all and prepare it myself.”

“Nobody eats foxes,” she replied. “That’s all about sport. Farmers should maintain better fences if they don’t want their chickens killed.” She paused, sipping her drink. “And killing magpies and rooks because they threaten revenue from expensive pheasant drives is not justifiable. Morally, at least. Animals need to eat, regardless of the landed gentry’s profit margins.”

St. John-Smyth sipped some whisky. “Fair enough. But hunting is justifiable.”

“African game hunting isn’t.”

“It feeds many locals, keeps them employed when there are few job opportunities. Some animals have to be culled and many animals will benefit by this practice.”

“That man just killed a leopard for kicks!” she exclaimed, nodding towards Dwight Carlotta at the bar.

“I know, I know,” the Englishman conceded. “But there’s a bigger picture than what the animal welfare lot continuously peddle.”

“The falling rhino numbers speak for themselves. Chinese demand for ivory and horn has created a wildlife crisis.”

“And they need to be stopped.”

Amber Byrne shook her head. “It all needs to stop.” She paused. “So, what is it that you enjoy about it? Why do you enjoy killing something so beautiful?”

“The challenge.”

She scoffed. “I imagine clay pigeon shooting is more skilful. How can an elephant compare to a tiny flying disk?” She laughed. “Surely long-distance rifle shooting at a tiny bullseye requires a more competent marksman?”

“It’s not like that. It’s the romance, the challenge, the danger. It’s Victorian journals, Ernest Hemingway, the colonial British Empire. The first time I shot a lion, I missed. It charged at us, and I killed it just ten feet from us. It covered a hundred yards in three seconds, it was leaping at us. Claws out, teeth bared. When it finally skidded to a halt on the dusty ground, I never felt so alive! I was hooked, there and then. I don’t expect you to change your opinion on it, but at least endeavour to understand and respect that people hold different views.”

“I do on a daily basis,” she replied testily. “But it’s difficult to understand, especially after going on a safari and seeing the animals in their own environment. Not one person on my tour in Kruger would have wanted to kill any of the remarkable animals we observed.” She glanced up as the lone man she had spoken to earlier walked in, hovered for a moment near the bar, then decided to avoid the two Americans and the Australian and chose a small sofa against the wall. He held a coffee mug and sipped occasionally, and he had not dressed for dinner. In fact, he hadn’t changed at all.

“Friend of yours?” St. John-Smyth asked.

“No. But we spoke briefly earlier.”

“I wouldn’t expect you to be on friend terms with a fellow hunter,” he chided.

“Oh, he’s not a hunter,” she replied, turning back to St. John-Smyth, who had continued to stare at the new arrival.

“Really? You could have fooled me,” he said resolutely. “If ever you could tell a killer by his eyes, then it’s that fellow over there…”

“Do you think so?” she asked, somewhat intrigued by the quiet stranger.

“Without a doubt.”

“Who is he?”

“Who is anybody here?” St. John-Smyth shrugged nonchalantly. “I mean, the two Americans are obvious. Both men are professional hunters. But why the Australian? He’s a multi-millionaire. A hundred thousand is nothing to him. The only reason he can be here is because of his chequered past. Everyone knows that he killed his wife and her toy-boy lover. His wife was a majority stakeholder in his business and upon her death her shares reverted to him, so talk about two birds with one stone…”

“It has to be the fact that he got away with murder,” Amber agreed. “What else could it be?”

“What else indeed…” St. John-Smyth concurred. “And then there’s me. Grainger is no fan of my stance on canned hunts. To be honest, I just found myself wanting to take the man’s money. That, and good old-fashioned curiosity.” He paused. “But what about you?”

“Me?”

“He certainly can’t be a fan of yours, Ms Byrne,” he chuckled. “Talk about keeping your enemies close…”


Chapter Eight


At eight o’clock Pierre Dupont rang the dinner gong. It was a theatrical touch that caught everybody’s attention. While Kowalski and Carlotta cheered, Bruce Corrigan seemed perplexed. St. John-Smyth looked as if it was a daily occurrence in his home, but Amber noticed how the Scotsman had reacted and was intrigued. His hand had slipped inside his scuffed leather jacket, and he had checked the exits, before casually retracting his hand and eyeing everyone else in the room. For a second their eyes had met, and she had felt her heartbeat raise slightly. He was certainly a handsome man, but there was a raw, wild quality about him. Animalistic, predatory. St. John-Smyth was probably onto something about the unknown guest, but at the same time she did not feel threatened, merely intrigued.

The two Americans pushed in front of Amber like there were only two more places for an all-you-can-eat buffet. Bruce Corrigan eyed her cleavage and stood back to attain a better view of her rear. She declined, but when St. John-Smyth gestured her ahead of him, she accepted and followed the other three men into the dining room. She did not have to wait and see to know that the Scottish man would have followed last.

The dining room was lined in oak panelling with chequered parquet flooring. Again, as in the lounge and bar, animal heads lined the walls and were interspersed with black and white photographs of colonial Africa. Many of the pictures showed railways being built and bridges being constructed. The photographs depicted an era of conquest and pioneers in a wild and hostile environment. Much is made of America’s Wild West and before that the early settlers of the Americas, but Africa had found a home for the brave and adventurous long before the pilgrims landed at Plymouth Rock. When the first white settlers came to Africa’s shores they were met by unimaginable and dangerous animals, and hostile tribes and clans who would defend their homes at any cost. It is long been said that Africa’s soil is red because of the blood spilt over millennia.

Amber turned her attention to the exquisitely laid table. There was no tablecloth, as it would have masked the wood’s wonderful lustre. She imagined it was walnut, given the burrs and whirls under the glossy polish. Each place setting had been laid table d’hôte, with the soup spoons on the right, then fish knife and fork and finally a large knife and fork inside with dessert spoon and fork at twelve o’clock. There was a side plate to the left with a butter knife and to the right; wine, champagne, and water glasses. A thick linen napkin had been folded into a swan and rested in the middle of each place setting.

“Good luck with the colonials…” St. John-Smyth whispered to her as he took the chair to her right. “It’ll be a struggle with so many implements to choose from. No cheeseburgers or Vegemite sandwiches tonight…” She found herself smiling, despite having nothing in common with the man. He was, somewhat annoyingly to her, quite a likeable character. She watched as Pierre Dupont steered Dwight Carlotta away from the chair at the head of the table and to one of the three chairs on either side. “Not unlike the old public-school joke,” he smiled.

“Which is?” Amber frowned.

“A Wykehamist, a Harrovian and an Etonian are at a party when a woman enters the room. The Wykehamist offers her a chair, the Harrovian fetches one, and the Etonian sits in it…” He paused. “Only, I’m not sure of the redneck equivalent. I’m a Wykehamist, myself.”

“You went to school in Wykeham?”

“Oh, Lord no! Winchester College, founded by William of Wykeham, Bishop of Winchester and founder of Winchester College.” He paused. “We Wykehamists may not thrive in politics like the Etonians and Harrovians, but you can count on us to know which cutlery to use and offer our seat to an old lady on a bus…” he laughed.

“If I were you, I’d probably keep that joke to myself. I’m not sure anyone else in this room would understand it.” She paused. “Even with the explanation.”

“Indeed.” He looked up and said, “Ah, here we go, we finally get to meet our illustrious host…”

Carl Grainger entered the room confidently, dressed for dinner just as William St. John-Smyth had, in a tuxedo worn in a manner of comfortable familiarity. He nodded at the Englishman approvingly when he noticed the man’s dress, then took to the head of the table. He was a tall man, at least six-four, and slender, although his shoulders were broad and there was a disparity between his waist and chest, indicating that he was in good physical shape.

“Good evening,” he said eloquently. “Thank you, for graciously accepting my invitation. He surveyed the room, his stare faltering on the Scotsman before regaining composure. Amber found his expression curious, but before she could read more into it, Grainger took in the rest of his guests and snapped his fingers to summon Pierre Dupont. The two men whispered conspiratorially for a moment, then Dupont left as three young, black waitresses bustled in and placed bowls of soup in front of the guests. A fourth deposited bread rolls using a pair of silver tongs. They were dressed in old fashioned black dresses with white pinafores. Amber frowned, the traditional uniforms looking a little too colonial for her liking, making the women look like they were extras in a television period drama.

“A simple broth made from a stock using the bones of impala and a smattering of springbok biltong and dried mushrooms,” Dupont announced. “For Ms Byrne, who I understand is a vegetarian, chef has used a dried vegetable stock with a confit of tomatoes and candied basil…”

“Our chef is from Paris and held two Michelin stars in his last restaurant. I have high hopes for my new venture…” Grainger added, picking up his spoon.

“Which is?” Amber Byrne heard herself saying.

Grainger stared at her for an awkward moment and said, “All in good time, my dear…”

The man’s reply was both condescending and cold, but she imagined that only St. John-Smyth would have picked up on it. She turned back to her soup, which was clear and aromatic. To her annoyance it tasted superb. “How’s the soup?” she asked St. John-Smyth. Bone broth was the latest health fad, and she had written several articles on the trend for Health & Fitness Magazine, despite never sampling it.

“Gamey and rich, and the spiced biltong adds a wonderful bite to what is effectively a consommé.” St. John-Smyth paused to take another measured mouthful. “The dried mushrooms adds a slightly pungent, earthy taste, not unlike truffle. I must say, I am thoroughly impressed.”

Amber nodded as she buttered her bread roll, the butter wasn’t the best she’d ever had, but the bread was freshly baked and warm and utterly delicious. She watched as Kowalski sipped the soup directly from his bowl without dirtying his spoon and wiped the bowl clean with his bread roll. Carlotta slurped from his soup spoon, every other spoonful finding his shirt. She noticed that St. John-Smyth displayed impeccable table manners, tilting the edge of the bowl towards the table, and moving his spoon away from him. There was no wiping or mopping up with his bread. The Scotsman had finished and was sipping a glass of water.

The bowls and side plates were cleared, and the wine served. White only, no choice given. The next course arrived and was placed delicately in front of them.

“Ravioli made with freshwater crab and prawns, served in a creamy bisque made from the shells.” Dupont paused. “Chef roasted the shells with garlic over hot coals before making the stock, then blending and straining them before adding copious amounts of cream and butter. A drizzle of truffle oil and a shaving of pecorino finishes the dish. I have no doubt that you will find it divine…” He looked at Amber Byrne and said, “Madam has charred butternut squash ravioli with the same truffle oil and Italian cheese…”

“What, you don’t do steaks out here?” Kowalski jeered.

“Damn straight!” Carlotta agreed. “A rare two-inch thick ribeye, corn, mashed potatoes, and au jus. Now, that’s American fine dining!”

“Ironic that they slop all that on a plate and yet still use the French term for gravy…” St. John-Smyth said quietly, and apparently to nobody in particular. He turned to Amber and asked, “That reminds me, did you hear about that American chef, an unbelievable talent on the culinary scene, probably one of the best cooks in the world?”

“No, I didn’t…”

“Nor did I, my dear…” St. John-Smyth smiled wryly before he sipped his white wine, nodded agreeably at both grape and vintage, and started on his ravioli. “Our host is quite correct, though. Somewhat annoyingly, that is a superb piece of cooking.” He turned to the Scotsman beside him and asked, “And what brings you here, my dear man?”

“One hundred grand,” he replied.

“And that’s it?”

“Do I need another reason?”

“We all have reasons for being here, old boy. You must have crossed swords with Grainger in the past, otherwise…”

“Otherwise, indeed…” Grainger said from his position at the head of the table. “I must confess, I am at a loss. My manager, monsieur Dupont is looking into the matter, in the meantime, please enjoy my hospitality…”

“A case of mistaken identity?” Amber frowned. “Well, good luck getting your hundred thousand pounds…”

“I have the invite,” the man replied. “I won’t be leaving here without my money…” He put down his knife and fork and drained his glass.

“And what is your business?” St. John-Smyth asked, ever the genial social diviner.

“I’m between jobs,” he replied. “Between a lot of things, to be fair.”

“I’m guessing that you’re recently divorced or separated?” Amber asked, then pointed at his necklace, just visible through the open collar of his shirt. “The wedding band around your neck…”

“Widowed,” he replied.

“Oh, I’m sorry…”

The man shrugged. “It happens.”

The plates were cleared, white wine glasses removed, and a full-bodied red poured generously. Corrigan and the two Americans asked for a beer and Grainger did not hide his disappointment. Three pints of cold lager were brought on a silver tray, but the three men had all downed the red wine before their main course arrived.

“Ostrich fillet en croute, a creamy pepper sauce and wilted spinach…” Pierre Dupont announced proudly as the plates were carried in. He watched the two Americans prod and attack the thick slice of pastry-wrapped meat and pâté with their forks, both holding the forks in their right hands and seeming to forget there was a knife paired quite practically with the implement. “Ms Byrne, a forest mushroom en croute instead of ostrich and a vegetarian pepper sauce, with the same spinach. Enjoy…”

“No fries?” Kowalski asked.

“No fries,” Grainger stated flatly.

“Well, we’re three courses in, Grainger. How about you tell us why we’re all here?” Corrigan asked, chewing a mouthful of ostrich. “Struth… that tastes just like beef!” he exclaimed. He worked his knife and fork eagerly, then caught Amber staring at his hands, which were both horribly burned and scared. Somewhat self-consciously, he rested his left hand in his lap while he sipped his beer with his right. She looked away, suddenly aware that she had been staring.

“Yes, it does rather,” St. John-Smyth agreed. “One simply wouldn’t have guessed.”

“Still would have preferred a decent tomahawk steak!” Carlotta announced, with Kowalski nodding in agreement.

“I expected no less from you two,” Grainger replied without looking at them. “You simply can’t behave commensurate to the occasion.” He paused, staring at both men in turn without attempting to hide his annoyance. “Oh, don’t worry, there is an extensive library next door if you need to use a dictionary…”

“Why are we here?” St. John-Smyth asked, seemingly breaking up the potential for an altercation. “I mean, it is intriguing.” He glanced at Amber Byrne and said, “No offence, but this lady was instrumental in bringing down your canned hunt ventures. The South African government have made it nigh-on impossible for any such business to continue.”

“Thanks…” Amber said sarcastically. “Not too awkward…”

“Indeed,” Grainger nodded. “But before you throw Ms Byrne under the bus, you were most unkind in your description of both myself and my businesses if I recall. Anything for a TV interview.”

St. John-Smyth held up his hands in mock surrender. “What can I say? I like the attention.”

“And the fee, I suspect,” Grainger replied flatly. He looked around the room and shrugged. “You all do. That’s why you’re here. A hundred thousand dollars for a weekend’s inconvenience.” He looked at Dwight Carlotta. “And not even an inconvenience. You have already bagged yourself a leopard…”

“A beautiful one at that,” Carlotta replied without shame. He raised his beer. “And I believe you owe us all a hundred thousand dollars just for showing up…”

Grainger looked at the Scotsman. “As I said earlier, sir, you have me at a loss…” The man shrugged. “Who are you? I was expecting somebody else… A National Geographic writer...”

The Scotsman grinned and shook his head. “Not me,” he said adamantly. “But my name was on the invitation. More or less…”

“Incredible…” Grainger said. “I will have monsieur Dupont look into it.”

“What are the odds?”

“Coincidence or happenstance?”

“Does it matter?”

“You are free to leave, Mr Black,” Grainger said casually. “We’ll forget about the flights and the hotels and my hospitality. Mr Botha will give you a ride back to town and from there, you can take a bus to the airport…”

“I’m not going anywhere without my hundred grand.”

“But you are not the right Mr Black. The invitation was not for you. You are here because of a mistake.”

“Black…” Amber said quietly. “The name rings a bell, I think. Does a lot of American pieces for National Geographic Magazine. Never met him, though…”

“The invitation was delivered direct to my hand by courier, and I imagine that is legally binding,” said Black.

“An error on both mine and my colleague’s part. Please accept my sincerest apologies and enjoy a first-class flight home.”

Jon Black finished his wine. He had cleared his plate and he sat back in his seat belligerently. “No dessert?”

Grainger raised an eyebrow and clicked his fingers. The women bustled in and cleared the plates away. “Very well, Mr Black. But I shall expect full commitment from you this weekend. This venture is dependent on that. As are a great many things.”

“I’m committed,” he replied.

“Have it your way,” Grainger smirked, and it was not missed by the group, who shared a few glances in the uncomfortable silence that ensued.

St. John-Smyth chuckled. “This is all very cloak and dagger stuff, Grainger. It’s about time you spilled the beans, old boy.”

Grainger smiled. “We have a hunter to my right,” he said, looking at Kowalski. “Who takes pleasure in wounding animals so he can track them and upload the whole sorry event to YouTube. Next to him, a man who has probably killed more of the Big Five African game animals than anybody on the planet. A man who first started killing on my earliest canned hunts, but who told everybody he met, filmed, and shared the footage with the internet, social media and on his own website. A man who eventually drew the attention of our able reporter, Ms Amber Byrne. An anti-hunt, liberal without any understanding of the money that trophy hunting brings the lower working-class people of South Africa, and other African nations blessed with big game.” He paused. “Ms Byrne’s pieces garnered much attention, even earned her a few prestigious awards and accolades.” He turned to St. John-Smyth. “And along comes the English gentleman, a talking head for news reports and documentaries. A handy expert for a fee. My canned hunts were torpedoed by the pair of you, and you’re on completely different sides of the bloody sport!” There was an awkward silence which was thankfully dispersed by the serving of dessert.

“Profiteroles,” Dupont announced proudly. “The best you will ever taste. Married to these is a sweet dessert wine to finish our delicious meal.” He bowed somewhat ceremoniously and left the room as the four black servants placed plates in front of the guests, and a schooner of dark, red wine was placed beside everyone as their red wine glass was removed.

“So, where does that leave me?” Corrigan asked, his Australian accent thick and twangy after the quite eloquent dulcet tones of the English ex-patriot. “I don’t hunt big game. Never killed anything other than game fish and sharks.”

“You killed your wife and her lover…” Grainger replied matter-of-factly. “In your presence, we are all amateurs by contrast.”

“I was cleared!” the Australian snapped, throwing down his napkin and pushing out his chair. He hesitated, something making him remain seated. “I was innocent…” he added sullenly.

“You had your sentence commuted on a technicality. Questionable forensic evidence, argued in court by a man now discredited.”

Corrigan stood up bruskly, his chair tipping backwards and clattering against the parquet flooring. “I don’t have to take this!”

“No, you don’t,” Grainger agreed. “But you won’t leave here without finding out what all of this is about. You’re not like the others; you don’t need a hundred thousand of my money, but you are curious…” He paused. “Now please, sit back down and eat your dessert. The dessert wine is over a hundred years old, and quite excellent. Rather like port or cream sherry.”

The Australian stared at his host for a moment, then relented, picking up his chair and sitting down heavily. He ate a profiterole and sipped some of the sweet, sticky wine. “This whole pantomime had better be good…” he said flatly.

“Not all of us need the money, old boy,” St. John-Smyth said lightly, trying to ease the tension.

“Oh, but you do, William. You really do. I have done my research and you are close to financial ruin. Bankruptcy is inevitable. Hence your recent television work as a talking head, and the swiftness with which you accepted my invitation. You were the last to receive an invitation and the first to book their flight.”

“This is an outrage!” The Englishman threw his linen napkin down on the table, in a somewhat more dramatic effect than the Australian.

“But quite true, nonetheless.” Grainger paused, unperturbed. “I share many of the same bankers, the same investors as you do. You’ve been selling stock and juggling paying back loans for months. Your home has been signed over to the bank. The family home, no less. If that’s really to be believed…”

“You’re a bloody swine, Grainger!”

“But I speak the truth.”

St. John-Smyth sat back in his chair, glowering and his cheeks steadily turning red. He snatched up the dessert wine and downed it in one. “An absolute bloody outrage…” he muttered quietly. “You are quite the insufferable bore!”

“You sound like you have something against everyone here,” said Jon Black. “But my invitation was a mistake.”

“It was,” Grainger agreed. “Happenstance at its finest.”

“I’d better be going, if this is getting personal,” he said jovially, glancing at the other guests. He sipped his dessert wine and having never tasted sherry or port, thought it reminiscent of mead.

“No, you’ll have to stay. You had your chance.”

“Am I going to get my money?”

Grainger laughed. “That will sort of depend on you.” He paused. “That will depend on all of you.”

“Hey, I was promised a hundred thousand for simply showing up!” Kowalski protested.

“I couldn’t give a fuck about your money, Grainger!” Corrigan spat at him. He went to stand but wobbled and sat back down. “I’m getting out of here!”

“No, you’re not,” said Grainger. “None of you are.”

“What?” Dwight Carlotta stood, but he too wobbled and sat back down quickly. “Fetch me a god-damn driver!”

Grainger ignored him and shrugged at the Scotsman. “I’m sorry, Mr Black, but you made your choice. I offered you an out, but greed made the decision for you. As it so often does…” Grainger looked at everyone in turn, but nobody else tried to stand. It was if they were all frozen to the spot, tethered to their chairs. “Mr Corrigan killed his wife and her lover. Her lover was the son of our game manager, Mr Botha. Mr Botha has a score to settle with our Australian friend, and that will be the man’s payment for this little venture of mine. The rest of you cost me a great deal of time and money. Between your YouTube channels and social media, your magazine articles and serialised features in the press, and your talking heads and input into news documentaries, you all played your part in ruining me financially. You cost me everything…” He watched the six individuals, all staring blankly at him, all unable to move. He then picked up his own untouched dessert wine and poured it to dramatic effect on the floor beside him. “I went to prison. Pollsmoor, no less. Do you know how people survive in Pollsmoor?” He surveyed the room, but their expressions were glazed. “By buggery,” he said matter-of-factly. “Rape. Day in, day out. So, I have a grudge against you all. With the exception of Mr Black, but you had your chance. I suppose you will be the wild card. You have eaten too much of my food, drunk too much of my wine and heard too much to go anywhere now.” Grainger paused, leaning back in his chair, and staring at each of his guests in turn before continuing. “My latest venture has put me back in the black. And after this weekend, I will be financially secure once more. More accurately, I will be filthy rich. However, my investors have insisted on certain terms, which will be explained to you tomorrow, after a good night’s sleep…”


Chapter Nine


When Amber Byrne opened her eyes, she could barely focus. She went to rub her eyes, but her hands would not move. Or at least, they would only move so far before being pulled back by an unknown force. She tried to sit up in bed and struggled. She dug deep, her abdominal muscles straining, and she completed a slow and unsteady sit-up and stared directly at Jon Black, who was standing beside his bed, hands handcuffed each side of him to a thick leather belt. She studied the orange jumpsuit he was wearing and realised that she was in fact wearing the same. When she glanced back at him, she realised that his feet were shackled with a chain and small padlocks. There was around twelve inches of slack chain between his legs, allowing him minimum movement if he shuffled his feet. To her right, St. John-Smyth was sitting up looking dazed and confused. Neither American had managed to sit-up, but Kowalski had managed to turn onto his side and was wriggling to his feet. When he finally got up, he shuffled to Carlotta and helped to pull the man’s colossal frame to sit up somewhat breathlessly on the bed. Corrigan was already at the door, which had no internal door handle and looked to be made from incredibly solid African oak.

“What the hell is this?” Carlotta said gruffly. “I want out of here, Grainger!” he yelled.

“We’re not being released anytime soon,” said Black. “Not a chance. The only chance we have is to escape.”

“Speak for yourself,” Corrigan sneered. “Oi! Grainger! Three million dollars to let me go! I’ll transfer the money immediately!”

“Idiot,” St. John-Smyth shook his head. “Your money isn’t buying your freedom. Didn’t you hear what Grainger said? You killed his head guide’s son. I hate to say it, but Mr Black is right. Our only chance of leaving here is to escape. The man’s already gone too far drugging us and holding us captive. He’s looking at another ten years in Pollsmoor for that. And I get the impression he still wants a working sphincter in his arse hole…”

“This is bullshit!” Kowalski snapped. “It’s a practical joke that’s gone too far!” He paused. “Grainger will be here soon to release us. He’s had his fun. Let’s think about this for a minute. We all cost the guy money. He’s scared the living crap out of us. We’re all square.”

“I haven’t done anything to Grainger,” Jon Black interjected. “But because I stayed too long and heard too much, he’s not letting me go. This isn’t a good look…”

“OK, but Grainger seemed to think it was too late. You became part of it because you refused to leave without your money,” Kowalski replied. “Just say you don’t want his money, make your own way home and he’s not got a leg to stand on. When you’re in the clear, you can let the cops know what he’s done.”

“Which means that any chance of leaving here alive has gone up in smoke,” Amber said quietly. “He couldn’t allow Mr Black to be a witness to the fact. And the fact is Grainger wants payback for the loss of his business ventures.”

“Then I’ll fucking well pay him!” Corrigan exclaimed. “Grainger! Get us the hell out of here!”

On the far wall, a partition started to move, both sides sliding open to reveal an enormous television screen. The screen was eight-feet high and twelve feet across and flickered on to reveal CCTV footage of the full length of the room. Everybody turned once they had noticed the angle, and saw a camera dome high in the ceiling, next to the wall. There wasn’t an area that the camera did not cover, and there was no way that it could be covered or destroyed.

“What the hell...?” Carlotta hissed. “You’re a dead man, Grainger! My family will see to that!” He looked at the others and shrugged. “My father was a made man in an organised crime family. The fucking mafia, baby!” he explained, then added, “New Jersey and Statton Island. I still have connections.”

“Well, a fat lot of good those connections are going to do you in here…” said Black coldly.

“And what do you know?” Carlotta retorted. “The mafia’s reach is way far, buddy.”

“Well, two men kept the entire mafia out of London, pal. Ever heard of the Kray Twins?” Jon Black shuffle walked to the opposite wall and started to kick at the plaster. He slowly worked his way along the length of the wall, then stood back. “Solid,” he concluded. He turned and looked at the others. “Well go on! Test the fucking walls!”

Amber watched as the other men, followed his lead. All but Carlotta, who was still stranded in the middle of his bed sitting like a sulking child. He tried to shuffle off the bed, but fell backwards and groaned, knowing that he could not sit back up unaided. He was like a rain-soaked sheep with a full fleece. Once on his back, he wasn’t going anyway. Despite the gravity of the situation, Amber found it amusing.

The television screen flickered then displayed a series of separate views which changed every few seconds. There was footage of rocky escarpments, open ground, dense brush, and dried-up riverbeds. Crocodiles basked on the banks of a small lake, with hippos submerged with just their heads showing on the surface. There were lions, leopards, hyenas and several species of antelope and gazelle. A herd of elephants pushed their way out through dense foliage, invisible one moment, then suddenly front and centre to the camera.

“Southern Africa in all its glory,” Grainger said over an audio system. “The entire food chain covered by over one thousand hidden cameras. Solar powered and movement operated, with wi-fi connectivity.”

“What the hell is this, Grainger? Get us the hell out of here!” Kowalski roared, looking directly at the dome camera.

“I mean it, Grainger! You’re a dead man,” Carlotta raged, but the fact that the man was stranded on his back like a beached whale counteracted the effect of his anger. Seeing this, Kowalski heaved the man back up, where he sat panting on the bed. “A dead man!” he managed to pant, but without the venom he had earlier mustered.

“By now, you know that we all have unfinished business,” Grainger’s voice echoed. The screen changed again, filled with partial emails, the first few characters blurred out. “These are subscribers who have all paid to watch an African hunt. The rarest and most primal of all. Humans hunted in the wild by both man and beast…”


Chapter Ten


When the bolts unfastened Jon Black and St. John-Smyth shuffled towards the door to meet them head-on. Amber Byrne followed, angered by the way Corrigan and Kowalski remained beside their beds. Carlotta was no use at all, still sitting on the bed, belly sagging, and shoulders hunched. Botha entered first carrying a large baton with two prongs on the tip. He pressed a button and a flicker of electricity arced between the two prongs. He stood resolutely, but Black continued forwards and in a flash, Botha jabbed the Scotsman in his stomach and the result was shocking. Literally. Jon Black shuddered and fell writhing on the floor. St. John-Smyth stopped in his tracks, but Botha still advanced on him.

“Now, look here…” the Englishman managed, quite positive that the man would back down, but Botha jabbed him all the same and he grunted as he shuddered and fell and writhed on the floor next to Black.

“Anyone else want to argue with the piggy stick?” Botha shouted. “No? Well alright, then…” He walked over to Dwight Carlotta still slumped on the bed. “Move your rump, fatty. It’s time for breakfast.”

Kowalski stood aside, then shunted over to his own bed space for good measure as Botha hauled the man up with little effort, displaying huge strength and agility. He pushed the American ahead of him and jabbed him a few times in the kidneys with the tip of the pig stick without arming the weapon. Black was getting to his feet when Botha casually gave him another forty-thousand-volt shock as he walked past and the man sprawled forwards, banging his head on the floor, and writhing once more. St. John-Smyth rolled aside, fear in his eyes as he watched the two men leave and the door close with a loud thud and the ratcheting of deadbolts.

“Jesus H Christ…” Kowalski said quietly, breaking the absolute silence.

The screen flickered once more and they watched as Carlotta was pushed and lifted into the back of an old Land Rover and driven away, a Toyota pickup truck following them into the bush. Various cameras picked up the vehicles on their route, interspersed by long minutes of footage on twenty or more screen sections with nothing but foliage, landscape and the occasional animal passing through. Nobody spoke for almost an hour, each pair of eyes transfixed on the giant screen above them. Eventually, the vehicles stopped at the edge of a body of water. Three separate cameras picked up the scene from different angles and various distances. Carlotta was pulled roughly out of the vehicle and his shackles undone. He was stripped naked, and Botha shoved him roughly to the ground, where the man lay still then started to quake. It was evident that the man was sobbing, and he pushed himself up onto his knees and held his hands in front of him, his fingers bunched together in prayer. Amber watched, transfixed. Somewhat perversely she noticed that the American’s penis and scrotum was hidden by the man’s enormous sagging belly, and she thought somehow that it added to the man’s indignity. Botha threw a pile of clothes next to Carlotta, and surprisingly, a rifle. He tossed what Amber imagined was a magazine of ammunition in the opposite direction. Small, stubby, and black, it could only have held three or four bullets. Botha pointed to a ridge in the distance, then walked back to the Land Rover and the two vehicles turned a wide circle and disappeared from shot. All individual sections of the television screen picked up only points away from the track, the vehicles having completely disappeared.

“And now, the hunt begins…” Grainger’s voice echoed over the audio system.
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Dwight Carlotta looked all around him, panic taking hold as he succumbed to the void, the utter despair of his isolation. There were two large crocodiles on the bank of a muddy lake – so small he would have thought it merely a pond left after a heavy rainfall. The crocodiles looked broad, their bellies reminding him of flat tyres on the dried mud. Neither paid him much attention, like most crocodiles they were looking at the water for their prey or a fast retreat. There were, however, two hippos eyeing him, and he knew enough about them to decide that getting away from here was a priority. The animals were notoriously territorial and killed ten times more people in Africa each year than crocodiles. He hauled himself to his feet, staggering to compensate for his top-heaviness, then he picked up the clothes and looked warily around him as he pulled them on. Both the shirt and the trousers were at least a size too small, and he suffered another humiliation as he fastened the bulging buttons of the shirt and used the zipper to tighten the trousers, the top button fastening only after he manipulated his waist and breathed in deeply. The boots were two sizes too big, and he fastened them and trudged unsteadily to the rifle and magazine. Botha had left him with three .375 rounds for the rifle. Right on the cusp of what Carlotta would have preferred to carry for African game. Good for the big cats and a Cape buffalo, but he was on dodgy ground for a charging rhino or an angry bull elephant. Accuracy and a knowledge of anatomical shot placement would be everything. He loaded the rifle and worked the bolt. There was no scope on the rifle, merely open sights with notches at seventy-five, one-hundred and two-hundred yards. The .375 bullet could travel several miles if fired into the air, but even on the range the rifle was a four-hundred-yard weapon. Ballistics was a complicated science and even though the large round was more powerful than the average sniper’s weapon capable of two-thousand metre kills, the weight of the bullet, its flat trajectory and its charge was all about heavy-hitting power at short range. A stalker’s weapon for big game.

Carlotta looked for the ridge where Botha had pointed. He could not remember if it marked out Mozambique or Botswana. Wasn’t Swaziland now called something else? Perhaps it was there? He wasn’t skilled in geography. All he knew was that Botha had said that the ridge meant his freedom and the hundred-thousand dollars. Dwight Carlotta cursed loudly. He would come back with his mobster friends and make Grainger pay. He would burn the man’s business to the ground and leave with his balls and eyeballs in a jar.

He walked the first half-mile slowly. Eyes everywhere, listening for tell-tale bush sounds – breaking twigs, rough hide pushing through thorns, mating calls or defensive growls. Predators were everywhere out here. He had run up against enough of them before, but with armed guides and a lot more ammunition. But then he realised that most of his hunts had been rigorously organised in advance. His posts on social media may well have painted him as an adventurer and expert hunter, but he had shot more than his fair share of tethered, drugged, and corralled animals. In truth, the leopard that he had shot the previous afternoon had wondered out onto the track. His guide had insisted that they go for a springbok as he knew there to be a small herd nearby and the kitchen could make good use of the small gazelle, but Carlotta had shot the leopard from close range and filmed the animal writhing on the ground for his YouTube channel, before dispatching it in a live Facebook stream. As he carefully picked his way through the long grass, ever mindful of snakes – his lack of knowledge showed, as most South African species hibernated during the colder winter months – he knew that he would be lucky to make it halfway to the ridge without a guide and wearing the cumbersome, ill-fitting boots.

The hyena was keeping up with him, but Carlotta was not aware. The beast walked in its unique way, its back sloping, its rear quarters inches lower than the front giving the impression it was either injured or had an almighty anal blockage. Carlotta noticed movement in his periphery and flinched when he saw its wide, manically smiling mouth. It was twenty metres to his right and a few metres behind, but it walked as if on a different path, casually heading the same way but without any apparent interest. Carlotta stopped and so did the hyena. Strangely, the beast did not look directly at him, and for a moment he was reminded of a domestic dog caught after the act of some naughty behaviour and avoiding eye-contact with its owner. Carlotta shouldered the rifle and aimed it at the hyena. The beast looked at him, then carried on walking. He lowered the rifle and watched the hyena continue on its path. His heart had been pounding, and now started to subside. He had seen hyenas before, but never had he been so close to one. The animals looked solid and bigger than any breed of domestic dog he could imagine. Three feet high at the shoulder and five feet long, it was bigger than the wolves he regularly hunted in Alaska. He estimated this large male to be over a hundred and seventy pounds, and it looked extremely solid.

Warily, Dwight Carlotta continued walking, the ridge of mountains so distant that they looked more of a blue-grey haze than a solid rock formation. He stumbled and staggered, and narrowly avoided falling. Exposed tree roots, twisted and dried, created a grid of snagging obstacles all around him, and as he crossed them, his oversized boots hampering his progress, he looked up and saw that two more hyenas had joined the first. His heart raced and perspiration ran into his eyes, stinging and blurring his vision. In unison, the three hyenas stopped and stared at him. Carlotta froze, waiting for one of them to move. The largest of them broke away and walked towards him, sniffing the air, its great tongue dangling from its mouth, huge white teeth sneering at him. Carlotta aimed the rifle and fired. The hyena went down and lay still. The other two beasts took off into the brush and melded into the landscape. Carlotta worked the bolt and the spent cartridge clattered on the stony ground. The rifle shot was still echoing around him, the acrid smell of burned nitro powder on the air. He trudged on, but there was an eerie stillness that he had not previously been aware of, and he was convinced that he was being watched. And then it dawned on him that he was. The CCTV system that Carl Grainger had installed throughout the brush. He studied the treeline, trying to remember the angles he had seen back in the cell where they had all spent the night. For the life of him, he found the experience a blur. Dreamlike. Trudging onwards, he found himself in a culvert which widened into a broad dried-up riverbed. Zebra and giraffe – seldom seen without each other – drank from a trickle of water in the centre of the culvert. The giraffe drinking with their front legs splayed widely. If Dwight Carlotta was more attuned to nature, then he would have seen the two species taking turns to watch each other’s backs. Had he been half the hunter he purported to be on his YouTube channel and social media platforms, then he would have seen the animals freeze and watch the far riverbank. He trudged onwards, taking little notice as the giraffes and zebra took off and disappeared into the trees followed by a herd of impala with their distinctive black letter Ms on their backsides – often joked about as being the true fast food of the bush. Carlotta wasn’t interested in impala. He had shot plenty, but there were millions of them throughout the African continent. Again, had his hunter’s instincts been more skilfully attuned, he would know that when animals flee, there was always a reason. When he did finally look around him, he frowned as he looked downstream, and then he started to run.

[image: ]


Amber Byrne held a hand to her mouth as she watched the obese American run. In truth, he looked to run in slow-motion, but everyone knew that the poor fellow was sprinting for his life.

“African painted dogs,” St. John-Smyth said, not taking his eyes from the screen. “If he stood his ground and challenged them, then he might have stood a chance…”

“Not against forty of them,” Kowalski said flatly. “Not now. And especially not if he goes down…”

“Which he will,” said Corrigan drawled in his antipodean twang. “The fat drongo can barely move his fat arse.”

Carlotta soon proved the Australian right, tripping and falling, the rifle’s muzzle digging into the ground. The first dogs were upon him, and he got up onto his knees, wielding the rifle as a club and batting the first two animals away. Slightly built, thin and with long, spindly legs, the dogs were not robust or a credible opponent on their own, but they had the numbers and Carlotta stood no chance. In desperation, he shouldered the rifle and aimed, and the flash of flame engulfed his head and shoulders and he fell to the ground, the rifle barrel splitting and peeling - looking like a cartoon exploding cigar. The dirt and debris in the barrel had impeded the massive pressure created by the .375 cartridge and the gun had turned into a bomb. He clawed at his eyes, and the dogs, all of whom had leapt a few feet sideways at the sound of the explosion, nipped and clawed at him, and then grew in confidence and within a minute of clawing, nipping, and testing their prey, enveloped him, and started to bite and shake their heads from side to side as they loosened flesh and bone.

Amber stared at the floor, her hands were clearly shaking, rattling the shackles at her waist. “I can’t watch,” she sobbed. “It’s horrible…”

Jon Black shuffled over to her and perched on her bed. “It’ll soon be over,” he said calmly. “Try not to think about it.” He kept his eyes on the screen, realising how empty his words had been. She had already seen too much to ever forget.

Kowalski and St. John-Smyth seemed transfixed on the scene of carnage. Dwight Carlotta was already dead, but the dogs were feasting on his remains and before long, two large hyenas came into the mix, large enough and with enough aggression to see off the pack of dogs long enough for them to snatch some large mouthfuls before the dogs enveloped the carcass once more. A twenty-foot length of intestine was pulled clear and before long the dogs were pulling on it in a tug of war which in no way emulated the cosy scene in the Lady and the Tramp. The feeding frenzy continued for fifteen minutes, St. John-Smyth walking back to his bunk, but glancing up at the screen – unable to stop watching altogether - as a male lion drew close, took a few aggressive bounds towards the feasting dogs and lurking hyenas, and took the kill for himself. The hyenas and wild dogs paced around the feeding lion, a few braver individuals chancing a snatch at some of the meat until the lion swiped and killed a wild dog with a single blow from its paw, and the hyenas dragged the body away and started to rip it to pieces.

“And that tells you all you need to know about lions,” St. John-Smyth commented. “If you find yourself up against one, then just close your eyes and hope that it’s a swift end…” He paused, laying back on his bed and staring up at the ceiling. “I feel sick,” he said. “Sickened at what I just witnessed, but ultimately sickened that I should have watched so much of it…”

“I know,” Amber agreed sombrely.

“We are, when all is said and done, merely animals ourselves,” St. John-Smyth announced coldly.

“Human fascination,” Jon Black said quietly. “Rubber-neckers at car crashes, people filming disasters and posting it on the internet. It’s in us all. The ratings for news programmes go up in times of disaster, wars, conflicts, riots, and pandemics. Sadly, it’s human nature.”

“You’re right,” Amber agreed. “I see it all the time in journalism. Panic and intrigue always sells papers.”

“And Grainger has found an audience for this…” St. John-Smyth stated flatly. “And why wouldn’t he? The internet is full of weirdos.”

“And those weirdos are everywhere,” Grainger’s voice echoed on the audio feed. “Doctors, teachers, lawyers, and bankers among them. Every imaginable kind of person from every conceivable walk of life. Husbands, wives, sisters, and brothers. Pay and play, view in private. And those logged onto Mr Carlotta’s performance have voted highly, many paying double for the next instalment, which I am delighted to tell you, will be after lunch…”


Chapter Eleven


They had been marched out in single file with Hans Botha and the pig stick behind them, and two large, black workers as a buffer. The dinner table had been laid, though not as extravagantly as the previous evening. There were cold cuts, bread, salad, and pickles laid before them, along with plastic pint glasses and several large plastic bottles of water. When they were seated their right wrists were unfastened and the two workers stood aside, both armed with retractable batons.

“Eat, drink and be merry…” Grainger said as he walked in breezily. “A light luncheon, you may need to get physical afterwards…”

“Fuck you!” Kowalski shouted.

“You’re an animal!” Amber Byrne screamed at him. The two workers edged closer, one of them holding his baton firmly and staring menacingly at her like he needed no more excuse to hand out a beating.

By contrast, Jon Black and St. John-Smyth were eating as best they could with one hand. Black was already on his second glass of water. Both men concentrated on cold meat, and the salads that contained carbohydrates such as pasta, potato, and rice. They both knew the score and wanted to keep their energy levels up. Grainger smiled. “That’s it, gentlemen… get your strength up, it could well be a long day…”

St. John-Smyth smiled at Grainger, then slowly held up his middle and forefinger in a V-sign. “Up yours…”

Grainger laughed raucously. “Even your insults and vulgarities are gentlemanly.” He paused. “Despite the façade you’ve created for yourself.” St. John-Smyth ignored him and drank thirstily. He was an experienced hunter and hiker, and he knew the importance of eating well and staying hydrated. And that was for leisure. This was something different altogether. This was survival. “A man who was born on a council estate in South London, went to a comprehensive school and failed to get into college, let alone university. Cambridge, wasn’t it? That’s the story, isn’t it? It was quite easy to check. A man not given the name William St. John-Smith, but simply John Smith. Like the beer…” He watched the Englishman bristle. “Your father was called Bill, so perhaps that is where the William came from? Otherwise, it’s just plain old John Smith from Lambeth. A man who married wisely, and who inherited handsomely. A widow twenty-years your senior living in her ancestral home. But you still managed to squander her wealth and your inheritance. Wine, women, and song. Gambling, reckless investments and poor judgement…”

“There was wine, and there was song,” St. John-Smyth conceded. “But there were no other women. I loved Katherine very much…” He stared at Grainger steadily as he sipped some water. “She was a wonderful woman and she straightened me out. My persona was her creation, and I will maintain it as a tribute to her, and to honour what we had.” He looked at Black and Amber, not caring for either Kowalski or Corrigan’s opinion. “Sorry for the deception, but most of us reinvent ourselves at some time or other…”

“Very touching,” Grainger said coldly.

Amber smiled at St. John-Smyth and Jon Black simply shrugged without apparent interest and kept eating.

“Which brings us to our mystery guest,” Grainger segued. “Care to enlighten us, Mr Black?”

“Nope.”

“Jon. T. Black,” Grainger said quietly. “You’re a ghost. No career listed, no next of kin. Your wife died in Crete. Drowned. You said very little during the inquest, and you disappeared shortly after returning home to London. The apartment you lived in with your wife, but I imagine you are loathed to sell because despite the memories, it was the place where you shared your lives. Penance, perhaps?”

“I’ve nothing to do penance for,” he replied. “Nor seek forgiveness.”

“That much was ruled in court. But then again, there’s only so much that can be proven.” Grainger paused. “How am I doing?”

“Fairly crap, I’d say. I mean, you found all that out after giving the wrong guy a first-class ticket, expenses, and the promise of a hundred grand. Well-done…”

“A staffing mistake, that’s all. But I know enough about you now.”

“You know nothing.”

“I know that you’re a man nudging forty with few assets, who jumped at the opportunity of a free flight and the promise of money.”

“Your offer came at the right time.”

“Selling the marital home and living like a hermit?” He paused. “I’ve seen your internet search history. Looking for a small cottage in your native Scotland. In the highlands, no less. I’m sensing a guilty conscience. Time to get away from the wife’s family…”

“You’re way off…”

“Then tell me your story.”

“Fuck you…”

Grainger smiled. “You were meant to be somebody else. A nemesis of mine from my canned hunt days. Another liberal journalist full of piss and wind. But I get a loser fuelled by money and curiosity…” Jon Black shrugged like he could not be bothered less by the man’s comments or opinion. This infuriated Carl Grainger, but he tried not to show it, instead turning on Corrigan. “And what about our murderer?”

“Acquitted,” the Australian corrected him.

“Your sentence was commuted!” Botha raged, appearing in the open doorway. “You killed my only son!”

“Not guilty!” Corrigan protested.

Botha paced across the room and caught hold of Corrigan’s hair and pulled so that his face turned upwards to meet Botha’s glare. “Guilty! Guilty! Guilty!” He pushed the Australian off his chair and slowly turned away, breathing heavily, and holding his head in his hands.

“Looks like you’ve got your next match,” said Jon Black. “About time you two settled a score, I recon…”

Corrigan glared at Black, who simply shrugged like it was nothing. “Whose side are you on?” he growled.

“Mine,” Black replied quietly, pushing his plate in front of him. He had eaten his fill, taken on all the water he could.

Grainger clapped his hands together, the sudden action making Amber Byrne jump. Kowalski flinched, too. The big American tried to style it out, reaching for the bottle of water nearest him, but he hadn’t fooled anyone. “That decides it,” Grainger said. “Corrigan, you’re up. The rest of you will be escorted back to your sleeping quarters…” He clicked his fingers and Botha smiled, arcing the electrical current between the prongs of the pig stick. The two black workers gripped their batons and covered Botha while he slipped the handcuffs back around the wrists of their free right hands.

Corrigan eyed Jon Black as he led the procession out of the room. “Thanks a lot, mate,” he drawled in his antipodean twang. “You’ve just killed me…”

“Rather you than me, mate,” Black replied without looking back.


Chapter Twelve


Corrigan was running hard through the exclusive leafy suburbs of Toorak, Melbourne. Fuel soaked his clothes and the burns to his hands were throbbing, burning. Why wouldn’t the burning stop? He had plunged his hands into a koi pond in the garden of a neighbouring house, but long after the fact, he was still in agonising pain. The air was hot, and the streets had a film of damp on them from the misty drizzle, which gave the streetlamps a halo and made the pavements reflect the dull light. There was little traffic, certainly no pedestrians and dawn was still two hours away. But Madeline and Andre would never see another sunrise. He hadn’t meant to kill them – just scare them. The fire was meant to fill the house with smoke, the fire rescue service would be called, the flames doused, the house evacuated, and Madeline’s affair would have been exposed. Bruce Corrigan’s lawyers would have been able to cite his wife’s affair, and although the family law act did not address adultery, it had every bearing on property and living arrangements, and there was no way in hell that he would lose his family home. Besides, irreparable differences meant that she would be forced to sell her stake in the business at base level and Corrigan had already lined up a silent partner. But he hadn’t meant to kill Madeline. He hadn’t meant to kill her lover, either. Their screams would live with him forever, and he could not imagine ever experiencing such pain and terror as to scream in the way the two of them had. And he hoped and prayed that he never would. A gut-wrenching, heart-rendering gargle at the end. Enough to make him wish he could turn back the clock, walk away from divorce with just the clothes on his back. Nobody should have to die like they had, nothing was worth that…

Corrigan opened his eyes, his heart pounding and his lungs heaving. He had wrapped his arms around the baobab tree as he kneeled on the ground. Somehow, the tree was comforting. He had one on his property in Melbourne, estimated to be a thousand years old. He liked the fact that the African story that the Baobab tree was also called the “upside-down tree” in both Africa and Australia. According to African bushmen mythology, the god Kaang, a remote sky god, did not like the Baobab tree growing in his garden, so he plucked the tree and threw it away from the heavens. It eventually fell on Earth, landing upside down, and continued to grow that way. The Australian aborigines had the same story, but for the name of the god, and it was solid proof that one population had originated from the other. Corrigan tried to stand, but his legs felt like jelly. He had never run so hard, well there was always that fateful night, but he knew that he could not go much further. There was no way of knowing how far he had run, but he doubted it was more than two miles. He seldom worked out, ate all the wrong foods, and counted golf as strenuous exercise. Behind him hyenas bayed and cackled but another gunshot scared them off, which told him that Botha was close. The thought shook him to the core. An expert hunter and tracker who was out for vengeance. Corrigan wondered, as Botha drove him to the site where Dwight Carlotta died, how a man like Carl Grainger had recruited his staff to partake in such a deadly game, but it had all become clear. Botha was the right man with the right past and the right amount of fragmented soul. Grainger had not previously known Botha, but upon reading about Corrigan’s trial and the man’s commuted sentence he had discovered that Botha was a former hunter and ranger who now worked as a tourist safari guide in Hluhluwe–Imfolozi, South Africa’s oldest national park. Having long since hung up his rifle, Botha worked as an expert guide who prided himself on showing his parties of camera snapping tourists the Big Five more than any other guide. Devastated by his son’s murder, the forensic mistakes that commuted a murderer’s sentence, Botha had been easily manipulated to seek revenge. But manipulated or not, Bruce Corrigan had got nowhere trying to reason with the man. He had tried bribery and he had tried begging. Botha had merely prodded the Australian with the pig stick incapacitating him with 40,000 volts and ordered him to strip and change and start running for the distant ridgeline that would have been one of the last things Dwight Carlotta had seen that morning. Corrigan had been dropped at the point where Dwight Carlotta had died. He had seen congealing blood in the sand, and a few larger bones picked clean. Corrigan had noticed the man’s hair, the animals leaving the scalp, but even when the Land Rover dropped him off and Botha had unshackled him and left him stranded naked and afraid, vultures had been picking at the remains of the American’s skull. Everything else had gone, pulled apart and strewn over the African bush. The circle of life.

Another gunshot, this time much closer. Corrigan got up and started to run, tripping, and stumbling through the exposed tree roots and tufts of waist-high grass. Ahead of him a large bull elephant pushed out of the brush, stamping its front feet, and shaking its head in a single, brutally aggressive motion that snapped its truck around like a whip, angered at the presence of a human – or anything for that matter – in its way. Corrigan darted into the brush, snagging himself on three-inch, needle-sharp thorns that sliced cleanly through his shirt. Blood soaked into the material and dripped down his side. He pressed onwards, listening out for the elephant behind him, hearing a crashing of undergrowth and splintering of wood. Corrigan kept running, thorns snagging him and rocks and tree roots tripping him. He was drenched in sweat, bleeding from a hundred punctures and scratches and no matter how hard he tried, he simply couldn’t get enough speed from his legs. It was as though he was wading through treacle, the lactic acid coursing through his muscles and impeding vital progress. Stumbling through a belt of bushes, he emerged into a clearing, coming face to face with three female elephants and a tiny calf. The adult elephants trumpeted and behind him, Corrigan both heard and felt the big bull elephant closing on him through the bush. He darted to his right, unaware that he was heading back on himself and towards Botha. Stumbling, tripping, and falling, he half ran, half dragged himself through the brush until he could no longer hear the elephants behind him, then utterly exhausted, he fell and rolled onto his back staring blankly at the azure, cloud-free sky above. Somehow, the sky soothed him. Perhaps it was the fact he was lying down, grounding himself, a brief respite from his dire situation, and he wondered whether dying soldiers had taken comfort on the battlefield, staring at the enormity of the heavens while not long left for this world.

Botha’s leathery, craggy face filled Corrigan’s view and all fight seemed to leave him. He was done for, finished. He raised his hands to his face, as much to shield himself from the man’s expression as to defend himself, and he waited for the shock of the pig stick, but it never came. Instead, something wrapped around Corrigan’s feet and with a jolt he was dragged across the stony ground, unable to scramble to his feet or reach the rope with his hands. It all happened so quickly. One moment he was being roughly dragged; the next he was lifted off the ground and as he spun around upside down, he caught fleeting glimpses of Botha heaving on the other end of the rope and with each pull, Corrigan went gradually and ominously higher. Eventually he remained the same height but continued to slowly swing counter clockwise yet with no sign of stopping. Each time he completed a revolution he caught sight of the man’s maniacal face.

“You can’t leave me like this!” he reasoned. “I’ll be eaten alive!” He closed his eyes, knowing that the man did not care, and moreover, wanted Corrigan to meet as bitter an end as possible. “I’m so sorry… it was an accident!”

“No,” Botha said steadily. “You may have regrets, but you did what you did all the same. My son was no angel. Sure, he was screwing your wife. But he was just a red-bloodied twenty-two-year-old and he did not deserve to be killed like that! He’d gotten out of this bankrupt country and was building a new life in Australia. He was full of hopes and dreams…”

Corrigan continued to spin slowly, and when he completed another revolution, Botha was walking away and by the time he completed another revolution, the South African was nowhere to be seen. After an indeterminable amount of time, but he guessed it to be minutes not hours, Botha returned with a stack of thick branches. Corrigan did not have the keenest of imaginations, but as Botha stacked the wood in a noughts and crosses formation, at least eight stacks high, he had a fair idea of his fate. When he looked down, the wood was directly below him.

“Please…” he said. “Shoot me, leave me to the lions, even… but please don’t burn me…” He held out his horribly scarred hands. “I was burned once…”

“You burned my son alive,” Botha replied. He had taken out a large bowie knife and was shaving one of the thinner branches. He stopped cutting just before the shaving of wood lifted entirely, then cut just below the shaving. He had repeated this as he spoke, creating a ‘feather stick’ which was easily lit as both a tinder and kindling. “You burned your own wife.” He paused. “Burned my son. They had to be identified by DNA and dental records.”

“And I’m sorry for that! I didn’t mean to! The petrol lit faster than it does in the movies, it just exploded! There was no time to move away, no time to stop it once I realised what I had done!” Corrigan sobbed. “The entire house was alight in seconds, and the staircase acted like a chimney. The entire house became a furnace! It was out of control before I even felt my hands had been burned!”

Botha smiled. “That was all I wanted at the time,” he said. “I just wanted to hear your confession. But you wouldn’t look at my family in court. Wouldn’t look at me.” Corrigan could not mask his look of surprise and Botha said, “Oh, that’s right. I was there. And so was my daughter and my wife, God rest her soul. She simply gave up living when Andre died. She passed away shortly after the court case. But you were too much of a low life to look us in the eyes and say that you were sorry.”

“I’m sorry…”

Botha placed the feather stick under the staggered construction of branches and started on another, the knife was so sharp that he made it look easy. “But you wouldn’t admit it, so it all relied entirely on forensic evidence, and the so-called expert on the prosecution cut corners and made mistakes on other cases, so all of his evidence for the past five years was discounted and you, along with several other murderous bastards, ended up walking free.”

“I’m so sorry!” he continued to sob.

Botha tossed the feather stick onto the pile and started on another. “You are only sorry that you got caught. You are sorry that your infantile, psychopathic reaction to your wife’s affair got you burned. And you are sorry that you served time. But you are not sorry that your sentence was commuted and that you were pardoned.” Botha paused. “On a technicality, on a man’s mistakes, you were handed your life back to you. Well, now, I’m taking it away…”

Corrigan sobbed and to add insult to injury, Botha spun him hard and pushed him and he spiralled around, coughing, and spluttering as he vomited and choked and gagged. Botha took out a Zippo lighter and lit the feather sticks. They caught quickly. South Africa was in its winter and the temperature fluctuated, but it was dry, and the wood caught quickly. The noughts and crosses stack was soon burning fiercely, and each time Corrigan completed a spiral, his head passed within mere inches of the flames. Botha disappeared and returned after fifteen minutes with a stack of thick branches. Soon, the fire was burning voraciously, and Corrigan was screaming not only from passing close and by now, through the flames, but the heat generated and radiated was so fierce that Botha had to stand back, far further than Corrigan at his farthest point from the fire. Botha sent the man on his way again, spinning him furiously and pushing him when he drew near. Corrigan’s screams were constant now, and he was slowly cooking both over and near the flames. Botha stood and watched for a few minutes, then picked up his rifle and walked away. When he reached the Land Rover, at least a mile from the fire, he could still hear the man’s screams.

“I love you, Andre,” he said quietly. “I never told you much, and I regret that…”
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“Jesus Christ…” St. John-Smyth said quietly. He had looked away from the screens ages ago but had foolishly risked a glance and could see that the fat leaching from Corrigan’s carcass had fuelled the flames. There were hyenas, wild dogs and two cheetahs tentatively circling the fire. They wanted food, but they never braved fire. They would have to be patient and hope the lions did not get wind of the feast. “This is madness…”

Amber Byrne heard the man’s accent drop and could pick out traits of a London accent. She did not point it out, there seemed little point adding to the man’s humiliation. Carl Grainger had done a complete character assassination on the man, and besides, they were all humiliated at this point. She turned to Jon Black, who was lying on his side, staring blankly past her. “Penny for them…”

Black frowned. “What the hell do you think I’m thinking?” he answered sardonically.

She couldn’t argue with that, and in truth, she felt somewhat foolish. “Sorry, just trying to change the mood.”

Black shrugged and sat up. He looked at Kowalski, who was staring blankly at the screen and the first of the hyenas snapping at Corrigan’s hanging arms as they braved the dying flames of the fire. When he looked back at Amber, he whispered, “I might have a plan…”

“What?” she sat up and swung her legs off the bed. “What is it?”

Black shook his head. “I need to see one more person driven out there,” he whispered. “If it’s me, then I’m probably fucked. But if it’s one of you lot… Sorry, I meant someone else, then I might stand a chance…”

“You’ve got to tell me what it is!” she said, a little too loudly. She could see that Black now regretted saying anything, as he was looking at the camera above them. He laid back down on his bed and she said in a hushed tone, “Please! Tell me what you’ve seen!” but her heart sank as she realised that Black wasn’t going to risk being overheard. “Damn it!” she said to herself and seeing only St. John-Smyth staring at her.
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“This is gold,” Carl Grainger announced.

Pierre Dupont nodded. “Solid gold. Have you seen the viewing figures?” He paused. “And the bids for another kill have gone stratospheric. One of our Saudi friends has pledged ten million US for the woman in a machete scenario. It is quite staggering…”

Grainger laughed. “I’m thinking a season two scenario will be a certain hit.” He paused, watching the split screen of Corrigan’s now torn and swinging body, the hyenas and cheetahs vying for possession. The footage would stream continuously from that camera until there was nothing left to see. For huge bids, the scene of the Australian’s brutal death could be watched on a loop. Bids were now coming in for who would be next with prompts in what scenario. “We can’t overplay this, Dupont. After the hunt, we take down the footage and wait until we have more suitable players.” He paused. “We already have a new location and financial backers, so we can take our time with this, perhaps return here in a year or two for another event.”

“Of course, Mr Grainger,” Dupont replied. “But I doubt that Botha will want to be involved.”

“He will,” Grainger assured him. “He drove Dwight Carlotta to his death, and Corrigan was personal, but he will take our money and aid our venture, he’s in too deep now.” He paused and brought up the feed of his guests in their sleeping quarters. “Botha has no life. His son was murdered, his wife died, and his daughter has moved to the other side of the world to start afresh. Hans Botha will continue to play the game.”

“And what game will that be next?” the portly little Belgian-Congolese asked.

“Most want to see the American who wounds animals up against the king of the jungle.”

“That will take some organising,” he replied.

“When Botha returns have him come and see me. I think we can improve on the man’s salary and keep him in the hunt. It will take a great deal of skill to make sure the lions are where we want them tomorrow.”


Chapter Thirteen


Hans Botha stood in the middle of the room with the pig stick. He arced it every few seconds as two workers beat dustbin lids with hammers. The lights flicked on, and Botha could see that it had had the desired effect. Everyone was in a state of shock and confusion. Everyone except for Jon Black, who when the lights flicked on, had been sitting wide awake on his bed and now stared directly at Botha.

“Up and at ‘em!” Botha shouted. He waited while the two workers tossed the hammers and bin lids out through the doorway and remerged with their retractable batons. “Breakfast. Some of you will need it more than others…”

They were marched out through the house and into the dining room. There were bread rolls, cheese, and baskets of fruit on the table, along with coffee, tea, and bottled water. Amber sat down and poured herself coffee. It could have been far worse. Grainger could have tossed them bread and water onto the floor of their cell. At least this was half civilised, given that another person would die today, possibly two.

Carl Grainger paced into the room and smiled at them in turn. “We have a tie,” he said proudly. “The game has been such a success, more than I could have ever hoped for. But it would appear that both John Smith… sorry, William St. John-Smyth… has tied with Mr Kowalski for this morning’s entertainment.”

“Fuck you,” Kowalski said without looking up from his coffee and bread roll. “Just get it over with…”

“Who goes next will be determined by a simple game of capture the flag. But obviously with a slight difference. You will essentially race each other. The winner gets a pass; the loser plays the next game.”

“Game?” Amber retorted. “You really are a sick bastard! I was right to write what I did about you! This is just the sort of evil thing someone who grew rich from canned hunts would do. You really have no morality, no decency in you!”

“Your time will come, my dear. Have no doubt about that. People are favouring you hacked limb from limb with a machete, so that will give you something to ponder on.” Grainger paused. “I could probably double my fortune if I introduced some kind of sexual slant on it. Food for thought, I suppose. Perhaps that’s for another time. There’s enough deadly game out there to provide some entertainment. Although, facing them naked will be good for our ratings…”

Amber screamed and threw her coffee cup at him, splashing him with some of the hot liquid. Botha walked calmly forward and jabbed her in the side with the pig stick. She arched her back, fell sideways and silently onto the floor, a silent scream on her lips as she juddered and writhed in agony.

“Well, I think breakfast service has closed,” Grainger said somewhat acidly, brushing at the coffee on his shirt.


Chapter Fourteen


Dawn broke at five-am. A golden hue of sunlight captivated the low sky to the east, while high above it was still completely dark with stars visible to the west. With every few minutes that passed, the sky grew brighter and with it, the sound of animals on the chill air. St. John-Smyth and Kowalski sat opposite one another on the bench seats in the rear of the Land Rover. Kowalski looked to the floor, while St. John-Smyth eyed his opponent constantly.

“Why did you lie about your name?” the American eventually asked. “And put on the whole pompous butler act?”

“You are an American, I wouldn’t expect you to understand.”

“Try me.”

“Well, for a start, you think I act like a butler because you have a limited appreciation of both class and society. I put on a gentlemanly act. When I met my wife, I was nothing. A bit of rough for her after a stodgy marriage, little physical attention, and her husband’s unexpected death. But she grew to love me, and I loved her. Social standing was everything, so we crafted a persona. She doctored an education for me, I studied hard to live up to it, and I learned all about country and city fashion, food and wine, country pursuits, and investing. After her death, it all went sour. I wasn’t good at investments and started to lose the bloody lot.” He paused. “I had done some pheasant shooting and a bit of deer stalking, and I suppose in a somewhat self-destructive mode, travelled to Africa and had a go at big game…”

“And you loved it…”

“Indeed.” St. John-Smyth shrugged. “So, what’s with your niche? Why do you wound and track animals on the internet?”

The American looked up at him, tears in his eyes, then started to laugh. “Because I’m a real shitty shot…”

St. John-Smyth laughed, a desperate ring to it, as if it helped break the tension and the desperation of the situation. “You’re kidding…?”

“Nope. Never could hit a thing. I just got going with the bow because my friends always made me feel crap about using a rifle. And don’t get me onto handguns… can’t hit a barn door with ‘em…” He shook his head, half laughing, half sobbing. “How about that?”

“That is pretty special, considering where you’re from,” St. John-Smyth said lightly. “The only country with more guns than people. But you’re an expert at tracking?”

“I am. No question about it.”

The vehicle slowed, pulled a tight circle, and stopped, rocking both men perched on the bench seats. The dawn had fully broken, but it was still a gloriously golden light and as the rear door opened, the chill was noticeable.

Botha pulled the men out of the Land Rover and the two black workers stood with batons at the ready. Neither man looked like he was about to try anything as Botha unshackled them and tossed two bundles of olive coloured safari clothes on the ground.

“Get changed, gentlemen. Time is of the essence.” St. John-Smyth changed unhurriedly, eyeing the South African belligerently, while Kowalski struggled with the sizing of the trousers. When he stood back his waistline looked like sausage links and he struggled to breathe. Botha merely grinned and said as he pointed, “A hundred metres that way is the remains of an animal carcass. That’s the flag. You will take it a mile to your goal. Kowalski, yours is due east. John Smith… yours is due west.”

“It’s William St. John-Smyth…” the Englishman replied testily.

“Whatever you say,” Botha sneered.

“And let me guess, you’ll barbecue the loser?” Kowalski shrugged. “So, what’s the point?”

“I won’t be killing anybody,” Botha replied. “My kill yesterday was personal.” He paused, ignoring the comment any further. “But the point is, the winner gets a free pass to the final. The loser gets to play the next round. So, you’d better get moving.”

Both men looked at each other tentatively, then St. John-Smyth turned and sprinted in the direction of the bushes. Kowalski put on a good turn of speed but started to run out of steam quickly and settled into a jog, and then a walk as St. John-Smyth disappeared into the brush.
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“Did you see it?” Amber asked Jon Black quietly, his eyes locked on the screen.

“No,” he replied irritably. “It was a different scenario than before.”

“Shit…” She paused, now seeing St. John-Smyth walking into a clearing on another two camera angles. “What was it? I have to know…”

Black hesitated, then shrugged. “It was nothing. I was wrong…”

“Jesus! Why won’t you just trust me?”

“I don’t trust anyone.”

“It could help me survive!”

Black got off her bed where they had been sitting together whispering, and walked back to his own, turning his back to her as he watched the screen. “Because we could be against each other like those two blokes,” he said coldly. “And it could help me survive…”
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The ‘flag’ was a greater kudu’s head. A large bull that would have weighed in excess of five hundred pounds and would have stood over five-feet high at the shoulder. One of the largest species of antelope, the kudu had huge, twisted horns and a striped coat and lived in woodlands and thick brush. St. John-Smyth looked at the pole on which the head had been skewered. The body of the beast lay sixty metres away, and hyenas and wild dogs were battling for possession. The pole was eight feet high and atop the head, two large vultures were perched and pecking at the eyes. St. John-Smyth turned as Kowalski stumbled through the brush and the dogs and hyenas leapt away from their feast, only to pay him no more attention as they returned to snapping at the meat, and each other.

“Well, that’s a pickle,” said Kowalski.

“Indeed…”

It was evident that getting the head down would be a two-man job, and the head itself would weigh close to a hundred pounds. Kowalski went to the pole and kicked it hard. The pole did not budge. He kicked it again and again, but it held fast. “Can we dig it out?”

“Might be the only way.”

Kowalski looked around him, then settled on a branch. He snapped the small twigs off it, then set about using it to dig with. St. John-Smyth found a similarly useful piece of wood, but he did not intend to dig. He stood to the side of Kowalski, looking as if he was waiting to take over when the man tired. The American dug down a foot or so, and St. John-Smyth readied himself for the mother of all swings. The back of the man’s neck should do it.

“God damn it!” Kowalski cursed. “It’s solid cement underneath!”

St. John-Smyth inspected the hole and concurred. The pole had been set in concrete. He dropped the branch and sighed. “You’ll have to help me up…”

“Why me?”

“Because, my dear man, you’re at least three-hundred pounds, and I’m around half of that!” He paused. “You’re the brawn for this task, and I’m the agile athlete.”

“OK,” Kowalski replied dubiously.

Neither man trusted each other, but there was little they could do about it until the prize became accessible. Kowalski tried giving St. John-Smyth a hoist up, but he wasn’t as strong as his stature would suggest and he struggled to hold him in place long enough for him to unhook the grizzly prize. Next, the American tried lifting him in a bear hug, but St. John-Smyth protested that he could not breathe, and nor was he high enough to tackle the task. The American then crouched on all fours while St. John-Smyth stood on his back. He had enough height, and the American provided a stable platform. The pole had been sharpened and the head impaled, and it required a tremendous effort on both men’s part because as the weight of the head came off the pole, Kowalski had more weight to bear. St. John-Smyth struggled not to vomit as blood and brain matter ran down the pole, the stench of the kill getting into his nostrils and to the back of his throat, and flies overwhelming him. When he finally got it clear, he wobbled and upended it so that the large, twisted horns bore down on the man beneath him. He leapt aside, bringing the head down hard, but Kowalski rolled away, and the horns dug into the hard ground. Kowalski kicked St. John-Smyth’s legs from under him and the Englishman fell. The American scrambled to his feet, charged towards his opponent, but St. John-Smyth still had the head in his clasp and turned the horns towards the charging Kowalski. One of the horns impaled him through the stomach and he froze, looking down at the horn and the missing six inches of the tip.

“Shit…” he groaned.

“I am sorry…” St. John-Smyth said quietly. He pulled the horn clear and the American fell onto his back.

“Please, don’t leave me,” he said, eyeing the hyenas and patterned dogs tearing at the kudu carcass. “I can’t die like that…”

“I really am very sorry…” St. John-Smyth heaved the head onto his shoulder, then looking at the rising sun, headed away from it and across the clearing.
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“He’s killed him…” Amber Byrne said disbelievingly. “He’s just left him to die!”

“What do you expect?” Jon Black replied flippantly.

“And you’d do the same?” she asked, then added, “Forget it, I already know the bloody answer.”

Black shrugged. “What else do you expect? Sacrifice is for families and loved ones. Everything else is survival.”

She nodded; aware that he was quite correct. “Would you ever sacrifice yourself for someone?”

“No.”

“Would you have sacrificed yourself for your wife?” She paused. “Sorry, it’s just Grainger said that she died in Crete…”

“I did,” he replied quietly. “Only I was injured, and she drowned.”

“Oh…”

“A couple of dickheads on jet skis,” he continued. “Just teenagers messing about, but they were in the swim zone. I pushed her underneath the surface and turned my back to protect her. The impact broke my shoulder and collarbone. But she took a mouthful of water, and…” he trailed off.

“Grainger made it sound as if you had something to hide…”

Black shrugged. “There were reports that I did not show emotion,” he replied. “All I know is that I was trying to hold it together. I couldn’t get emotional, because if I allowed that to happen, then I don’t think I could have stopped…” He paused. “And afterwards, that’s what happened. I was a mess. The invite was what pulled me out of the doldrums. A hundred grand and an adventure? I just thought, fuck it…”

“I’m sorry,” she said. “Sorry that it happened to you, and sorry that I pressed the matter.”

Black shrugged. “Forget it,” he said. He looked at her quite intently for a moment, then drew nearer and whispered, “When Botha unlocks the handcuffs, he holds the prisoner’s left wrist with his right hand and reaches for the keys on the chain beside his hip with his left hand. His bowie knife is in a sheath on his left hip. It leaves his whole left side open for at least two seconds. Get the knife, hug him closely pinning his left hand to his torso and his whole left side can be stabbed.” He paused. “Heck, if I’m right, his whole left side could be filleted like a side of salmon…”
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“This is magnificent stuff!” Carl Grainger said proudly.

Dupont nodded. “We have had bids come in from Japan, South Korea and Monaco.” He paused, studying a tablet in his hand. “It’s going crazy.”

Grainger smiled. His enterprise used TOR, or The Onion Router to get under the layers of surface internet, and software obtained by Pierre Dupont to navigate the dark web. They had started out approaching hardcore game hunters and contacts who were used to circumventing South African and African Nation poaching laws for the supply to the Chinese medicine trade in endangered species, bone, and ivory. From the initial enquiries, the response had been overwhelming, and subscriptions had soon been processed for the ability to bid for future content. As with all deviances, the community searching for ‘snuff content’ was a close knit one, buoyed and empowered by their anonymity. Usernames knew other usernames, and shared content freely. For Grainger and Dupont, the numbers were growing and the three offshore accounts they diverted funds to were rapidly building. They had essentially set out panning for gold and hit the mother lode.

Grainger looked up from his computer screen, tracking the transactions and subscriptions and stared at the array of monitors fixed to the wall. Incredulously, he said, “I don’t believe it… the American is getting back up…”
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Kowalski had accepted that he would probably die. He had a gaping wound in his stomach and the hyenas and dogs were making so much noise fighting over the kudu carcass that it was simply a matter of time before a leopard or lion came onto the scene. He knew enough about African predators to know that he wouldn’t last a minute if that happened. And he knew that if he lived through this nightmare, then another task would be placed upon him, and he doubted that he would survive another day. But he was damned if he was going to give up. Rolling onto his front, he pulled himself up the pole and made it unsteadily to his feet. He bent down and picked up the branch that St. John-Smyth had intended to club him to death with and used it as a crutch to support his weight. He was weary and had never experienced a thirst like it, but he staggered across the clearing, following the Englishman’s tracks, the imprints easy to read with the added hundred pounds of the kudu’s head and neck weighing the man down. Even in his compromised state, Kowalski could tell that St. John-Smyth carried the heavy load on his right shoulder, and as he entered the bush, he noticed the point where the Englishman had swapped to the other shoulder, his left boot now making clearer, deeper marks in the dirt. Kowalski could see specks of blood on the sandy soil, and eventually blood in the boot tracks, indicating that St. John-Smyth was soaked in the animal’s blood. Out of nothing more than instinct, Kowalski veered off course and took cover behind two large baobab trees that had grown too closely and almost merged as one. A few minutes later, a large leopard stalked past. It sniffed the ground then lifted its regal head high and sniffed the air. Kowalski found himself holding his breath as he waited to see what the animal did next.


Chapter Fifteen


St. John-Smyth was exhausted. He was soaked in sweat and covered in putrid, congealing blood. The kudu’s head was stinking, and heavier than his dear departed wife, the memory of carrying her over the threshold to her ancestral home somewhat bittersweet. The air was cool, but the sun bore down on him as if he was under a magnifying glass. He was reminded of Dickens and the opening line of Great Expectations - ‘It was one of those March days when the sun shines hot and the wind blows cold: when it is summer in the light, and winter in the shade…’ There was no wind to speak of – barely a breath – but the shade was cold, and the open ground was burning hot, and he had never known a weight upon his back quite like it, his exhaustion feeling like it added a hundred pounds.

Ahead of him, at odds with the topography, he spied a windsock. His first thought was that it was an airstrip, and he may be able to raise the alarm, or even make good his escape. He held a private pilot’s licence and right now, he would sit behind the controls of any airplane in an attempt to flee. The sudden realisation that he had found his marker filled him with despair. For winning this game would only take him further into the void. Further down the rabbit hole into the unknown, but ever aware of the ultimate outcome.

St. John-Smyth trudged ever onwards, eyes on the prize. The ground was open, and the windsock was on the summit of a small mount that looked like the gods had stacked boulders for entertainment. There was no way that human endeavour could ever have stacked such a pile, and yet here it was. Erosion at its most artistic and beautiful. Hundreds of millions of years of wind and rain and sun and the stubborn boulders had remained. He realised that the pile was one of several, like islands in a sea of green. There was beauty here, amongst death in the heart of the food chain, and he could not help appreciating it despite being in the direst of situations.

When he fell to the ground, he was only aware of a tremendous impact. A savage winding, driving the air from his lungs and leaving him gasping for breath. Claws tore at him, impossibly sharp and his arms and shoulders were lacerated, and he was aware of putrid breath and hot air as the beast opened its mouth wide around his neck, the bottom teeth clasping his neck, its upper teeth failing to connect. And then he realised why. One of the horns of the kudu was blocking the creature’s deadly upper fangs and preventing it from closing its powerful bite. Frustrated, the beast dug in with its rear claws and tightened its grip, driving its front claws deeper into his flesh. St. John-Smyth wailed, but he kept his grip on the kudu’s head, its horn stopping the leopard from closing on his windpipe and carotid arteries.

St. John-Smyth was aware of another dimension, another presence. The leopard stopped its guttural growl and released its claws from the Englishman’s flesh. There were shouts and thuds, and he was aware that he could feel something, a shock running through him, with every thud. When the beast released its grip, St. John-Smyth heard Kowalski yelling and turned to see the big American beating the big cat with a heavy branch. St. John-Smyth crawled and fell, and with a huge effort, he staggered to his feet. He looked around for a weapon and settled on a couple of large rocks, which he gathered up and lobbed at the leopard, missing with both projectiles, and failing to deter the animal from taking on Kowalski, who was swiping from side to side with the branch and kicking dirt up into the creature’s face. St. John-Smyth noticed the blood on the man’s clothes around his stomach. It was a miracle that he had persisted in following him, let alone fought to save him. With renewed vigour, St. John-Smyth ran towards the beast and started to kick at it, then when he got close enough to one of the rocks that he had thrown, he picked it up and threw it as hard as he could. The rock hit the big cat in the face, and it was stunned for a moment, in which time Kowalski batted it with the branch, striking hard and fiercely in an adrenalin-fuelled melee, giving time for St. John-Smyth to pick up another rock and heave it down onto the animal’s back. The leopard fled. Predators only remained predators for as long as they remained healthy and uninjured, and this animal quickly realised that it should go somewhere quiet, lick its wounds, and live to hunt another day.

St. John-Smyth looked at the kudu head, then down at his ruined legs. He was bleeding badly, and he looked over at the American who had undoubtedly saved his life. “This is pretty fucked up,” he said, his accent slipping into a South London twang. There was no point in pretence here. This was about as real as it could get. He bent down, scooped up a handful of red dust and smeared it over his tattered trouser legs.

“Well, that’s an infection right there…” Kowalski said.

“I doubt I’ll live long enough for it to make a difference, but it will plug the cuts and slow the bleeding…”

Kowalski looked down at his stomach, then squat down, grabbed a handful of dirt, and did the same. “I guess that goes for me, too.”

John Smith looked at the windsock and back at the kudu head. “We haven’t got a choice,” he said, no trace of an aristocratic accent left. He appeared to have morphed into a different persona, no hint of the English gentleman left.

“I guess not.”

“Thanks for saving me.”

“It’s OK,” Kowalski replied, picking up the branch once more. “I wouldn’t want to go out like that.”

John Smith picked up the kudu head, but this time he held it by the horns, heaved it over his head and smashed the head down onto the ground. He was John Smith now. The gentleman he had taken years to create and perfect was no more. Smith was in as desperate a situation as he could ever have imagined, and the niceties of William St. John-Smyth were no use to him now. He smashed the head on the ground again and again, the American looking on in bewilderment until it suddenly became clear what he was doing when one of the massive, twisted horns broke off near the skull. Smith turned the horn over in his hand and rushed towards Kowalski, who batted the horn away and swiped the branch backwards, breezing less than an inch from Smith’s face. Smith positioned himself, taking the high ground and he leapt clear of Kowalski’s attacks to his legs and swiped the horn towards him. The bigger man stumbled, and Smith came barrelling at him, driving the horn into the man’s side. Kowalski screamed, and Smith pulled the horn clear and stabbed the man again, this time in his chest. The big American fell to his knees, and Smith stood over him, the horn bearing down on him. The Englishman was panting, and he tossed the horn aside and returned to the kudu head and continued to trudge up the steep incline with the stinking, heavy prize. The head must have been twenty pounds lighter, but he could not feel any difference and when he reached the marker, he fell to the ground and dropped the head, then rolled onto his back and stared at the clear, azure blue sky.


Chapter Sixteen


He was aware of being carried on a stretcher. The going was difficult for the stretcher bearers, and he was jolted and lifted and even dropped a few times. He came round enough to open his eyes and was slid into the rear of a pickup truck, his hands once again shackled to a belt around his waist.

John Smith looked up into the faces of the two black men who had been carrying him. One of them covered his face with a blanket and as much as he protested, they ignored his pleas and drove him for close to an hour. He wasn’t given the chance to see where he was, but he was soon inside and the two men unshackled him, stripped him naked and pushed him inside a small wet room. The two men returned thirty minutes later and turned a powerful hose on him. The water was icy cold, but he cupped his hands and drank all he could and washed the lacerations. The men talked casually to each other as if there was nothing unusual about the situation. The smaller man was called Didi and the other man who stood six-feet-four tall and was as strong as an ox was called Mr Brown. The door was unlocked and when it opened it was simply for long enough for one of the men to throw a bucket of uncomfortably hot water over him, and he could tell from the smell, taste, and sting that it was laced with strong antiseptic. Once sheep dipped, towels and clean clothes were thrown inside the room, and he was ordered to get dressed. He looked at his wounds and knew that they needed dressing and stitching but was hit with the stark reality that he was being given the minimum care acceptable. Just enough to survive until the next diabolical round.

He was re-shackled and led through the house to their prison cell, where Jon Black and Amber Byrne were seated on their beds. Somewhat ominously, Corrigan’s, Kowalski’s and Carlotta’s beds had been stripped. John Smith looked at them both, knowing that they would have watched the grizzly contest, and feeling somewhat shameful that he had taken another man’s life.

“I did what I had to do,” he said quietly as he sat down.

Neither said anything but Black held up a flask and said, “Tea?”

“Absolutely,” he replied, but with no sign of his fortified aristocratic lilt.

Black shuffled over with the flask in one hand and a paper cup in the other. He poured the tea and said, “It’s got milk but no sugar...”

John Smith took the cup and sipped appreciatively. “Madness, isn’t it?”

“It’s sick,” Amber agreed, but she still did not look at him.

“I get it,” Smith said matter-of-factly. “Up until now, it was nature verses human, and then it was a straightforward murder for vengeance.” He paused, sipping another mouthful of warm tea. “But Kowalski and I were pitted against each other. There had to be a winner. I didn’t have any other choice but to kill him.”

“But you didn’t,” Amber told him. “He was still alive when the screen turned off,” she said. “They have something else in store for him…”

“Indeed, we do…” Carl Grainger’s voice echoed over the audio system and the television screen flickered into life once more.

“Go to hell!” Amber Byrne screamed at the camera above them. But then she turned towards the screen, and like both Black and Smith, her eyes never left the scene as she watched Kowalski limping along a narrow, sandy track.


Chapter Seventeen


He was hot and weary. He had been given water and a strong dilution of antiseptic had been poured over his wounds. Rudimentary dressings had been applied, and he had been injected with an opiate to manage the pain. He had been pointed in the direction of a distant ridge, and he guessed that would be Botswana. Or Mozambique. He didn’t care which, just as long as it got him to safety. But Kowalski was a realist. He knew that his wounds needed urgent medical attention and that he would likely perish long before the mountain ridge looked any closer to him.

Kowalski had watched his father die. Cancer had eaten the man down to the bone. He had watched a six-foot-two, two-hundred-and-fifty-pound building contractor wilt to a hundred and thirty-pounds. Bed-bound, bed-ridden and without enough muscle mass to stand unaided, the man had died a sad and degrading death, wasting away for over a year. Not a fitting end to a former US marine who had seen action in Somalia, Sierra Leone, and Operation Desert Storm. Just before the man had passed, he had whispered into his son’s ear, “Make your life count, but when it’s time to go, then make sure you go out in style my son…” It had been the last words the man would ever utter. And now, as he felt weak and dehydrated, suspecting his kidneys were slowly shutting down, he had an epiphany. He would go out in style or die trying. The game required him to head towards the mountainous ridge, so he immediately turned around and headed back towards the place where he had been dropped off. From there, he would set out to go up against whoever they sent to turn him back around. After half an hour of trudging through the brush, he found a decent-sized branch of African hardwood and snapped off the tendrils. He stamped down on the tip, then found a large rock and rubbed the end backwards and forwards until he had a sharpened tip. It wasn’t much, but it should be enough to dissuade a predator if he could jab it near their eyes. Survival instinct was strong in the food chain, and nothing would last out here for long if it lost its sight.
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“God dammit!” Grainger snapped, his eyes on the screen and watching Kowalski heading back. “What the hell is he doing, the God damned redneck son-of-a-bitch!”

“He’s heading back here,” Pierre Dupont replied.

“I’ve got eyes, man!” Grainger shook his head. “This isn’t going to make for good entertainment! The walk will take him the best part of a day and he’ll be dead before long. We’re not going to sell future bouts on watching a fat redneck die from natural causes…”

“Shall I get Botha to turn him around?”

“Where are the lions?” Grainger asked, scrolling through his camera feeds. “Come on, you ridiculous little Belgian! Find them!”

“Cameras twenty-two and twenty-eight. Sector seven,” Dupont replied tersely. He was from Belgian heritage, that much was true, but he had been born in the Democratic Republic of the Congo, to a Belgian mercenary and a French aid worker. And he found nothing ridiculous about his neatly trimmed and waxed moustache, nor his ample stomach. “The entire pride is there…”

Grainger nodded. Six females, a large male and a juvenile male that would soon try for dominance or be defeated. “When did they last eat?”

“Three days ago. A young zebra. Not very big.”

“Then they will soon want another meal,” Grainger replied. “Get Botha to shepherd him towards the bloody lions!”

“Botha is busy setting up the next event…”

“Then get Didi out there and have him make Kowalski turn towards the pride. Let’s get this show back on the road…”
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Kowalski stopped to drink from a stream, knowing that the bacteria, larvae, and waterborne diseases would likely do for him as sure as a pack of hyenas. But thirst was one thing, and hindsight another. Besides, he was bleeding profusely and was certain that his wounds would be infected, his blood poisoned. Without antibiotics, he would soon die, and if that didn’t get him, then the predators of the South African bush soon would. He had walked for an hour and was exhausted.

The first gunshot echoed through the valley, throwing up sand a few feet in front of him. Kowalski stopped, searching for the gunman. Another gunshot rang out, the large bullet striking closer to his feet. He turned and ran, but as soon as he reached some cover he darted to his left, towards where he was certain the bullet had come from. Kowalski was not a fit man, and he staggered and broke through the cover, tripping and managing to stop himself from falling. He was panting and heaving for breath, but he broke cover after what he estimated to be two-hundred metres and when he ran out into the open ground, he was barely thirty feet from the unsuspecting black man holding the large African game rifle.

Didi did not hide his surprise and he raised the rifle but failed to level it in time as Kowalski cannoned into him, the considerable weight difference between the two men evident as Didi fell backwards and the big American landed heavily on top of him. Kowalski punched the man in the side of his head, then followed up with three more haymakers and the fight was all out of the South African, and he didn’t even grip the rifle as Kowalski snatched it up and struggled to his feet.

“Where’s… your… vehicle?” Kowalski panted, heaving for breath. He pointed the heavy .416 calibre rifle at him and said, “I’ll count to three!” he shouted quickly, still heaving for breath. Didi thumbed behind him. “Keys?” he asked impatiently. Didi reached into his pocket and pulled out a set of keys, holding them up for the American. Kowalski reached for them and Didi dropped them and caught hold of the man’s arm but froze as Kowalski moved the rifle with just his right hand, the muzzle pointing up at his face. The American just caught sight of the inflated whites of the man’s eyes as he squeezed the trigger and the top half of the man’s head disappeared in a puff of crimson mist. The heavy recoil of the rifle was simply too much for Kowalski’s wrist and he dropped it, cursing, and clamping his left hand around his right wrist. “God dammit!” he shouted, already knowing that his right wrist was broken.

Kowalski positioned the rifle between his legs and worked the bolt, ejecting the smoking cartridge case and chambering another round. The rifle had three rounds remaining. He checked his wrist but could barely move it. Didi had nothing of use on him, so the big American trudged onwards in the direction the dead man had indicated. After four hundred metres, there was still no sign of a vehicle, and he cursed his own stupidity. He searched for the man’s tracks, but there were no human signs at all. The man had tricked him. To return the way he had come would waste precious time, so he checked the direction of the sun and headed southwards, hoping to come back on the vehicle and save the best part of a thousand metres. It was merely a case of simply cutting a corner. After another five-hundred metres, he started to wish he had returned by his own tracks. He was injured and exhausted and thirsty and like most people in that condition he was making poor decisions. Pushing through a thick area of brush, he stepped out into a clearing and stopped in his tracks. Ahead of him, a pride of lions sprawled and sunned themselves on a flat rock. The large male looked up, and as he did, three lionesses all turned their heads in unison.

Kowalski stared at them, but they were unperturbed and already, the male was getting to his feet and the three lionesses got up and peeled off to each side. They were soon joined by two more and the male walked unhurriedly, and unafraid across the open ground. The American weighed his options. He could turn and run, but to do so would mean a short chase and a certain death. The big cats would be in their element – as indeed they were everywhere out here – but the thick brush would make the whole attack difficult to defend against. Instead, Kowalski stepped out further into the open and readied the rifle on his left shoulder. He would now have to close his right eye to align the sights, but he almost chuckled at the thought that he was such a poor shot that it would barely make any difference. How he wished he had his beloved compound bow and some arrows with spring loaded razor heads. The male lion was now just forty metres from him, and the five lionesses were sixty metres, but flanking him. Six lions; three bullets. Kowalski thought about how his father had died, and he simply said, “Fuck it…” and fired. The male lion went down, shuddered for a moment, and rested still. He worked the bolt, noticing that two of the lions had fled, and for a second, thought that he may just do this. He found his aim and fired, the bullet skimming one of the lions along its spine. The lioness leapt high in the air - letting out a cry surprisingly like a domestic cat that had just had its tail trapped in a door - and started to run but lost all control of its limbs and crashed into the dirt, its rear legs scrambling wildly as it wailed and growled and failed to get up. Kowalski started to work the bolt but was taken off his feet by an attack from the rear. He did not know it, but the juvenile lion, still a considerable three-hundred pounds in weight, had silently and invisibly flanked him just moments after he had stepped into the open.

Kowalski kicked and kneed and punched and grappled out from underneath the beast and tried to use the rifle as a club, but one of the lionesses pounced and took him down, biting his shoulder and missing his throat by no more than an inch. Kowalski punched and pushed and got to onto all fours, but the juvenile lion leapt and landed on top of him and bit down on his neck. Two more lionesses pounced and bit into his limbs, keeping him pressed to the ground while two more joined and bit deeply into his back. The lions all started to rip and pull, pressing firmly with their front paws for purchase, their claws inches long and as sharp as woodworking screws. Kowalski bellowed an agonising cry, then fell silent as the pride fed on him and ripped him apart, piece by bloody piece.


Chapter Eighteen


Amber Byrne had watched the screen until it was evident that Kowalski wasn’t going to make it. Jon Black had laid back down on his bed, staring blankly at the ceiling, while John Smith had watched until the bitter end. When the screen finally faded to black, he drank some bottled water and checked on his wounds. When he looked back at Amber, he appeared flushed.

“Are you OK?” she asked curiously.

“I think I have a fever,” he replied. “There’s too many germs in the dirt. Antibiotics are the only thing that’s going to help me now…” He paused. “But I imagine it will all be over fairly soon.”

“Why do you think that?”

He shrugged. “It was a weekend invite,” he said. “It wouldn’t be polite to keep us all waiting…” He smirked, then drank down some more water. “Seriously, if this is all being filmed, then Grainger’s whole operation is at risk the longer people are online. We’re six to three, it only makes sense that he winds the operation up soon…”

“Mr Black, you will join us now…” Grainger’s voice echoed over the audio system, right on queue.

Jon Black got up, but he made sure to get off the bed on the side closest to Amber Byrne’s bed. “Now we shall see…” He whispered and gave her a wink.

She got up too, and for reasons she couldn’t fathom, she leaned closely into him and said, “Good luck…” and gave him a peck on the cheek.

Black smiled, quite taken by surprise, but he said somewhat earnestly, “Whatever happens, whichever way this goes for you, don’t trust him…” He flashed his eyes towards Smith and said, “That man may act like a gentleman, but he’s a born survivor. Through and through…”

She did not reply, but she still could not stop thinking about John Smith’s – for that was how she now thought of him - battle with Kowalski, and how the Englishman had repaid the American after he had saved him from the clutches of the leopard.

The door opened and Hans Botha entered with just one of the black workers. They had all watched Didi take a bullet, designed for killing elephants and rhinos, in the face at point blank range and although they had not been saddened by the man’s death, Amber felt a chill run up her spine as she realised why only one worker now remained. Botha said nothing, but he pulled Jon Black away from Amber, and pushed him ahead of him, the electric pig stick at the ready in case he met any resistance.

“You should have left while you could…” Hans Botha said mockingly.

“Not without my hundred grand,” he replied. “Which will be in my hand before this is over…”

“You know something I don’t?” the South African asked mockingly and pushed him harshly ahead of him.

“You had your chance…” Grainger said, standing in the hallway and watching as Botha pushed Jon Black out towards the front doors.

“You had yours…” Black glared at him, then stared blankly ahead, ignoring the man as he stepped out into the sunlight.

“Cocky son-of-a-bitch, aren’t you?” Botha said and as he got Black to the rear of the Land Rover, he couldn’t resist prodding him with the pig stick. Black let out a groan as he fell onto his front and sprawled inside the vehicle, hitting his face and head on the bulkhead as he fell. “That will give you something to think about on the drive, eh?”

Black could not move, but he bounced almost constantly as Botha seemed to find every bump and rut on the reserve. With his ankles shackled and each wrist held firmly to his side linked by the handcuffs through the leather belt, he simply had to ride it out, craning his neck to avoid taking the bumps to his face. For the most part, he managed, but by the time the Land Rover slowed and turned a long, deliberate circle his face was bruised and swollen.


Chapter Nineteen


Interpol Headquarters

Lyon, France

Phil Bryce squeezed the squash ball continuously as he listened. He had broken two fingers during an arrest six weeks ago and the squash ball was not only aiding his mobility but calming his mind. It helped with concentration, but it also helped with times of craving. He had recently given up smoking and drinking and he was struggling. He had left Australia after his divorce, given up the house and had been left with minimal custody of their two children. Divorce often turned into a game of winning and losing, rather than a healthy and fair process deconstructing a life once entwined, and it had started to affect his work. With twelve years in the New South Wales police force, the last five as a detective sergeant, his boss had tossed him a lifeline of a two-year sabbatical with Interpol. His accommodation would be provided, as would a car and a ten percent raise on his police salary. He received six-weeks paid leave per year and had justified that he would break the time down into four, ten-day holidays where he would hop on a plane to Melbourne and spend the time with his children. However, with a year in he had only managed one trip. The reality of long-haul travel was that it was both extremely time-consuming and extortionately expensive.

“We have to meet,” he said into the receiver.

“I need funds…”

Bryce turned his eyes to the ceiling. “I’ll sort something out.”

“It could be big.”

“Well, give me a clue.”

“It’s better that I show you.”

Bryce glanced at his watch, continuing to squeeze the squash ball. “I’ll have to get the train and the Eurostar.” He paused. “And this involves the little Belgian?”

“Belgian-Congolese,” the man corrected him. “Not him, so much, but certainly the people he has worked with. But when you draw concentric circles, there are a few correlations overlapping. And then there’s random people who have used booking references to activate airline tickets. These tickets were purchased using IP addresses and account numbers that flagged up a few questions.”

“Such as?”

“Have you heard of Carl Grainger?”

“No, the name doesn’t ring a bell.”

“Bruce Corrigan?”

Bryce frowned. He’d worked the case. He’s seen what had been left of the man’s wife and her lover. Part of his career low, apart from the drink and the self-destructive casual affairs, had been Corrigan’s release because of the inept forensic scientist’s subsequent indiscretions. “I know Bruce Corrigan,” he replied tersely. “Where does he fit in?”

“Concentric circles,” the man replied. “He cashed in a flight that Dupont booked. The IP address links to traffic from people on internet watchlists monitored by Interpol. Look, get here as soon as you can. But I want ten-thousand.”

“Ten-thousand!”

“It will be worth it.”

“Give me a clue.”

“Russian oligarchs, Saudi Sheiks, American politicians, British media barons and a whole host of people in between. All linked to Pierre Dupont, all gathering online for an event.”

“What kind of event?”

“I don’t know, but I’ll keep digging. Maybe I’ll have more answers when you get here.”

“For ten-thousand euros I expect it gift wrapped.”

“Pounds, not euros, Mr Bryce.”

“What?” Bryce squeezed the squash ball so hard that it slipped from his grip and shot across the room, landing in another agent’s cubicle.

“Oh, come on, the pound isn’t as strong as it was. You’ll swing ten-g’s…”

“It had better be worth it,” Bryce hung up and picked up another squash ball from his desk and said quietly, “What the hell is going on…?”


Chapter Twenty


Spīn Ghar, Afghanistan

Twelve years ago

“He’s as good as dead,” the US Ranger major said without looking at him. He had a map in his hand and his captain was marking the spot for him with his fingertip. “In thirty-seven minutes three MOABs will be heading this way with the power to change the geography of this whole damned mountain range.” He waved a hand loosely towards the western edge of the plateau. “Shit, there’s an entire village down there that’s going to be under a million tons of rock. Our priority now is to evacuate it before CNN arrive with their cameras…”

“You’re prioritising a village full of insurgents over one of my men?” the Royal Marine staff sergeant asked indignantly.

“Stand down, sergeant…” the major replied.

“Staff sergeant, sir.”

“Noted. But I am prioritising innocent civilians.”

“Bullshit! You’ve taken casualties that you didn’t expect, and a couple of large bombs will finish the job for you!” He paused. “And you know as well as I do, that weapons and bomb-making equipment will be hidden under the floorboards of every damned shack in that shit-pile of a village, just like every other damned village we clear…”

“And I said, stand down, staff sergeant! The United States military have operational command here, as if I have to remind you. I am also four ranks and a dozen paygrades above you! Your damned man got himself captured, and I’ve got a deadline if we’re going to win this god-damned war. Anyway, the Taliban will probably have already skinned him by now…” He looked at his watch and said, “In another thirty-six minutes, staff sergeant, that cave system will cease to exist. Now, stand your men down and withdraw to the designated exfil. Those bombs will be on time and on target, and there’s no calling them off.”

Staff sergeant Hargreaves turned on his heel and double-timed back to his men. He did not know whether the exchanged had gone south because of working with the Americans, or simply because the US major did not respect the British military’s methodology around rank. Officers of the Royal Marines were seldom in the thick of it on the battlefield, the training given to their NCOs enabled them to make all the battlefield decisions with a wealth of experience. The US doctrine was to be top tier heavy, with senior officers in battlefield roles. However, the knowledge and professionalism between a sergeant in the US Marines and a sergeant in the Royal Marines was impossible to compare. The ranks simply bore no resemblance to each other. Where the practice fell down was in joint operations when a staff sergeant had to deal with and be respected by officers who had little experience or knowledge of how the British rank system worked with various units. Royal Marines were not comparable to other British army regiments, and their NCOs were given far more responsibility.

Staff sergeant Hargreaves shouted at his men, who sat bedraggled, dusty, and bloody in a semi-circle, weapons resting butt to the ground and drinking water, and eating from their ration packs. “The fucking yanks won’t see sense,” he announced. “They’ve written him off and large ordinance is already airborne and en route. I want three volunteers to drag Marine Evans out of there and give the good news to the fucking Taliwankers…”

Every man stood, packing away rations and fastening their water bottles. Marine Davis had multiple bullet wounds and his entire left leg was bandaged and he held himself up using his weapon as a staff. His medivac was en route and would take himself, three US army rangers and a soldier from the RAF Regiment to Camp Bastian. But the man’s injuries did not stop him from volunteering. Staff sergeant Hargreaves suppressed a smile. He had been proud of his men for their entire tour, but never so much as now. The Royal Marines had proved themselves – not that they ever needed to – as fearsome fighters, but unlike their British army counterparts, and the American military they now served under, they were collectively smart and had always been dubbed ‘the thinking man’s soldier’. Their basic training lasted thirty-two weeks – the longest and most thorough of any fighting force in the world.

Staff sergeant Hargreaves hesitated as he chose the men. Touched though he was at their loyalty and eagerness, he surveyed the troop and remembered the two men who had just married their partners before their deployment and the two young men who had recently become fathers. Certainly, there were other fathers in the troop, and he could not protect everyone, but he picked two men for their record and the third was always going to go, no matter what. Sergeant Jon Black was already off-loading his kit. He kept only his SA80 bayonet and his Fairburn & Sykes commando dagger, along with the Browning 9mm pistol, but he left the holster and tucked the pistol into his waistband and slipped the spare magazine into his pocket. For what he had planned, he doubted he would have to use it. He unscrewed the cap of his water bottle and drank thirstily, then dropped the bottle onto his pile of kit. Successful practice of camouflage and concealment came down to sound, shine, shape, shadow, silhouette, and smell. Well, the staff sergeant would have to agree that the men smelled like shit but dumping the kit and streamlining equipment would take care of most of the rest, especially in the pitch-black of the cave system.

The other two men watched him and glanced at their boss, who nodded, and they followed suit. The last thing they did was watch Black checking his night vision goggles.

“Get two gimpies on the mouth of the cave he was seen dragged into,” Black said to the troop, referring to the GPMG 7.62mm belt-fed general-purpose machinegun. “Light up the cave entrance as we work our way parallel to your arcs of fire. Once we’re in position, put a thousand rounds into the cave. We’ll go in after ten clear seconds of ceasefire.”

“What if Evans is near the cave entrance?” One of the machine gunners asked.

“Then we’ll bring out what’s left,” Black replied tersely. “But he’s deep inside the mountain by now and we’re not leaving him with those fuckers…”

Sergeant Jon Black started out on his own and was soon caught up by the other two soldiers. Marine Warleggan, who been busted down from corporal and lance corporal more times than anybody cared to remember, was unmarried and partied like a teenager every weekend, but he was a solid pair of hands and had never been found wanting in training operations, nor on either one of his three tours of duty. The second man was a corporal and twenty-six years old. He was married but had no children yet and Jon Black knew this was why corporal Jenkins was now jogging to catch up, having ditched his rifle and kit in favour of a knife and pistol and night vision goggles.

The gimpies opened fire and unlike standard operating procedure of firing short bursts, both weapons sustained a long burst, with the rest of the troop of Royal Marines firing automatic bursts with their SA80 rifles. The noise was reverberating behind them as they flanked the cave. Tracer rounds lit up the air like lasers in a science fiction movie, and where they hit rock at the mouth of the cave, they darted in all directions – some high into the clear blue sky and some skipping around the mouth of the cave like fireflies, until they lost energy and fell harmlessly to the ground. Other bullets, like streams from a powerful hose, went deep inside the cave entrance and into God only knew where. The sight was an impressive show of force, but each tracer round represented another ten rounds unseen.

Sergeant Jon Black was crouched low to the ground, just twenty metres from the cave entrance with Warleggan and Jenkins behind him. He reached for two grenades. A phosphorus smoke grenade and a standard L109A1 anti-personnel grenade. He glanced behind him and both men had followed suit. The two men knew the plan – Black’s choice of weaponry and lack of equipment told them all they needed to know. Smoke grenades in the entrance, anti-personnel grenades thrown into the void and then it would just be a case of walking through the darkness with night vision goggles giving them the edge they would need to use their knives. Wholesale butchery. Nothing more, nothing less.


Chapter Twenty-One


The Land Rover’s engine knocked and continued to turn over after it had been switched off. Black was used to the sound having been around them all his adult life. He felt like telling Botha that the carburettor was sticking open and that it needed adjusting, the fuel to air mix running too rich. It was an easy fix. He shook the thought out of his mind as the engine finally shut down and he was enveloped in silence.

That silence was short lived as the door opened and slammed closed with an agricultural quality. Large boots hit the dirt and crunched deliberately around the vehicle. The rear door swung open, and the light intruded with the intensity of a stun grenade, stinging his swollen eyes, and forcing him to blink and squint against it. He felt Botha’s hands upon him before he could see him, and he was heaved out and thrown to the ground, landing heavily on his face and stomach. He grunted as the wind was knocked from his lungs and he gasped heavily, like a fish stranded on a riverbank. If he had been hoping to gain some composure before facing Botha, then all hope of that was lost when the man kicked him in the liver with the steel toe of his size twelves.

“On your knees…” Botha growled. “It’s time for you to earn your hundred grand. Good luck living long enough to spend it…”

Black said nothing. He eased himself up onto his knees, his core straining with his hands still secured to each side of the leather belt, and when he finished, he was heaving for breath, his side splitting from the man’s spiteful kick. Botha walked around Black and cupped the man’s left wrist with his right hand. He reached for his keys and unlocked the handcuffs, then reached for Black’s right hand. Black grabbed the handle of the knife and snatched it from its leather sheath. Botha realised his mistake but howled as he felt Black’s tethered right hand grab his testicles. Black squeezed with all his might, while stabbing downwards into Botha’s stomach and deep into the man’s pelvis, severing his bladder and bowels. He felt the man weaken and fall, and he kept his grip on the knife as he scrambled on top of him and he wound the handle, stirring the man’s insides with the blade as a chef would fold a cake mix. Botha shuddered and begged him to stop, and Black pulled out the blade and held it at the man’s throat.

“How do I get out of here?”

“Fuck you…”

Black kneeled on the man’s open wound and watched him squirm beneath him. “I’ll ask again… how do I get out of here?”

“You don’t…” he sobbed. “Nobody will ever make it…”

“Why?” Black saw the stubbornness in the man’s eyes, so he took the blade from the man’s neck and pressed the tip into his shoulder. The flesh gave easily to the blade, and then it struck bone. Botha winced. “Tell me why!”

“It’s a nature park,” he managed through snatched breaths. “The rangers have been paid to keep the poachers out…” He winced as a wave of pain washed through him. “And to keep the guests from leaving…”

Black rocked up onto his feet. He slipped the knife under his arm, sandwiching it in his armpit and used his unfastened left hand to roll the man over onto his stomach. He retrieved the knife and pressed the blade deep into the back of the man’s left knee, giving it a twist. There was nothing sadistic in Black’s actions, just a brutal efficiency as he speared the man’s kneecap and prised it from the ligament. Botha hollered and wriggled but Black simply withdrew the knife and set about retrieving the keys. Once he had unfastened his shackles, he tossed them onto Botha’s back and watched as the man flinched. To the South African’s credit, his murmurings and movements showed that he was in great pain, but he was taking it admirably. Black had taken the keys to the Land Rover and the man’s knife and sheath, and inside the Land Rover he had found Botha’s gun. Black was familiar with most weapons, but he had never used a side-by-side shotgun before. He looked it over, thumbed the box lock lever to open the barrels and then realised that it was in fact an African Game rifle. The two brass cartridges read .500 Nitro Express around the rims, and when he closed the action and inspected it more closely, he could read the maker’s name - Anderson Wheeler, London. Black found four spare cartridges and slipped them into his pocket. When he turned around, Botha was dragging himself towards him. Black watched the man, a glint of determination in his eyes, lighting his ashen face. Black smiled. He had fought men like Botha before. Men who just wouldn’t quit, men who couldn’t leave the fight. He had sliced through men like that in the cave systems of Afghanistan. Men who when stabbed four or five times, refused to lay still and simply die in the darkness.

“I’m not going to kill you, Botha,” he said. “I’ll leave your fate to the predators out here…” Black walked around him, narrowly dodging the man swiping at his ankles. He bent down and slashed both of his Achilles tendons with the Bowie knife, then stood back up as the man writhed and screamed in the dirt. He wouldn’t be going anywhere except on his belly now. “You live by the sword; you die by the sword. I bet your pay per view internet sickos are going to get a bloody kick out of this…”

Black ignored the man’s yells as he got into the Land Rover and started the engine. Hans Botha was doing a good impression of an innocent man, somebody seeking only vengeance for his son who had died tragically at another’s hand. He pleaded constantly and only the Land Rover’s rattly engine drowned out the man’s protests. He helped himself to a swig from the bottle of water on the passenger seat and watched Botha writhe in both agony and frustration in the wing mirror as he drove away.


Chapter Twenty-Two


“Jesus Christ, Dupont!” Grainger exclaimed. “He’s done him in!”

“No, sir. I’m sure he can be saved…” Dupont picked up a radio handset. “I will get a ranger onto it…”

“Forget him! He’s hyena fodder now…”

“I wasn’t expecting that.”

“And you think I was? This is a bloody disaster.” Grainger paused. “My biggest concern is that Black now has a weapon and a vehicle and he’ll either get away, or much, much worse…”

“Worse?”

“Oh, do keep up Dupont! If he comes back here, then it clearly means he intends to do us harm!”

“Us, sir?”

Grainger stared at him. “Don’t try to wheedle yourself out of this…” He paused, looking up at one of the monitors. It wasn’t a hyena, but a leopard that was now crushing Botha’s throat between its jaws. Once it had got a good grip, its jaws closed tightly, and its front paws kept the man still while the animal crushed the vertebrae, spinal cord, and windpipe. “You helped set this up, Dupont. Your contacts, the oligarchs you’ve worked for as a butler and manservant for years… all those people with dark web interests and money and contacts… this venture would not have gotten off the ground without you!”

“Perhaps I should renegotiate my financial terms, then?” Dupont replied sardonically. “Seeing as I am such an instrumental part of the operation…”

Grainger ignored his comment and growled. “Get the rangers rounded up and looking for Jon Black. I don’t want him getting within a mile of this place…”


Chapter Twenty-Three


“Yes!” Amber Byrne exclaimed. “He’s bloody done it!” She looked at John Smith, the irony of having been a life-long pacifist not lost on her as she delighted in Hans Botha’s death. Forget the key events that made up the human condition, survival was the true human condition. Adaption to one’s surroundings, and the ability to overcome adversity.

John Smith stared at the screen. The leopard had dragged Botha’s body away and after being followed on three different cameras, the beast leapt eight feet into a tree carrying the man’s limp body as if it weighed nothing. “We’re doomed,” he said, watching the big cat jam its kill between the branches. Botha hung impossibly limp, like a carcass on a butcher’s rail. “Black won’t come back for us. Who could blame him? He’s heading for the border by now…”

“Good! If he makes it, then he’ll raise the alarm!”

“And if he doesn’t?” John Smith asked incredulously. He shifted himself off the bed and looked at her, grimacing as his wounds rubbed from the movement. “What then?”

“Who the hell knows?” Amber shrugged. “But Jon has pushed back and that will have shocked and undermined Grainger and his wicked team. This could be our chance.”

“How?”

“Grainger has lost his henchman, and Kowalski killed Didi.” She paused. “Whatever the hell this thing is, it’s not undefeatable.”

“We will soon see…” Grainger’s voice echoed around the room. “Miss Byrne, you will stand and walk to the door. Let’s see how you handle your round with this newfound confidence…”


Chapter Twenty-Four


Fifteen years ago

She watched the clock in the hall, it’s monotonous ticking reminding her of the metronome with which her piano teacher had established rhythm to mind-numbing effect. There was something about a ticking clock in a quiet house that controlled all perception of time. It seemed possible for time to drag, or for the sound to gain in volume, when all sense and reason told you that was impossible. Time simply moved forwards, marching ever-onwards at the same pace. There was no pausing, no slowing and no increasing its direction. And that was the awful thing about today. It had been in the calendar for two weeks. She had looked at the day and date several times a day. At first it seemed so far away, but the date had loomed, and panic had set in as it creeped ever closer, until finally, it was here. The day had come, and now only the hours and minutes remained. The anxiety and fear was insurmountable. For two weeks she had dealt with the grief as best a fifteen-year-old girl could, but now, with less than an hour remaining until the hearse and funeral car came, the undertaker and the mourners, she would have given anything – perhaps everything – to slow down the march of time and be left with hours, days, weeks. It couldn’t be true. She could not be burying her father today. It just didn’t feel real. In a moment she would pinch herself and awaken from this nightmare. Only she knew that she wouldn’t.

She had grown up the day foot and mouth had hit her family’s farm. Already on the cusp of childhood innocence and adulthood, the stark reality had extinguished her youth forever. Nobody had wanted her father to witness the loss of their herd on his own, and so along with her mother and two brothers, they had watched the slaughtermen kill more than six hundred cows with a captive bolt-gun and a long ‘pithing’ rod with which they passed through the bolt hole, into the brain and along the spinal column. She would never forget the moans of the animals – almost as if they were accepting their fate – nor the visceral smell of the faeces and of death on the air. Later had come the burning of the carcasses in the huge trenches cut into the fields by excavators, all the while their livelihood being destroyed under the watchful eyes of DEFRA and other government departments. The next morning, as the carcasses smouldered and the farm lay eerily silent, Amber Byrne’s father had wandered in a daze into an empty barn with his shotgun and taken his life.

The clock continued to tick until the sound of vehicle tyres upon loose gravel drowned out its monotonous, fatalistic rhythm. It was time. There are two events in life for which there is no course of action you can take to delay happening. Births and funerals. Expectant mothers are ticking towards a date and there is no getting out of it, no pausing or delaying. The time will eventually come. That too is true of funerals. The date and time is set and the clock ticks down steadily towards zero. Amber looked up at her mother and brothers, each trapped in their own emotion and battle against the clock. Outside, feet crunched on gravel and a shadowy silhouette filled the opaque glass in the top half of the door. Top hat and tails, grim and foreboding. A gentle knock, ominous, final. The time had come.


Chapter Twenty-Five


Kingfishers dipped in and out of the tranquil river, their plumage glossy and brightly painted in primary colours. White egrets fished in the shallows and all along the riverbank impala and larger gazelle fed on the tufts of various grasses while nervously keeping a lookout for predators. Further from the river, giraffe and zebra grazed together in harmony – seldom seen without each other. The thorny trees held colourful birds and small monkeys picking at berries and nuts and on the rocky outcrop from a long-ago dried-up tributary, baboons lolled in the shade, picked each other’s ticks, and sniffed one another’s backsides. Rhino and elephant stayed warily away from each other, breaking through the brush, and disappearing almost immediately, such was the effectiveness of their camouflage.

Amber Byrne saw none of this as she rode in the rear of the Land Rover, her mind cast back to the day of her father’s funeral. The day she had given up eating meat, signing her life over towards supporting causes and charities for animal welfare and campaigning against animal cruelty. She would never forget the death she had seen on that fateful day, and she would never forget discovering her father’s body the day after, the top half of his head blown over the haybales. She despised animal cruelty and she despised guns. She made no apology for reporting on Carl Grainger’s canned hunt ventures, and she never would.

The Land Rover pulled to a halt and the silence enveloped her as the engine switched off. She could hear her heart beating in her chest, feel the surge of blood in her veins. The door opened with an agricultural quality, dropping heavily on its worn hinges, and creaking open somewhat ominously.

“Time to get out, little lady…” Mr Brown announced, his deep voice resonating in the confines of the vehicle.

Amber looked up at the man. He was an imposing figure, standing at least six-foot-four and heavily set. His sinewed arms pulled at her ankles, and she was hauled effortlessly to the rear of the vehicle, her legs dangling over the edge but not quite reaching the ground.

“What are you going to do to me?” she asked, annoyed with herself that there had been a clearly audible tremble in her voice.

“We’re off grid,” he replied. “Grainger’s cameras don’t cover this part of the park.”

“Are you helping me?” she asked, the hope in her voice insurmountable. “Oh, thank goodness!” she added, almost close to tears of joy.

Mr Brown laughed. “No, you stuck up white bitch,” he replied savagely. “I’m going to rape you…”


Chapter Twenty-Six


Tower Hamlets, London

Bryce had lost count of the number of payments his contact had collected, but he knew that the total meant that the man could have bought his own home on the other side of the river. The ‘super grass’ had worked for Bryce’s predecessor and he was reputed to also have been paid by the FBI and Britain’s GCHQ for services rendered.

Phil Bryce stepped out of the London taxi and paid with his phone leaving a tip. As the taxi pulled away, he looked at the high tower blocks and the burned-out wreckage of a vehicle across the road. Another car was jacked up on bricks and missing its wheels, while youngsters wearing hoodies circled on BMX bikes, either scoping out an easy opportunistic crime or keeping lookout for drug dealers. Bryce kept moving. Movement kept you a damned sight safer on the street than standing still. He lifted his shirt cuffs, allowing his wrists to be visible, and he’d left his watch back at the hotel. Luxury watch theft in London was at record levels, and even though his own watch was nothing special, it was shiny and chunky and sent out all the wrong signals. He carried only his Interpol ID and his mobile phone, which had a sophisticated password and facial identification, and he used only Apple Pay and never carried cash or cards.

The tower block was a concrete symbol of poverty and unrealised and frankly unattainable pipe dreams for those housed within. A twenty-four-storey open prison where a lack of money, options and hope held the gates shut for most; jammed it barely ajar for the few. Bryce was greeted at the front entrance of the nearest by an old woman pulling a shopping bag behind her on rickety wheels.

“The f’acking lift’s f’acking broken again, luv…” she said walking past him. “F’acking council…”

Bryce, quite taken aback by the outburst rolled his eyes like he was used to the frequent occurrence, and it affected him just as it did the old lady. He walked on through the smashed glass doors - held together with the wire mesh within - the bare concrete entrance smelling of urine and tobacco, with graffiti covering every vertical surface. There were cigarette butts and tabs of foil, and discarded, bent needles scattered on the floor. Ignoring the lifts, he took the stairs two at a time until he had climbed twenty-two-flights to the eleventh floor. He had heard about people cutting themselves on razor blades or needles embedded in the handrails and avoided using them. In fact, he avoided touching anything. There were groups of teenagers on the tenth floor, and he half expected them to follow him, but thankfully he had either misjudged them, or it had been his lucky day.

The door opened as he reached it. There were scuffs and dents in the wood, but as Bryce stepped over the threshold, he could see that whoever had tried to gain entry would have been wasting their time. A quarter inch of steel plate covered the back of the entire door, and there looked to be a sophisticated locking system, all operated electronically. The doorframe was reinforced with steel and a series of bolts were reamed flush with the frame. The door closed on a spring and Bryce both saw and heard the locks click shut. Beside the door was a steel bar and he could see a lug in both the floor and the door and imagined the effort it would take to breach the door if the bar was secured in place. Nothing short of explosive charges would break the door down, and the British police did not have a remit for explosive entry.

“I’m in the inner sanctum!” a man’s voice called out.

Bryce walked on through the flat. Unmade beds, a chaotic kitchen with questionable levels of hygiene and a lounge with scattered magazines, an over-filled ashtray and dirty coffee mugs in front of a television that took up almost an entire wall. The overriding smell was a heady mix of damp, cigarette smoke and stale air.

The man occupied a seat in front of a desk with three curved monitors linked to a single keyboard. Beside him a bank of four small television sets provided CCTV footage of both outside and inside the block. Bryce had not noticed the cameras as he had climbed the stairs, so it was clear the man had used hidden wireless surveillance cameras. There was a world atlas on the wall and a selection of clocks showing different cities and time zones. The entire bedroom had been turned into something more than an office – a hub or operation centre. Modems and telephones took Bryce back twenty years, but for them to be here, there would be a good reason. He knew that the man had hacked into some of the most secretive organisations and protected companies in the world. The man had even hacked the Russians for the FBI and GCHQ.

The man spun in his chair and said, “Cuppa?”

Bryce thought about the state of the kitchen on his way in and replied, “No, thanks. I’m good.”

“Okey dokey, then,” the man replied as he spun back to the screens and tapped upon the keyboard. “As I was saying, concentric circles…” He paused, almost absentmindedly. “Have you got my money?”

Bryce watched the man’s fingers dancing over the keys. His hands were agile and dextrous, like a concert pianist. His skin, however, was pasty and white and the man was painfully thin. He wore a heavy metal tour T-shirt and ripped jeans and a pair of over-sized furry novelty slippers of animal heads with goggly eyes. Bryce couldn’t decide whether they were monsters or dogs, but they had tongues hanging out over his toes and it was an even bigger mystery how the man made it into another room without breaking his neck. “You think I’d carry ten grand with me on this estate?”

The man shrugged. “You didn’t have any bother, did you?”

“No.”

“Well then…” He turned around and smiled. A mouthful of decaying teeth set in the middle of a wispy goatee. “I presume you’re authorised to do a bank transfer. Otherwise, this will be an incredibly short meeting…”

“I presume your account details have changed?”

“Always.”

“No Bitcoin this time?”

“I’m not interested in thirty-three-point-thirty-three percent of one Bitcoin. I only invest in whole crypto.”

Bryce looked around the room. There were damp patches at the window and spreading across the ceiling. A stack of empty energy drink cans was piled beside the desk, giving the Australian an insight into why the man’s teeth were barely hanging in there. The man did not exude money, but Bryce had paid the man enough to know that this flat was a charade.

“It was my mother’s,” the man said, following Bryce’s gaze. “I was born here. She died here…”

“And you took over the tenancy?”

The man shrugged. “Not exactly.” He paused, handing Bryce a card with his account details written on it in pencil. “But I still claim her benefits and pension…” Bryce shook his head, wondering whether the woman’s mummified corpse was still in her bed. He couldn’t wait to get out of here and away from this fruitcake. He entered the bank details into his app and sent the funds. The man’s mobile chimed, and he pulled the phone out of a pile of different model phones and smiled. “Excellent,” he said, putting the device down and bringing up a new screen in front of him. “The little Belgian has fallen in with a man named Carl Grainger. Grainger did four years in Pollsmoor Prison, in South Africa. Pollsmoor is a living hell, possibly the harshest prison on the planet. He did time for running canned hunts…”

“Canned hunts?”

“Organised hunts on apparent game reserves. They drug the lions, or tether them, and a guide leads the hunter to them, and then they’re killed. Like shooting fish in a barrel.” The man paused. “These lions, and other big game, are bred and raised for the hunt. They’re not wild, many of the lions or leopards have been hand fed and recognise their handlers. It’s a despicable practice, but some people pay big money for a guaranteed kill. After much legislation and enforcement, the practice was banned. However, Grainger dressed up multiple ventures and continued the practice. The rug was eventually pulled from under him, and he did time. He lost a fortune and was declared bankrupt.”

“And you think he’s back in the canned hunt business?”

“Not exactly.” The man’s fingers danced across the keyboard. “You wanted all I could get on Pierre Dupont, because of the suspicion of his involvement in sex trafficking to the Middle East. He worked for many sheiks and businessmen in the guise of estate manager or private secretary, but he was never far from trafficking investigations.”

“Always close by, never with dirty hands,” Bryce mused. “He’s a wily character, that one. Looks like Hercule Poirot, but there the similarities end. He’s thoroughly despicable.”

“Well, that’s the trouble, Agent Bryce. He’s never been tarred with that brush because he’s never been fully implicated in anything. Everything points to his employers. Only, he doesn’t work for those people now, but he’s got them eating out of his hand. Despite their efforts to use onion software and navigate the dark web, they’ve left enough breadcrumbs for a man of my expertise… and I should say, sheer genius… to follow.”

Bryce looked at him, realising that he wasn’t joking. “What about Bruce Corrigan?” he asked. The release of the arsonist who murdered his wife and her lover had weighed heavily on Bryce. He had been on the investigating team, and he had taken the man’s release personally. The forensic scientist at the heart of the controversy had taken his own life last year. “I want to know where that scumbag fits in.”

“No more than confirming a first-class flight and checking in at various hotels in South Africa.” The man paused and took another swig of energy drink from the can. He finished it and tossed it onto the pile of empty cans. “And that’s where another thread unravels. When I use the IP address that booked the tickets it all comes back to Pierre Dupont and this man Carl Grainger. It’s a small thing, but I think the Belgian has made a silly mistake.”

Bryce studied the screen as the man typed. A list of names dropped onto the screen. He recognised Bruce Corrigan but frowned at the others. “Who are these people?”

“Two internet hunters and YouTube stars, a professional hunter turned talking head for the media, an award-winning journalist and animal rights activist, and a former Royal Marine who served in the SBS.”

“The SBS?”

“Yes. It’s the Royal Marine’s equivalent of the SAS, the Special Air Service. The two services select and train together, but the SBS are more waterborne specialists and divers. Like the US Navy SEALs, but one could argue in a different league. They’re the real deal.” He paused. “They skydive, use rubber boats, drop out of helicopters and go behind enemy lines. This guy, Jon. T. Black is a Scotsman. He’s a widower, too. His wife drowned in a jet ski accident on holiday. It’s strange, but the ticket was made out to someone called Jonty Black but later altered as a clerical error. It’s a bit troublesome, because there is someone called Jonty Black that could cross the concentric circle. He’s an esteemed journalist, largely for National Geographic, but does a lot of freelance work. And just like the other person gifted a ticket, a Ms Amber Byrne, he’s an animal rights activist.”

“Hunters and animal rights activists all gifted a ticket and headed out to South Africa at the behest of a former canned hunt offender.” Bryce mused. “What the hell is all this about?”

“Well, with that little Belgian Pierre Dupont involved, I’m going to venture at - nothing good…”

“When are the tickets for?”

“They’re already there. Have been for a week.”

“What the hell for?” Bryce said quietly.

“I’ll keep digging, if you want.”

“For what we’ve agreed?”

The man laughed. “Lord, no! But there’s something going on and Dupont is up to something. I suggest you get out to South African and find Carl Grainger.” He jotted a series of numbers and letters on a scrap of paper with an inch-long nub of pencil. “That’s the IP address and that…” He scribbled next to it. “… is a GPS fix on the location… because he’s using a satellite phone system. He should be easy to find. I can send you what I find, subject to another fee, hopefully by the time you get there. What is it… two eight-hour flights via Dubai? I think there’s a Dutch airline that goes direct along the timeline, should be twelve-hours, max. But you have to get to Amsterdam first.”

Bryce tucked the scribbled note in his pocket and nodded thoughtfully. Dupont was a ghost. Nobody had connected anything directly to him, and that was how he had come to Interpol’s attention. Too many countries declaring an interest in the man, and always slipping through. Well, not now. Bryce vowed to find the little shit and discover what he was up to.


Chapter Twenty-Seven


Amber Byrne struggled for all she was worth but there was little point in screaming. Nobody was going to hear her pleading, and deep down she knew that even if the cameras and audio captured anything, the people seated sordidly behind their screens would not care. In fact, they would probably pay more to hear her screaming and crying out in pain. She landed some kicks on the giant of a man, but he cottoned on quickly and turned his body against the blows and grabbed her right foot and overextended it until she cried out and stopped kicking with her left foot. He kept hold of her foot, just millimetres from damaging the ligaments and not much more from breaking the joint. She hated that he had the strength and power to subdue her so quickly, hated that she was being pulled at and positioned by him. He tore at her clothing, but with her hands tethered to the belt at her waist, he could not undo the all-in-one boiler suit. He tutted and took a step back to study his dilemma, then took out a folding knife and snapped it open. He cut at the waist, and she froze as the blade touched her skin. The fabric cut easily, and she bled from the tiny incision he had accidently made near her bellybutton. He tugged at the legs of the suit, and she struggled as the material tore noisily. He punched her thighs and she yelped in pain, disgusted with herself that she should stop fighting so easily. Part of her wanted to fight, but there was also a voice in her head telling her that if she allowed him to do what he wanted with her, then she could live through the ordeal, or even find a chance to escape. Deep down, she knew it would be in vain. Perhaps the brain shut down parts of the body - perhaps even the will to fight - in order to avoid pain. Something akin to a natural, self-induced anaesthetic. It happened in times of ethnic cleansing – people queued in front of mass graves and waited for the bullet they wouldn’t hear. She had often wondered why, but now she knew. She tried to fight, but her body barely responded. A nightmarish experience. Sleep apnoea - a devilish presence from which she was paralysed.

With the bottom half of her boiler suit torn off and wrapped around her ankles, the man hastily unbuckled his belt and pulled down his trousers, exposing himself to her and evoking a last-ditch struggle in her.

“You’re going to get it now, little lady,” he grinned. “You know what a kaffir is?” He didn’t wait for a reply as she struggled. “It’s what you whites called us, like the N word in America. Only, it means bull. You thought of us as cattle.” He caught hold of his semi-aroused penis and grinned. “This is like a bull’s cock, no? Big. It will be too much for you…” Amber struggled violently, but once again, Mr Brown caught hold of her foot and inverted her ankle. He grit his teeth with the effort, and grinned sadistically when she screamed in pain, and he felt all control given over to him. Amber stared at the man’s swelling penis, then did a double take as a glint of silver skewered the man’s member from underneath. His eyes widened, and his mouth became frozen in a silent scream, as the blade was pulled back through and he slumped to the ground, revealing Jon Black standing in the light with the giant bowie knife in his hand. Mr Brown writhed violently on the ground, blood rushing from his anus, where twelve inches of razor-sharp blade had been temporarily sheathed.


Chapter Twenty-Eight


Black used the keys he had taken from Botha to unlock her handcuffs, then allowed Amber some privacy to arrange her clothes. He caught hold of Mr Brown by his ankle and dragged him clear of the Land Rover, where he moaned and continued to writhe in agony on the ground. When Black looked back at the vehicle, Amber was sliding out and fashioning the ripped bottom half of her boiler suit into a pair of trousers, securing them with the restraining belt that had once held the shackles to her wrists. She stared at Mr Brown, then looked back at Jon Black.

“Thank you,” she said quietly.

“Don’t mention it.”

“What are we going to do with him?”

Black shrugged. “From the rate he’s bleeding, he’ll be dead in a few more minutes. Ten at the most.”

“Please… please help… me…” Mr Brown managed. “I’m sorry! So very sorry…”

Black glanced briefly at Amber as if for guidance and she shrugged. Black bent down and calmly drove the knife through the man’s breastbone with a sickening crunch of bone and cartilage and sliced through his heart. The man shuddered then relaxed, dying before Black had even finished wiping the blade clean on the man’s shirt.

“How did you find me?” Amber asked, grateful for the distraction. She would not look at the body again. “It’s a needle in a haystack scenario out here.”

“I wasn’t looking for you,” he replied with an apologetic shrug. “There is a clear line where the cameras end. Once you notice the cameras, it’s hard not to miss them. Once I got clear, I drove along a dried-up riverbed, and just noticed the Land Rover. I thought I might find help, but found a whole lot more…”

“Thank you, again,” she replied gratefully. “I really owe you.”

“You owe me nothing.” Black sheathed the knife and walked over to the rifle, which he had rested on a fallen branch. “I have six rounds for this.”

“Rounds?”

“Bullets.”

“Oh.”

“It’s not a lot, but it should be enough to protect us from predators,” he said. “But not for a running battle with Grainger’s game rangers, or whatever the hell he calls them.” He paused. “Let’s have a look through the vehicle and see what we can use.” Amber nodded and followed him around to the front. Inside was a rifle which Black picked up and inspected. “Bolt action, point three-seven-five calibre, five round magazine and looks pretty powerful,” he said. “I was in the Royal Marines, so I know my way around weapons, but I’ve never seen this calibre. Good for most things out here I suspect. The bullets are certainly larger than most military sniper rifles.” He paused. “Can you use a rifle?”

“I’ve never used a gun of any kind.”

Black nodded. “Well, this probably isn’t the ideal weapon to start on…” He removed the magazine and worked the bolt. The rifle had been left on an empty breech. “Insert the magazine here…” He showed her. “Then work the bolt up, back, then forward and down. This chambers the round, and there are five in all. Now, it is going to kick like a mule, so you will have to be ready. The sights are vee and pin. You look along the barrel, closing your left eye and using your right to sight the target…” He demonstrated. “And fill the vee halfway down the rifle, with the pin on the end of the barrel. When the vee is filled with the pin, and the sights are on the target, you gently squeeze the trigger. Left foot forward, feet shoulder width apart, leaning your weight into the butt plate of the stock.”

“Can I have a go?”

“No. We need all the ammunition we have.” Black paused. “Sorry, but there it is…” She nodded, almost relieved. Black handed her the rifle and said, “Don’t touch the trigger, ever. Only when you have the target in your sights.”

Amber took the rifle and hung it over her head and right shoulder on its leather sling. She found a bottle of water and opened it, drinking thirstily. She stopped short of draining it and offered the bottle to Black, who shook his head and carried on searching. Between them they found some matches and cigarettes and another bottle of water. Amber lit a cigarette and took a calming drag. “I haven’t smoked since I was fifteen,” she said apologetically. “Trying to look cool behind the bike sheds at school…”

“Me neither,” said Black and lit one for himself. “Not the bike sheds, just a few nights out with the lads. You do anything when you’re drunk enough… Jesus, that’s horrible!” He exclaimed but took another drag and exhaled appreciatively. “Like the condemned man in front of the firing squad…”

“Tell me about it…” Amber screwed up her face as she dropped the cigarette and stubbed it out with her foot. “That was bloody horrible. But I wouldn’t say no to a large gin and tonic now…”

“Here, have a whisky instead…” Black handed her a silver hip flask. “Scotch, I think. I found it in Botha’s Land Rover.”

Amber smiled as she took long two swigs, replaced the silver cap, and handed it back to him. “That hit the spot,” she said appreciatively, then asked, “What’s this? It looks like a map.” She handed the heavily folded paper to Black, who took it from her and opened it up. “It is a map,” she said excitedly.

“This line…” Black pointed and traced his finger down a jagged pencil mark. “Is the route I drove to get here. This looks like a map of the areas both with and without cameras. It’s separated into zones. Concentric circles, interweaving and interconnecting. But it’s a map of how we can avoid being detected…” He traced his finger along a path between the zones. “All the way to Zimbabwe and Botswana.”

“That’s brilliant!”

“We’d best saddle up,” said Black. “I think it would be best if we took both vehicles…”

“Both? Surely we’d be more conspicuous?”

“Have you ever heard the expression that two is one, and one is none?”

“No, I don’t think I have…”

“Well, if you start out with two of something and one breaks, then you still have one. But start out with one of something and it breaks, then you’re shit out of luck.” He paused. “That’s why soldiers carry a pistol as well as a rifle, a knife as well as a bayonet. A box of matches instead of a lighter…”

“That kind of makes sense,” she said thoughtfully. “But I can’t drive…”

“What?”

“I never learned. My dad let me drive his old Jeep around the farm a few times when I was fourteen or fifteen, but that was an automatic and worked just like a go-kart. I’ve never driven anything with a manual gearbox.”

“Never?”

“No!” she snapped defensively. “I live in London,” she added unapologetically. “Besides, I left university with debts, went to work on Fleet Street and bought a flat. Have you ever lived in London with a car?” She saw from his expression that he had not experienced that problem. “Well, it’s not easy…”

Black nodded. When his wife had been alive, they had kept a car in a lockup five miles from their flat. He had used a motorbike when he was on leave and his wife had embraced public transport. “But you grew up on a farm?” he asked with genuine interest. A spark of normality in the dark void of their situation.

“I did,” she replied sadly. “But it was sold when I was sixteen and we moved to the city so my mother could work, and we never went back to the country.”

Jon Black sensed a sadness in her and he did not dwell on it any longer. “Okay, but here isn’t the place to learn. We’re off road and a rut might snatch the wheel and snap your thumbs if you’re not on it. I saw that happen to an experienced mobility soldier in Afghanistan, so I’ll spare you that at least.” Satisfied that there was little inside the vehicle that they could use, Black took the toolkit and set about removing the spare tyre and spare fuel can that was bolted to the outside like a World War Two Willys Jeep. Given more time he would have removed two of the vehicle’s wheels, but to jack up the Land Rover and remove two wheels would waste almost an hour of time they did not have. Black slid into the driver’s seat and Amber clambered into the passenger side, adjusting the belt and material, which was starting to slip.

“We can’t just go,” Amber said as Black started the engine. “What about St. John-Smyth, or John Smith, or whatever the hell he’s called?”

“He’s a big boy.”

“So were Corrigan, Kowalski and Carlotta…”

“He’s more capable than them.”

“He’s on his own, and he is in line for the next round, in whatever sick game this is.” She paused. “He won’t make it. We have an opportunity to help him.”

“He had no qualms about sticking it to Kowalski. It’s every man, or woman, for themselves.”

“You saved me,” she replied. “Without helping each other, we’re no better than the people running this thing.”

“Well, maybe I should have just kept driving,” Black replied tersely. “And then I wouldn’t have someone’s conscience whispering into my bloody ear…” He selected first gear and took off steadily over the rutted ground.

“You know I’m right,” she said. “St. John-Smyth was just doing what he needed to, to survive. Nothing more, nothing less.”

“And so am I.” Black paused. “For both of us. Right now, we have a map and a vague route which stands us a good chance of avoiding Grainger’s cameras. Once we get to safety… a village or a town… or across the border altogether, then we can raise the alarm. The police and the army will go in and shut the whole enterprise down.”

“And before that can happen, John Smith dies.”

“Not my problem,” Black replied. He slowed for a dried-up gully, easing the front wheels down the slope. The vehicle briefly stopped as he checked the balance, and Amber opened the door and leapt out. “What the hell are you doing?” he shouted.

“I can’t stand by and leave a man to die!” she snapped and slammed the door behind her.

Black eased the vehicle into the gully, watching Amber Byrne walking away with the rifle hanging from her shoulder. He continued to drive across the gully and slowly climbed out, keeping two-hundred metres from the line on the map and the cameras. He owed these people nothing. He had a weapon and a vehicle and a map that would take him to freedom. The last thing he wanted was to walk blindly into a fight. He’d done enough fighting in his time; taken enough lives and enough risks with his own life. As usual, he imagined what his wife would have said, but to his annoyance, she was whispering to his conscience as passionately as Amber Byrne had.

“Fuck it!” he shouted as he stamped on the brakes and slammed his fist against the steering wheel. “Bloody women…”


Chapter Twenty-Nine


Pierre Dupont was not a man of violence, but he held the old Browning .32 automatic with expert familiarity. He had been given the tiny weapon by a Saudi sheik who had commissioned a gunsmith to refurbish and chromium plate the frames and add crafted mother-of-pearl grips to a dozen such weapons seized in the Iranian coup d’état and the deposition of the shah. The sheik had given the weapons to his most trusted aids and two of his wives, and Dupont had proudly left the sheik’s service with the keepsake. He had carried it ever since, sometimes fortunate enough to secure it in diplomatic bags, other times carrying it over land borders, and occasionally sending it ahead of him in various forms of luggage. Pierre Dupont enjoyed the feeling of protection it offered, as well as the pop-quiz fact that it doubled for James Bond’s Walther PPK in Dr No, because a silencer could not be found to fit the cinematic weapon and on the small budget of the first film in the franchise, they simply hoped that the audience would not notice.

“What the hell are you going to do with that little popgun, Dupont?” Grainger asked, holstering the large .44 magnum Colt Anaconda revolver. Over his shoulder hung a 7.62mm FN rifle with a telescopic sight and a twenty-round magazine. The weapon was known as the ‘right arm of the free world’ and basically if a conflict was being fought with a Kalashnikov from the fifties to the noughties, then the opposition would have been using one of these. Still widely used across the continent, Grainger’s rifle had been outfitted as a weapon for hunting smaller African game and protection in the bush from both predators and poachers alike. “Where are the rangers?”

“Jesus, boss, you make them sound like Marvel characters or something!” He jeered. “I’ve made the call. Six armed men are closing in on Jon Black’s last known position. Whether they find him, or whether they can stop him is debatable.”

“They do alright with poachers…”

“Jon Black isn’t a poacher. He’s an ex-Royal Marine, who remained in service for five years with the MOD after his Royal Marine career stopped being flagged…”

“So, what does that mean?”

“Special forces or special operations. I have looked it up and it’s highly likely that he was in the SBS, or Special Boat Service.”

“What the hell is that?”

“Like the SAS, Britain’s Special Air Service, but one could argue that they pull from a more elite fighting force in the Royal Marines, and receive extra training in riverine, maritime and naval operations.”

“So, he’s a genuine concern?”

Dupont glanced at the pistol in his hand. “I would say so.”

Grainger nodded but returned to the keyboard and bank of screens in front of him. “Where the hell is Mr Brown and the English activist? They should have been near the lions an hour ago…”

Dupont looked at the screens and pointed to an area of bush. “That’s the cut-off for the cameras,” he said. “Mr Brown must have veered off course. But why?”

Grainger shook his head. “That’s obvious,” he replied. “Fucking savage…”

“He had orders not to interfere with her. They all did.” Dupont paused. “Bloody undisciplined natives…”

“That’s not helping now, Dupont,” Grainger replied impatiently.

“No, but if Jon Black headed northwest after he killed Botha, then he would have crossed out of a monitored region and the chances of coming across Mr Brown as he delivered Amber Byrne to the lion zone are extremely likely.”

Grainger stared at the screen, then looked back at Dupont. “Get as many of the rangers into that area. Now!” He paused as Dupont took out his mobile phone and juggled dialling with holding the tiny pistol. “And let’s get the bloody Englishman out there and get this bloody show back on the road. We’ve got dead air and too much internet chatter… and too much internet chatter, even on the dark web will draw unwanted attention!”


Chapter Thirty


Johannesburg, South Africa

When Bryce turned his phone off airplane mode it pinged for the next ten minutes as it received updates and messages. There were messages and missed calls from Interpol, Scotland Yard and the FBI covering the various cases on his desk, but most noteworthy were the thread of messages from his contact in London. There was simply too much to take in, and he found himself torn between reading and filtering them and heading for the car hire companies at the arrival desks. What he needed was a place to check his laptop and talk without interruption, so he headed for the car hire desks and tried to assimilate the garbled messages as he stood in line for an available desk. The caller ID came up as ‘unknown caller’, but Bryce recognised the number from the last three digits – one of three numbers his informant, the computer hacker in the dank and dismal council flat, was using that month.

“This is Bryce…”

“Bro, I’ve been trying to get you!” the man said agitatedly.

“You’ve got me now.”

“How many of my texts have you read?”

“A few… what’s this about a hunt? Grainger can’t operate canned hunts; we’ve been through this. They’re outlawed now by the South Africans, other African nations, too.”

“Oh, you’re going to need to sit down… there’s been a lot of internet chatter in the darkest corners of the web. People connected to Pierre Dupont, who you initially asked me to find dirt on. We’ve got Slovakians, Georgians, Americans, Russians, a whole host of Middle East countries, plenty in the UK, too…”

“Hang on…” Bryce looked about him. The family in front of him had moved across the counter to take their keys. Bryce stood aside and allowed the couple behind him to skip ahead. “Okay, shoot…”

“It’s a fucking internet game! Grainger has people there who have all caused him problems, lured with the promise of a handsome fee, free first-class flights, an all paid for all-inclusive stay in return to evaluate his new venture… only, his new venture is pitting these people against each other, against wild animals… it’s like the fucking Hunger Games, but there’s no upside. No prizes for winners. These competitors are all going to die! Think Quentin Tarantino directing an Agatha Christie story! The game is in play, people have been killed already and millions of dollars has been bid for the privileged to watch. Pay-per-view tv all wrapped up in a secretive, dark web location.” He paused. “Only I’ve been able to pull some details before the AI bots redirect the IP addresses.”

“Is this for real?” Bryce asked somewhat incredulously. The woman in front of him turned around and stared at him, and he looked away and said quietly, “Where the hell do I start? I have to find Carl Grainger before I can do anything about this, much less inform the South African police and Interpol.”

“Sergei Popov,” the man replied. “Pierre Dupont worked for him. Ran his mega yacht moored in Monaco. He organised the interior crew, ran his parties, saw to it that there were always beautiful girls on tap. He was the ultimate hospitality manager.” He paused. “It seems a huge stretch that Popov would buy half a million acres of bushland in the northern province of South Africa, and not be involved. One of the IP addresses that I snatched before the AI cleaning bot software removed it checks out in that area. I’m sending you the coordinates. Oh, and this will cost fifty large ones…”

“Fifty thousand!” The woman turned around again, and Bryce regretted allowing her to go in front of him now. “Fifty?” he whispered.

“Just agree and move on. You want Dupont, and this is so much more than his petty rap sheet…”

“I know, but…”

“No buts! You’re getting international conspiracy, trafficking, Pierre Dupont and his dubious contacts, Carl Grainger, and a whole host of international crimes.” The man laughed somewhat maniacally. “And that’s without murders and attempted murders, kidnapping and monies gained from illicit activities. Plus, you get to shut the whole thing down. You’ll be the hero. You’ll get a new gig at Interpol with your own office, perhaps even return to Australia for a prominent law enforcement position. Heck, there’s always the chance of reconciliation with Helen, once you’re on a career and life role…”

Bryce smarted at the thought that the man had obviously done his homework on his handler. “Okay,” he replied curtly. “I’ll transfer the money in the next hour. Then I’m on the road, so send me everything I need, and find me a good police contact in the region. Someone who will take this situation seriously and move their ass rather than say Hakuna Matata…”


Chapter Thirty-One


John Smith no longer cared if he was who he said he was, or who he knew he was. For the first time in years, he thought John Smith was the better bet. John Smith would get him through this because John Smith was a survivor. He wasn’t cultured, and he wasn’t vulnerable. John Smith had grown up on a council estate in South London. He had run with the roughest and toughest imaginable. He had organised unlicensed boxing matches for his best friend, Mark Jeffries and together they had made good money from bad people until they had to flee for their lives when Jeffries failed to take a dive. Smith had headed north, while Jeffries had headed to Portsmouth and ended up being sentenced to twenty years for multiple counts of manslaughter when a pub brawl had taken a turn for the worse. Jeffries had died while trying to escape HM Prison Dartmoor. Drowned in a bog. A fitting end for a low-life criminal, but Smith had been deeply saddened at the news and had found his beloved Katherine soon after, and she had reinvented him and shown him more than a life of petty crime. Shown him how to love.

The two guards shoved him hard, and he stumbled out through the doors into the bright sunlight. He had not seen these guards before. One man was white Afrikaans and compact, the other man was black and athletic. Neither man showed any emotion or empathy as they loaded him into the rear of the pickup truck. His shackles were locked to a chain by a padlock, and he sat in the bed of the truck, the sun glaring into his eyes, a cold, biting wind stinging his face. His wounds throbbed and he decided that they were most likely infected. Nothing a few hours in surgery and a couple of weeks on an antibiotic drip wouldn’t sort out. If it was done in time. But he had given up all hope of that. He squinted against the sun, unable to shield his eyes as Grainger walked down the wooden steps like a sheriff in a western. The big rig and revolver on his belt looked like it belonged in another era. Not quite beside him, following slightly behind, Pierre Dupont carefully negotiated the steps, the tiny gun in his hand. Uninterested and certainly no expert on handguns, it looked to Smith like a gun a woman would have kept in her handbag in the nineteen-twenties or thirties, perhaps on a tour of the Middle East.

“We’re in a bidding war situation,” said Grainger. “The scenario was to have you face some of the park’s predators. However, after your battle with Kowalski there has been suggestions that another man-on-man would be of interest.”

“Spit it out, you long-winded prick…” the Englishman spat at him vehemently, more John Smith than St. John-Smyth in his reply.

“You will hunt your friends,” Grainger glared at him. “If you kill either Amber Byrne or Jon Black, then you will be granted your freedom and the hundred-thousand pounds will be yours. Kill them both and the figure will double. Fail to kill them, and you will be left to your fate in the wild.”

“This isn’t fucking Jumanji,” John Smith sneered. “I’m not afraid of walking the South African bush. I’ve done it often enough.”

“We’ll see,” Grainger replied, then simply held up a hand and signalled the two men to take him away.

The journey took thirty minutes, with Smith bouncing remorselessly in the bed of the pickup truck. He was thirsty and his wounds were throbbing more acutely than they had been earlier. The thought that he was most likely infected with bacteria and that his poisoned blood would soon start degenerating his internal organs filled him with a steely resolve that if he wasn’t going to get out of here, then he would certainly try to take as many people with him as he could. He believed it would be what the Romans called a ‘good death’ because he would die fighting. He would not beg, and he would not give in.

The pickup pulled to a welcome halt and Smith relished the pause in pounding over the ruts. His ears were full of the noise of the creaking suspension, the jangling of chains on the rear door latches and rough-sounding engine. His lungs felt laden with exhaust fumes and his nose was full of red dust, as fine as flour. Coughing brought more pain and when the two men walked around the vehicle to unshackle him, he hocked up blood and phlegm and fine sand and spat it into the Afrikaans’s face. He knew that it would result in a sound beating, but he did not care because if he could feel pain, then he was still alive and with a chance of survival.

His eyes were swelling, and his top lip already felt thick. He could tell that his two front teeth had been loosened, but still, he did not care. It was almost as if nothing could faze him, nor indeed degrade him further. The black ranger pushed him out of the rear of the flat bed, and he fell heavily onto the dirt with a grunt.

“You’re fucked now, bro…” the Afrikaans said. He kicked the Englishman in his ribs, then bent down and removed the shackles fixed to his belt. “The bush is full of predators, and you look in a shit state, mate…”

The black man worked the bolt on a large calibre hunting rifle, ignoring the glistening brass cartridge that had landed at Smith’s feet. He grinned down at the Englishman as he removed the magazine and tossed it twenty feet away. For good measure, he swung the rifle like a baseball bat, releasing it at full swing, watching it as it spun in the air and landed in the long grass near a squat, wide baobab tree.

“Five bullets,” the Afrikaans said. “More than enough to kill your fellow contestants.”

“And stay safe from the lions…” the other ranger added as he wandered back to the driver’s side of the pickup truck.

The Afrikaans took a lazy and arrogantly confident kick at Smith, but the Englishman dodged and hammered the point of the bullet into the man’s thigh. With his thumb on top of the case’s primer and the pointed bullet acting as an improvised spear, he stabbed again and again driving quarter inch diameter holes a full inch deep into the man’s flesh as he screamed and struggled to defend himself. Smith pulled the man to the ground and hammered the bullet into the man’s face and one of his eyes. After half a dozen stabs, he jammed the bullet into the man’s neck and a few stabs later, a stream of blood hissed into the air as his carotid artery was severed.

The black ranger hesitated, frozen in shock as he witnessed the sudden and unexpected attack, then hastily he snapped to and lunged into the cab for a weapon. Smith was up and running, staggering, and limping to the long grass and the rifle. He wiped the bloody cartridge on his leg as he ran, and when he picked up the rifle it was with a deft familiarity known only by professional marksmen or hunters. He loaded directly into the breech and slammed the bolt home, working the thumb safety at the rear of the bolt as he turned. The ranger wielded a shotgun, but as he fired Smith reasoned that unless it was loaded with a solid slug, then he was on the cusp of the weapon’s range. The gunshot rang out, the muzzle flash clearly visible in the bright sunlight, and lead shot peppered the bush around him. A few stray BBs found his legs and he winced but ignored the pain as every injury on his body overrode it. The ranger did not wait for Smith to fire, instead leaping into the vehicle and starting its engine. When Smith fired, the rear window blew out and as the ranger drove around the clearing, the shattering of glass made him yank the steering wheel and the truck rode high on a granite rock and came crashing down sending him into the passenger footwell. Smith limped and staggered to the magazine and when he picked it up, he gave it a shake to remove the fine sand, then slipped it under the action driving it home with a solid sounding ‘click’. He worked the bolt, ejecting the steaming case and drove the bolt forwards chambering another .416 cartridge. He sighted the rifle, like most African game rifles it was set up with just vee and pin sights rather than a rifle scope. His eyes were swollen, and he could barely close his left eye and open his right eye wide enough, but he was an experienced marksman and so much was ‘feel’ and muscle memory. When he placed the sights on the grille as the vehicle turned, he fired and was met immediately with steam as the huge bullet, backed by over 5000 ft-lbs of energy, shattered the radiator. He worked the bolt action – as smooth as silk – and fired again. This time the vehicle groaned to a halt as the engine block was split in two.

The ranger leapt out and ran, firing the shotgun wildly as he headed for a wide baobab tree. Smith barely had to aim as he tracked the man, keeping the muzzle less than a foot in front of him. He fired and the man went down. He worked the bolt again, this time chambering the last round. He walked a wide circle and approached the man from up wind, any sound he made being more difficult for the ranger to detect. Smith could hear the man moaning softly. He was in pain, but right now the shock was playing havoc with his endorphin levels and adrenalin and acting as an anaesthetic. The man tried to crawl, but his right leg was in tatters, almost severed at the hip with just sinew and loose skin keeping it vaguely attached. Shards of pure white bone poked through wet, scarlet muscle and white fibrous sinew had peeled and splayed like the pith of an under-ripe citrous fruit. John Smith, for he felt more John Smith now than he had done in years, looked at the man and judged him to be of no threat. He bent down and picked up the shotgun. It was a five-shot Remington pump action, and he jacked another round into the chamber, aimed at the dying man, then lowered the weapon and walked away. He needed all the ammunition he could get, and the man was going nowhere. Smith turned and walked away leaving the man to bleed out.

A search of the pickup yielded twenty loose 12-bore shells in an opened cardboard carton and a bottle of water which he opened and drained gratefully in one go. There was a clasp knife in the door pocket and a box of matches. He pocketed everything and kept the empty water bottle. After he had reloaded the shotgun, he distributed the shotgun shells amongst his pockets and stood back to study the trees. Everything that had just transpired had been caught on camera, a fact that he was positive about because he could spot at least three cameras from his position. Turning a slow three-hundred-and-sixty degrees, he spotted another two cameras in the trees behind him. Slowly and deliberately, he raised his two fingers and shouted, “Fuck you, Grainger!” then trudged off into the treeline using the sun and lichen on the trees to find his way southwest. North, northwest, and northeast would take him to South Africa’s northern borders with Zimbabwe and Botswana. But by his reckoning, southwest would take him back to the lodge and what he was thinking to be his appointment with Death. What would be would be, but he did not care. If he took Carl Grainger with him, then that would be alright by him.


Chapter Thirty-Two


“Well, that certainly backfired…”

Grainger looked up from the screen of his laptop and stared at Dupont. “You profiled them,” he retorted. “You were the one who had each scenario mapped out with the individual personalities…”

“I suppose profiling only goes so far…”

“You were wrong, don’t shirk from it. Own it,” Grainger retorted savagely.

Dupont sighed. “But I also brought the money to the table in the form of investors,” he replied tersely. “And set everything up on the dark web using my contacts. Maybe it’s about time that you accept that you are not my employer. There’s nobody here to hear the pretence. Carl Grainger, hunter extraordinaire, only goes so far…”

“How dare you!”

Dupont shook his head, somewhat perplexed and said amiably, “Right now, we need to get this thing under control. We need to locate Jon Black and Amber Byrne, and we need some rangers to head off St. John-Smyth, or whatever the hell his name is, and get all three of them dying in front of the cameras. There’s already too much internet chatter, and already too many questions being raised in the closed forum. The bids are drying up as well.” He looked at his incredibly thin, gold Longines watch – a gift from a Swedish fine art investor whom he directed towards an offshore banking specialist. “Time is of the essence. Without the game getting back on track we won’t secure enough bids and investment for the next project in Ukraine.”

Grainger nodded, conceding to the man. He knew that Pierre Dupont was right; he had brought the investors and infrastructure to Grainger’s vanity project – one of revenge – and the people backing them had invested a great deal in the Russian army and the notorious Wagner Group for what would soon become a war played out in people’s lounges or on their screens while they worked in corporate offices. A new wave of violence that would eventually change the course of the war and write a new chapter for Russia, because for the game to run, a percentage agreement had been made with Wagner and those funds would continue to fund special military operations in Ukraine. “Okay, get the rangers on the two-way radios and reconvene on St. John-Smyth’s last location. You can guide them in as you keep track of his progress,” he said, taking out the .44 magnum and checking the cylinder. Dupont recognised the act as one of nervousness. The pistol had remained in its holster since Grainger had put it there. It couldn’t unload itself. No doubt Grainger saw it as being efficient and cautious, but to a man like Dupont, who had used his position and observations to make money and further himself, it looked like fear.

“And where will you be?” he asked somewhat dubiously. With Didi, Botha and the two men St. John-Smyth had killed out of the picture, and Mr Brown still missing it was beginning to feel like Rorke’s Drift here and he wondered whether Grainger was getting out while the going was good. He glanced at the screen and saw St. John-Smyth trudging through the bush past a small watering hole. He did not know the park well, but he knew that the man was getting closer.

“I’m going out to look for Black and the woman.” He paused. “And put a bullet through that pompous British fake, St. John-bloody-Smyth, or John Smith, or whoever the hell he thinks he is today…”

“Do you think that’s wise?” Dupont asked. “We’re losing men here…”

“I was once the best hunter on this continent, the best tracker, too.”

“I mean, this is the hub. This is the printing press for our money. Without this place, without both you and me, our venture folds.” He paused, allowing the fact to sink in. “Anyway, I thought the title of best hunter belonged to Hans Botha?” he added to needle him.

“Botha was good,” Grainger replied irritably. “But he went soft. Lost his killer instinct, guided tourists around Kruger on cosy safaris for tips. He lost his edge. I’ve always been a hunter.”


Chapter Thirty-Three


Estwa-Zulu-Kwitai

“The land is to be part of a rewilding programme, Mr Bryce,” Captain Mbatha read from the printout. “There’s a conservation order on the land. No building, other than a safari lodge, and no development of any kind. It will run as a minimum impact animal reserve. The ANC have been busy in the region with conservation projects.”

“But we can get to it, right?” Bryce asked, failing to hide his impatience.

The black police captain held up a calming hand and tilted his head. “Things are not so easy in South Africa, my friend…”

“We suspect that Pierre Dupont is there, and we suspect illicit activity. Both cyber and humanitarian.”

“A game, you say?”

“That’s right.”

Captain Mbatha was a big man. He would have been an asset to any rugby team’s back row. He sipped from a plastic bottle of water, making the bottle look small in his hand. “If we go up there and there’s nothing going on, then the conservation people will be all over my ass. You will get a scolding, but I will probably lose my job…”

“That’s police work, Captain. That’s sometimes the reality of what we do.”

“Easy for you to say, Mr Bryce. I probably make a quarter or even a fifth of what you do, and this is a very well-paid job in my country.” He paused. “How about you leave the details with me, return to your hotel and I’ll look into it, cautiously, over the next few days?”

Bryce shook his head. “No dice,” he replied adamantly. “There is human life at stake.”

“Possibly,” Captain Mbatha replied. “Slowly, slowly catchy monkey…”

Bryce stared at him, somewhat bemused. Such a colonial phrase, he imagined. “Slowly, slowly and someone gets killed on the internet,” he countered. “Except, it’s not the internet, it’s real and happening and it’s happening on your beat…”

“Even so…”

“Forget it,” Bryce shook his head. “Look, I have to go,” he said, folding the map he had shown the police captain. “If I am wrong, if my information is incorrect, then I’ll stand by it and so will Interpol.”

“I have to be sure, Mr Bryce.”

Bryce nodded. “I understand,” he replied. “Tell me, could you lend me a gun?”

The police captain frowned. “I don’t want a bloodbath in my territory,” he replied.

Bryce shrugged. “I’m an Australian,” he said. “Australian police are routinely armed. It’s not just the fact that I may be walking into something, it’s the fact that I will be in a reserve of half-a-million acres, with every predator known to Africa wandering around.”

Captain Mbatha stared at him for a moment, then grinned. “Wait here, Mr Bryce. I’ll see what I can do…”

Bryce felt a little relieved as the police captain left the office and closed the door. He was disappointed in the way the police officer had reacted to his claims, but it hadn’t been a resounding no. At least the man would make some enquiries. He had not expected much more if he was truthful. The wheels turned at a different pace in many countries, and although South Africa was an improving nation, its government was woefully inadequate and he had heard people talking on the flight of towns left without water for months on end, the daily national power outages from which there was no escape whether you were in the best hotel in a large city, or a lodge in the middle of nowhere. Bryce surveyed the walls of the captain’s office. There were photographs of big game, newspaper cuttings of breakthrough arrests his department had made and a few of what Bryce imagined were family photographs. Another photograph showed Mbatha standing beside a huge antelope with a hunting rifle and a few people sharing his expression of pride and accomplishment. Bryce did not care for hunting. He knew that dingoes and camels were routinely dispatched in his native Australia, along with problem crocodiles and areas where the kangaroo population had grown detrimentally. But this was culling for agriculture and for people’s safety. He had no time for killing for pleasure. However, in another country he liked to keep an open mind. He looked up as Captain Mbatha entered carrying a small pistol case.

“A Glock nineteen,” he said, placing the case on the desk. “And two fifteen round magazines, loaded of course.” He paused, handing Bryce a receipt book. “You’ll have to sign for it, of course.”

“Of course.”

“Please, Mr Bryce. I’ll give you one more chance…” he said earnestly. “Go back to your hotel and give me a few days to make some enquiries…”

“I can’t,” he told him. “My contact has intelligence that a game is in play, and he’s never been wrong before. I understand that you need to be careful. My previous experience of the ANC has shown them not to be helpful to certain countries and organisations,” he said as diplomatically as he could while trying to let the man know that he would have expected his hands to be tied, especially with a question hanging over the land as conservation ground. “So, I’ll see what I can find out, then hope that you have either a change of heart or discover something pertinent to the case.”

Mbatha extended his hand, and they shook warmly, like old friends. Bryce felt an unspoken agreement between them, and he was sure that the man would help him, eventually. “My pleasure, Mr Bryce.” He paused as he showed his guest the door. “And keep me informed as to what you discover.”

“You can count on it,” replied Bryce. “And thank you for the… protection this will bring me.”

“You are most welcome, Mr Bryce,” said Mbatha. “Most welcome indeed.”


Chapter Thirty-Four


Jon Black drove while Amber Byrne watched the treeline and confirmed their route with the map. They could have been tourists driving through a national park and doing a safari themselves, rather than paying for an expensive organised tour. The rifle was propped up beside her, and Black had drilled into her to keep the muzzle away from them and her finger off the trigger. The double-barrelled elephant rifle nestled beside Black’s leg, and he was reminded of patrols in Afghanistan as they drove past an open area of scrubland. It could get cold there, too, and as he drove with the sun low in the sky, he could feel the chill of the air wafting through the basic air vents below the windscreen of the Land Rover. Reaching forwards to press the vent closed, the windscreen shattered, and his seat headrest puffed out stuffing and vinyl. Black heaved on the steering wheel and the vehicle veered sharply to the right, another bullet blowing out the glass in the passenger window and showering Amber with broken glass that looked like gemstones. She screamed in terror, then grunted in pain as her head hit the doorframe, the Land Rover taking off and landing heavily on the rutted surface. The impact jarred their spines and the vehicle’s chassis groaned under duress, but Black kept his foot down on the accelerator to gain distance from the gunman and weaved left and right to present a more difficult target. Another bullet struck the bodywork and ricocheted briefly inside the rear cabin space. Still Black accelerated, there was nothing else for it, but as the vehicle took off over another rut – the biggest so far – the landing was uneven and the Land Rover tipped and rolled, landing on its side, and sliding down a slope to a dried-up riverbed.

The engine had stalled and the only sound above the creaking of metal and dripping of fuel were the two offside wheels spinning freely. Black had landed on top of Byrne, and he struggled to get off her, punching out the remnants of the shattered windscreen and climbing out. He could not see the gunman because the slope had given them welcome cover. Amber followed Black out through the windscreen, and he helped her clear.

“Get into the trees!” he hissed. “We’ll be sitting ducks out here!” She ran and he reached back inside for the rifles but had only just got his hands around the double-rifle when a gunshot rang out and a bullet grazed his shoulder. He recoiled, dropping the rifle, and scrabbling for cover. Another gunshot and the ground erupted at his feet, forcing him to flee into the treeline.

“Jon!” Amber called as he broke through the brush. She popped up from behind a fallen tree and beckoned him over. “Over here!” Black ran and ducked behind the tree. “You’re bleeding!” she hissed. “Oh my god, you’re bleeding a lot…”

“I thought it was a graze…” he whispered.

Amber stared at his back. The top half of his boiler suit was soaked in blood and two holes had been punched through the fabric. She worried the holes with her fingertips until they tore, to reveal a four-inch gash at least half and an inch deep and an inch wide. “It’s not good…” she said quietly.

“Pack it with something,” said Black, not taking his eyes off the line of trees they had pushed through. It was easier said than done, but Amber tore her own top half of her ruined boiler suit and stripped off some lengths of fabric. She packed the wound and hesitated as Black winced and gasped. “Just do it!” he snapped.

Amber pressed the cloth into the wound, then tore a long length of her diminishing outfit and wound it over his shoulder to hold the strips of cloth in place. She had just about finished wrapping him with the makeshift bandage when she hesitated, watching as he drew the bowie knife from the sheath. She peered over his shoulder and watched as the man walked out through the belt of trees and into the clearing, rifle in hand.


Chapter Thirty-Five


John Smith heard the gunshots to the west, which in his southerly direction of travel was to his right. The unmistakable crack of a high-velocity, heavy-calibre rifle. Five gunshots in all. Not a hunter. Not of wild game, anyway. Which meant he had stumbled back into Grainger’s game, and the only people being hunted would be the woman and the mysterious character, Jon Black. Smith had enjoyed the woman’s company, and although he had not liked the other men involved, he could find nothing to hate or despise about the Scotsman. He would have ventured, had the circumstances been different, that he could have taken a liking to the man.

With the sun in his eyes and the wind on his back, John Smith knew that his approach was compromised if indeed the gunman was an accomplished hunter in tune with their surroundings, but he did not have the luxury of time in more than one sense. If someone was shooting at the other two, then it was likely already too late. However, he was also battling his own clock. His wounds were throbbing, and he felt light-headed. His brow felt hot to the touch, and it was not just the exertion making him feel that way. The wind was chilling, and the shadows felt icy. He had a temperature and he needed antibiotics, water, and rest. But any of the three now seemed unlikely.

He broke free of the trees, as one does, somewhat unexpectedly. Easing back into the undergrowth, he crouched low to survey the open ground ahead of him. There was over two-hundred metres of open ground with just thorn bushes and tufts of grass dotted around the sand. Strangely, there was no sign of life. No birds pecking at scurrying insects, no giraffe picking at the high leaves on the belt of undergrowth, no impala grazing nervously as they twitched under constant abuse from bot flies. Nothing.

John Smith stepped out into the open and walked as quickly as he could across the clearing. He found the tyre tracks easily enough and could see by the impression in the dirt and sand, that the twigs and leaves had been pressed into the ground, and he could also see how fresh those leaves were, that the tracks had been made within hours, if not minutes. He could tell, too, the direction of travel from the way the indentations had been made and the way loose dirt and sand had been scattered. The ruts told another story, with the tracks telling him that the vehicle had become airborne and the impact upon landing had been robust to say the least. Scatter confirmed the direction of travel for him, and he followed, soon noticing footprints to the side of the track. Size 10, he guessed. Well-worn desert boots with a stone caught in one of the treads on the left boot.

He followed the track until it was evident that a slope lay up ahead. Not wanting to arrive headfirst into a situation, he skirted to his right and approached cautiously. The Land Rover was resting on its side. The wheels were still, but liquids were dripping from the underside and the sand beneath was soaked a reddish colour.

The sound of a gunshot jolted him, and he ducked down, surveying the area. It had been nearby and fired at a close target as there had been no audible ‘crack’ of the bullet breaking the sound barrier. Smith stood back up and headed towards the treeline, following the boot tracks with the stone in the left tread. Whoever they belonged to; they ran parallel with the other footprints. One set was a little larger, perhaps a size 11 and the Englishman was confident that the indentations matched Jon Black’s weight. The other set was what he guessed to be a size 4 or 5 and made less indentation, indicating the owner to be between a third and a quarter lighter than the owner of the other set. He was now in no doubt that these tracks belonged to Amber Byrne and Jon Black.

When he reached the treeline, he shouldered the shotgun and eased inside, finding a firm footing for his boots, trying to avoid dried twigs and leaf litter. Just as his tentative step rustled the ground, another gunshot rang out, followed by a woman’s scream.


Chapter Thirty-Six


The map did not tell Bryce when he was on the land. He simply had to rely on the grid references, but once he had worked it out it was clear to see. There was no fence around the park, no gates, and no signs. Simply wilderness and sporadic townships and then a long, desolate drive through open plains until the bush thickened and the road became narrower more rutted. Somewhat surreally, a giraffe crossed the road in front of him, followed by three zebras who trotted appearing to keep up. Within another hundred metres, Bryce had spotted an elephant and a hyena calmly walking parallel to the road, apparently oblivious to his white hire car. It soon became evident that the further he drove into the park, the more he intersected with wildlife. A small watering hole played host to a dozen different wading birds, crocodiles basking on the drying banks and nervous impala drinking in the shallows. Briefly, he had forgotten his reason for the drive, now mesmerised by the awe-inspiring beauty of the South African bush and its flora and fauna.

As Bryce marvelled at the nature and variety of species around him, he couldn’t help wondering why Grainger and Dupont could not have simply made a viable venture running a nature reserve? Something more evolved than the national parks, with electric vehicles and eco lodges and ‘real’ camping with a guide. But he dismissed the thought almost as quickly. Money talked. The two men had found a business and customer niche and had convinced people to invest. Bryce did not yet have the financial information, but his contact in London had sent details using the draft folder of a shared email account. The two men simply added to the draft, then logged in to view it. No email was ever sent, so there was no trace of the communication and no chance of electronic interception. What Bryce did have though, was proof that the two men had arranged for six people to travel from all over the world. Six people with whom Carl Grainger had a grievance and money had been transferred to various ‘sleeper’ bank accounts from people that Pierre Dupont had exclusively worked for. The IP address used for booking the airline tickets had not piggybacked off the usual Onion Router software. A mistake on someone’s part, but all that had been necessary for the computer and tech genius sitting in a damp council flat in a miserable part of London.

Slowing down to check his phone, which was now completely out of signal, Bryce parked up on the edge of the track and checked the mark he had made on the map. He had folded it over to view almost the entire area of a half a million acres of what showed as wilderness in the map key. The Russian businessman – undoubtedly Russian mafia – had purchased the land from the government under new conservation laws and to all intents and purposes the land had been an easy sale and purchase for a government that was seriously underdelivering on its election promises and the sum paid for the land would help get the country’s utilities in order. With no building permission other than a compound and lodge granted, the land would remain unchanged, but the bank accounts of the ANC would greatly benefit.

Bryce opened the pistol case beside him. He was familiar with the Glock through a training exchange programme with the Queensland Police Force, although his own service pistol in Melbourne had been a .40 Smith & Wesson M&P. The Glock was an easier weapon to use, which was why it was so popular all over the world with both military and police. Like a hammer, it was idiot proof. He took out the pistol and pulled back the slide, allowing it to hold open. Taking one of the loaded magazines, he slipped it into the butt and pulled the slide back further before helping it forwards on its spring. He never allowed it to slam in place like in the movies. That was all there was to it. No external safety and impossible for it to fire without pulling the trigger because of its firing pin disengage feature, and with an internal striker instead of a hammer, there was no chance of snagging the weapon when it was drawn. He pocketed the spare magazine and placed the pistol in the door pocket. He would tuck the weapon into his waistband as soon as he got out of the car.

There was still no network signal, and he had all but given up hope of further communication with either Captain Mbatha or his contact in London, but he was close to Grainger’s compound now, so he just had to have the courage of his convictions and hope that his Interpol credentials would be enough. If they were not, then the loaded Glock would be his Plan B.


Chapter Thirty-Seven


“We can’t stay here,” Black whispered as the ranger stalked into the clearing. He swept the rifle around the clearing, using a powerful rifle scope to study the trees ahead of him. “It’s only a matter of time before he closes in on us and we’ll be sitting ducks.”

“What do you suggest?” asked Amber, her eyes locked onto the man as he swept his scope in wide arcs.

“If we bolt into the undergrowth then he will have a limited time to shoot. High magnification scopes like that one are difficult to use at close range. He’ll struggle to catch up with us.” Black paused. “Whatever you do, don’t stop running…”

“That’s your plan?” she stared at him, bemused.

Black drew the large bowie knife and said, “Once we get into cover, I’ll take him with this…” He paused. “That looks fairly dense cover. I’ll break right and come in on him from the other side while you run straight. Stop after a hundred metres and find somewhere to hide. I’ll come and find you…”

“And if he gets you instead?”

Black shrugged. “Then, good luck…”

“Great…”

“On three,” he said. “One… two…”

“Wait!”

“Three…” Black got up and caught hold of her collar. “Go…!”

They had barely made half a dozen paces when the first gunshot rang out. Black had no idea how close the bullet had been to either of them, he simply shoved Amber ahead of him and kept up the pace. His shoulder burned fiercely, the clotting blood pulling at skin and hair, the wound opening back up. He was aware of a wet sensation down his back but did not pay much heed as he made for the belt of trees. Another gunshot echoed after them and the bullet pinged off a baobab tree and shards of bark peppered their faces. That was the thing with ballistics. A bullet that could tear through an elephant or rhino or could shatter an engine block could be deflected by something as inane as a tree branch simply because of the angle of impact. Another angle and the same bullet could have gone deep into the tree or even straight through it. The fragments of bark, however, proved effective and Amber screamed and cupped her eyes, almost stopping completely until Jon Black pushed her onwards.

“I can’t see!” she protested, almost as if she had forgotten why they were running.

Black caught hold of her shoulder and pulled her with him into the thick undergrowth. The ground was tricky to run over with fallen deadwood and rocks and thick thorn bushes with thorns the size of fingers scraping their skin and snagging their clothes. “Keep moving!” Black told her and shoved her ahead of him while he veered to the right and charged through the undergrowth. He had the hefty knife in his right hand, and he knew that he would have to time it just right, or he would get a bullet for sure. He needed to run right into the gunman, and not intercept him too short, which would give the man time to fire. As much as he would have hated to admit it, he was using Amber as a decoy. Now that she was clawing at her eyes and stumbling through the undergrowth, she would attract the man’s attention and give him a chance.

Another gunshot echoed through the trees. Black was heaving for breath and his heart was pounding. The gunshot sounded close, and he broke through a patch of thorns and charged out towards where he had estimated the shot to have come from. But he was a dozen paces too short and the man with the rifle stood stock-still, the rifle aimed at his midriff. It was so close that the gunman wasn’t aiming through the scope. He had enough to make the shot and keep his eyes on the target.

Jon Black stared at him, the knife ready in his hand, but they both knew that he would not make it before the man could take the shot. The seconds ticked on, Black relaxing and holding his hands up, the knife dropping to the ground. Black could feel the sticky blood on his back and the throbbing of the thorn scratches and punctures on his skin. A chill ran through him as he watched the muzzle of the rifle stare unwaveringly back at him. The gunshot made him flinch and when he realised that he felt no pain, he looked back only to see the man’s body on the ground.

“Now, that was timing, wasn’t it old boy?” John Smith drawled in a manner more suited for his alter ego St. John-Smyth, as he limped out from behind a tree and jacked another round into the shotgun.

Black stared at the man incredulously before bending down and picking up the knife. “What are you doing here?” he asked, half expecting the man to shoot him, too. He had already gone up against one of his fellow prisoners and had showed little mercy.

“Oh, I imagine the same as you,” he replied. “Surviving…”

“Barely,” Black commented flatly.

“Where’s Amber?”

“Safe,” he said. “For now…” He wanted to trust the man holding the shotgun, but it had been a strange couple of days to say the least.

The Englishman smiled, bent down, and picked up the dead man’s rifle. He held it out for Black and said, “I think we’re all done playing games. It would be nice if we could all trust each other.”

Black took the rifle and checked it over. There were just two rounds remaining. One in the breech and the other in the magazine. “Thanks,” he said, then checked over the body on the ground. He found two more .300 magnum rounds in the man’s top pocket. Large enough for any game on the planet, but not a common cartridge for African safari. It required a little more skill to do the same job as a .416 or a .458. He also found a small Swiss Army knife and relieved him of his water bottle. It was a canvas-covered metal bottle, and he drank thirstily, then offered it to the Englishman, who gratefully accepted. Black shouted to Amber that it was all clear and she emerged a minute later. John Smith offered her the last of the water.

“We were going back for you,” she said. “Now that you’ve saved us the bother, we should get going.”

“Unfortunately, our vehicle has been written off, my dear,” he replied. “Anyway, it was good of you to head back for me. Personally, I would have headed north, had I been in your shoes.”

Black frowned. “So, where were you heading. I take it coming after us meant a detour for you as well?”

“I was heading for Grainger,” he replied matter-of-factly, then held up the shotgun. “I was going to find him and stick this up his arse before pulling the trigger…”

Amber laughed. “Well, we have been driving off grid,” she explained. “We found a route without cameras.”

“And we were taking it, too.” Black paused. “Quite successfully until we got ambushed.”

“Well, you’re back in the studio, now,” John Smith smiled, nodded towards a camera high in the branches.

“Bugger…” Black swore loudly as he followed the man’s stare. “Well, we can get back on track now. We have a map in the vehicle.”

“Little point,” said Smith acidly. “They know where we are, now. They’ll have people heading here as we speak.”

“Then we’ll take them,” said Black. “There are more rifles back at the Land Rover. I couldn’t get them out in time…”

The Englishman nodded. “We’d better be quick, then…”

“Where are we going?” asked Amber, looking at both men in turn.

“We’re going to end this,” replied Black. “Back where it started for us. Back at the lodge…”


Chapter Thirty-Eight


Phil Bryce drove in a wide circle, taking in the lodge and outbuildings as he crawled past. There was an area of garden with braai grills – South Africa’s famous barbeque – in a circle. A communal area where likely staff and guests alike could enjoy the copious amounts of flame-grilled meats that South Africans lived on. The braai was a social thing, no different to a drink in a bar at the end of a working day. The braai featured at engagements and weddings and family reunions. South Africans cooked on the braai, using the unique braai spices all year round. Bryce reflected that the vegan lifestyle would be slow on the uptake out here.

He parked in front of the lodge and got out, checking that the pistol was tucked securely in his waistband and that his suit jacket covered it sufficiently. He had felt anxious on the three-hour drive to get here, partly because he did not have the support of the police and partly because he was laying odds on his career because of a reclusive geek hiding in a London council tower block, but the 9mm Glock pressing into his right kidney made him feel a little more confident.

“Can I help you?” a ranger asked. He was an Afrikaans and stockily built. Almost half as wide as he was high. He wore a safari shirt and cargoes and kept off the chill with a green fleece. Bryce noted a revolver on his belt. Standard kit, he imagined, for a person working close to dangerous animals. Semi-automatic pistols were for combat. Revolvers tended to be used more for protection from wildlife these days and could come in a whole host of significantly more powerful calibres. No expert on firearms, he did notice that the hammer strap was in place, and the man would not get the weapon out in a hurry. He supposed the threat from animals was far less inside the compound.

“Thanks, but I’m looking for Carl Grainger,” he replied.

“He’s out on safari,” the man replied in a thickly accented drawl.

“When will he be back?”

The man shrugged. “Depends…”

Bryce was about to ask on what, but he noticed movement on his periphery. Another ranger, this time tall and black, was hovering at his four o’clock. The man also had a large revolver on his belt and was opening a packet of chewing gum. He took out a stick, pocketed the wrapper and popped it into his mouth. He was apparently interested enough to stay, but barely close enough to listen. “I would greatly appreciate speaking with him,” Bryce said with a mustered authority to his voice. “I have travelled a long way to talk to him.”

“Maybe you should have phoned ahead first,” a voice came from behind him. The man was a tall, white South African with a light accent. He walked around and stood at Bryce’s nine o’clock. “Could have saved you some trouble…”

Bryce did not like the arrangement, feeling that he was being flanked. Twelve, four and nine o’clock. He could feel his hand shaking slightly and he made a fist several times to get the blood flowing. If he took a knee, then he could likely take them all. The Glock would clear his belt far more quickly than three revolvers with leather safety loops over the hammers could clear the holsters. However, he did not have a reason to fire. Just because three men stood around him and made him feel uncomfortable, he did not have the right to gun them down. A fourth man joined from seven o’clock and he felt the hairs on the nape of his neck bristle. He doubted he could take four men in separate positions. Four made it an altogether more difficult proposition. And at twelve, four, seven and nine o’clock, he was now surrounded.

“Ah, good afternoon!”

Phil Bryce turned his attention to the rather portly-looking man walking down the wooden steps to the lodge. He frowned at first, then realised that he was looking at Pierre Dupont. He had only ever seen photographs of the man. Poor quality ones at that, and he had only ever seen Dupont in a tuxedo or a dark grey suit. The man had a penchant for wing collar shirts and bow ties. He often wore waistcoats with a gold watch chain. Bryce had barely recognised the man in a safari suit complete with a brimmed hat. For a moment he was hesitant at how he should proceed.

“I’m here to talk to Carl Grainger about a pressing matter,” he said, slowly taking out his Interpol credentials. His hand still shook. He had rolled the dice to come here, and the gamble was not paying off. It was now five against one. “I was hoping that he could help me with my enquiries.”

Pierre Dupont remained on the bottom step, which made him around the same height as the Australian. He smiled, then nodded to the men behind Bryce.

Bryce caught the movement and drew the pistol. There was no hammer on the striker-fired weapon, and no external safety catch. As soon as Bryce’s index finger contacted the trigger, the safety was disengaged, and he turned and fired at the man furthest away. The weapon clicked and Bryce hesitated only momentarily as he pulled back the slide to eject the dud round and chamber another bullet. He found his target and fired. Another click. Three gunshots rang out in quick succession, and he felt himself falling. He had often reasoned that if he was ever shot, then he would struggle on and find cover. He would not give in to pain and fear. But he felt nothing. His legs simply buckled, and he had no sensation in them. He re-cocked the weapon, this time shakily, his movements both slow and awkward. He managed to aim, fired at the nearest man, but again, the weapon merely clicked impotently. Frustrated, scared, and confused, he rolled onto his back, but still his legs did not follow.

“I think your spinal cord has been severed,” Dupont said matter-of-factly, as he walked over to where the Australian lay. “I’m afraid that your friend Captain Mbatha, is really my friend Captain Mbatha…” Bryce stared up at the man, the image of the photograph in Mbatha’s office flashing before him. Dupont and who he now supposed was Carl Grainger posing with the police captain’s kill. He had not recognised Pierre Dupont in safari clothes in Mbatha’s office, just as it hadn’t quite registered when the man had walked out from the lodge. Dupont bent down and picked up the Glock. “Mbatha removed the firing pin,” he said calmly. “Turns out he’s worth the healthy retainer he’s being paid…” He clicked his fingers at the tall South African. “Andre, get the digger and bury Mr Bryce’s vehicle behind the outbuildings…” The young man nodded and took off at a jog. “How long have we got?” Dupont asked casually, ignoring the Australian’s moans of pain and his attempts to move. “Before someone else from Interpol comes out this way…”

“Fuck you…” he managed, blood starting to seep from his lips.

Dupont smiled, holding the tiny Browning automatic pistol. He looked at the men collectively and said, “Can someone put him down, please?” He did not have any qualms about giving the order. His little gun was for protection, not cold-blooded murder. Bryce started to protest as one of the men stepped forward and levelled his revolver at the Australian’s forehead. The man squeezed the trigger and Bryce rocked backwards and rested still on the ground. Dupont turned to the stocky ranger and said, “Make sure that Mr Bryce’s body is in his car when Andre buries it…”


Chapter Thirty-Nine


Carl Grainger had driven to one of the server boosters so that he could use the Wi-Fi to search for ‘his guests’ across the park. This was just teething problems, he thought. It’ll all be ironed out before the Ukraine project… He was done with this country, anyway. The ANC repressed the whites, stopped them prospering at every opportunity. He should never have been sent to the living nightmare, the purgatory of Pollsmoor. No man should ever be subjected to such conditions, such chaos and anarchy. Where the guards laugh at men being repeatedly raped, where gangs ruled and stabbings, blindings and brutal beatings were handed out and overlooked by the institution.

He glanced at the scars on his wrists where he had twice attempted to take his own life. No, South Africa would soon be a distant memory. Captain Mbatha’s tip-off had sealed the deal. With Interpol sending an investigator there was little recourse in the matter. Their fledgling venture had drawn unwanted attention. They had seriously underestimated their ability to control the ‘guests’ and despite the angle of African game featuring in the kills, war was most likely the most suitable place to operate a game of death. But first, he needed to tie up the loose ends and see that Smith, Black and Amber Byrne died and disappeared in the park. Besides, apart from the mix-up with Jon Black, every person had caused Grainger grief and money. And so much more besides. His dignity and his freedom in Pollsmoor. A chapter of his life that he would never forget and never get over.

Grainger found the lions sprawled on rocks in the eastern quarter. They had fed well on Kowalski the day before and he doubted that they could be encouraged to feed again so soon. He scrolled through the other cameras and found a group of hyenas at the site of a leopard kill. The hyenas were circling and nipping at the leopard, who was heading for a tall tree to hide its kill. The big cat persevered and leapt ten feet to the lowest bough, with sixty kilos of gazelle in its jaws. The hyenas waited patiently for falling scraps below as the leopard started to tear the beast apart.

A few more cameras and he found a string of wild dogs heading north. They had to be hungry and desperate to take on a human, let alone three. Grainger found the second pride of lions, but they were too far northwest. The last report he had was that Black and Amber Byrne were heading southwest towards the compound and despite expecting him to attempt to escape northwards, St. John-Smyth, or Smith, or whatever the hell his name was, had the same idea. It was clear that these people were fighters, and they intended their own retribution on Grainger. Well, he would not let that stand. He was certain that this venture was over, but he needed time to sanitise the computers and servers, destroy his banking records. He had ordered Dupont to make a start and deal with the Interpol agent when he arrived. They were in for a penny, in for a pound now. The only way to escape cleanly had been to order the Interpol agent’s death to buy them enough time and see that the last remaining ‘guests’ did not leave the park.

Carl Grainger found the upturned Land Rover and it suddenly became evident how both Black and Amber Byrne had avoided detection for so long. Skirting the cameras would have only been possible by using the map that Mr Brown had been carrying in the vehicle. So, he was down another man. He had seen how brutally efficient St. John-Smyth had been in dispatching his two men, and it was still playing on his mind. He had never tested himself against another man. The most dangerous game of all. He had hunted and killed every game animal on the continent, but they had not sought to take his life. Certainly, he had been in dangerous situations before, a wounded lion or Cape buffalo was a formidable prey, but they had not been actively hunting him. Pollsmoor had been a living hell, but to fight back against the gangs was to die. He had not fought to defend himself after he had seen where that could get someone. A fellow white prisoner had fought to avoid being buggered, but the man had been overpowered and had an eye gouged out with the sharpened handle of a toothbrush. The man’s thumbs had been removed with smuggled barber scissors and his nose bitten off. That was because he had thrown a few punches to stop being raped. It had been a demonstration, nothing more. Grainger had given in from the start and had been ignored in later months because of the constant supply of fresh inmates, or ‘wives’.

Grainger thought about the fights and the rapes and the killing and he wondered whether he could even try and fight the other three. He had set out to hunt them as game, but they had fought back and killed his men. Kowalski had killed Didi, and Black had killed Botha. He assumed that Amber Byrne had killed Mr Brown because that was his Land Rover down there in the depression and there was no sign of Mr Brown on the cameras. That left just five rangers, and apart from the man he had sent after Black, the other four had remained at the compound to meet the agent from Interpol.

Grainger started the pickup truck and headed for the depression. There were many animals and sights on the way. A tourist would have paid handsomely for such a tour, but he paid them no attention. After an hour he had made it to the edge of the clearing where he was now out of view from the camera network. He felt trepidation at the thought that out in the wilderness before him there were people intent on vengeance, and they were armed with high-powered hunting rifles. He drove tentatively along the rutted surface, then drove a wide arc and parked, switching off the engine. He sat and listened, birdsong piercing the still air and indicating that whatever had happened here previously with the crashed Land Rover, the fauna felt comfortable enough to return. Grainger got out and reached for the rifle. He worked the charging handle and chambered a round before surveying the belt of trees and removing the riflescope with the quick-release system. He would not need the magnification of the scope and knew he would benefit from adopting a point-shoot approach. He dropped the scope on the driver’s seat and headed down the bank, walking around the depression until he caught sight of the upturned Land Rover. There were fluids soaked into the earth, and the pungent smell of fuel on the air. As he suspected, there was nothing left inside and the rifle that Mr Brown had carried for protection performing his duties was missing. Had the man started out hunting them down, then Grainger would have been more worried, but as it stood, the ranger would only have had a few rounds on him, or perhaps just five – all that the rifle magazine could hold. However, Jon Black was former military and from what Dupont had discovered, from an elite fighting force. Whether he had a hundred bullets, or just one, he was the most dangerous game Grainger had ever hunted. He slung the rifle over his shoulder on its leather sling and drew the .44 magnum revolver. With an eight-inch barrel, the oversized revolver weighed a hefty 1.7kg but was the better choice in the dense brush. The weapon was accurate enough to take medium sized game at one-hundred metres and stop a lion in its tracks if it charged. That was the theory at least. He had never had to rely upon it, or another like it in the past, but with its power and six bullets that could be fired rapidly, it seemed the most suitable option up against an armed, cunning, and thinking prey. He was naturally unaware that his lack of combat experience showed. The FN rifle was certainly wieldy and long, but it was perfectly suited for hunting them down, one of the last true ‘battle rifles’ made.

Grainger picked out the tracks. Two around size 10 to 11 and one that he estimated to be a size 5. That tied right in with the boots they had supplied St. John-Smyth, Jon Black, and Amber Byrne. Another well-worn boot tread indicated his ranger. He studied the signs, looking for twigs and leaves either lying underneath or having fallen on top of the footprints, but he could see from the indentations and skids and pressure on the toes that it had been a chase. For one of the male treads and the woman’s. The larger well-worn tread had been more measured, but not as careful as the other new, male tread. He could picture it in his mind, and before he even saw the ranger’s body, he knew how it had played out. Another few careful steps and he pushed out of a belt of trees and into a small clearing. The ranger’s body rested still on the ground, not yet falling foul to scavengers or prey. Most of the man’s head was missing. An empty shotgun shell lay on the ground three or more feet away. The ranger’s rifle was missing. Grainger felt a shiver run up his spine. They could be watching him now – taking aim as he stood there, unsuspecting, and oblivious. Grainger had hunted and killed every one of the big five, and likely every animal on the African continent that was deemed killable with a rifle. But he had never been in battle, never tested himself in combat. Suddenly, he was aware that he was woefully underprepared. Backing out of the clearing and into the belt of trees, his pistol pointing everywhere he knew that he had this all wrong. He had four more rangers that could handle this, and he needed to make sure that his getaway was clean. Besides, it was clear that his remaining ‘guests’ were coming for him, and he could monitor their every move from the safety of the compound. And if he could do that, then he could prepare the fight.


Chapter Forty


John Smith studied the lodge from the edge of the bush. Large thorn bushes, kiaat trees, bushwillow and date palms provided him all the cover he could need. He had skirted the cameras and leaned against a baobab tree, exhausted and close to fever. He had no water with him and had found none along the way. He had seen a year-round river marked on the map, but the detour would have taken too much out of him and put him in full view of the cameras. Besides, rivers meant herd animals drinking and that always meant predators, as well as near-invisible crocodiles lurking in the shallows. As he heaved for breath against the tree, he thanked his lucky stars that the winter temperatures had sent the snakes underground. He had partaken in many summertime safaris where it had been impossible to go more than a few minutes without seeing a snake, most of them venomous.

With no method of communication between them, he had to wait for the Scotsman to make the first move. He just hoped that Black and Amber had made it across the park, but no doubt they would be thinking the same thing about him, and desperate not to let them down, John Smith had pushed himself to the very limit of endurance. Barely able to stand now that he had stopped moving, and with a mouth drier than hot sand, he just hoped that he could do what was expected of him, what was vital to at least one of them escaping this place with their life.

Smith checked the spare rounds in his pocket. The rifle was ready to fire and had four more bullets in the internal magazine. He had chosen the ranger’s weapon because of its telescopic sight and the range at which he would be required to shoot. He estimated the distance to be two-hundred metres, and that would be the typical range a person would zero a scope to in this environment, but he had no idea as to the weapon’s accuracy. He had checked the sight picture, and the previous owner had held a good stance and posture, the crosshairs lining up perfectly with the rifle’s attitude. If the crosshairs had been canted to either side, then he would have questioned the shooter’s technique, so he could assume that the rifle would be accurate. The only adjustment he had made was to the focus, indicating that the previous user had been a little short sighted. This would not adjust the weapon’s accuracy, as it was merely an ergonomic feature. Plan A was to take out any guards or rangers with efficient accuracy offering Black cover as he entered the building with the pump-action shotgun – a weapon he was familiar with from boarding ships as he had policed Britain’s interests with the Royal Marines. If Smith encountered any problems with the weapon’s accuracy, then Plan B was simply to remove the scope and use the weapon’s factory-fitted open sights. At two-hundred metres he still stood a good chance of hitting his targets, although without the pinpoint accuracy he would have preferred.

The Englishman tensed as he noticed movement near one of the outbuildings. There was plant equipment nearby and what looked like newly dug ground still to dry out completely and blend into the rest of the earth. He couldn’t think what it could be and found it strange that a construction project would have commenced with Grainger’s ‘game’ going so awry. The movement continued and Jon Black emerged from the belt of trees carrying the shotgun. Smith noticed that despite the man’s injuries his movements were sleek and purposeful, and it was easy to see that he was a trained soldier. A gunshot rang out and Black dodged back into the trees. Another gunshot followed the first and one of the rangers ran out from behind a parked pickup truck, working the bolt-action of the rifle as he ran somewhat excitedly towards the trees. Smith shouldered the rifle and allowed the man a foot of lead as he ran. He fired and the rifle recoiled harshly, punching into his shoulder. The gunshot made his ears ring and as he worked the bolt instinctively, he could see the ranger lying still on the ground. He reflected that it meant nothing, that he felt nothing having taken another human’s life. Smith shouldered the rifle once more and scanned the optic across the treeline. He could no longer see Black and hoped that the Scotsman had not been shot by the ranger. The man could be lying dead or wounded and Smith would be a sitting target while the others regrouped. Moving the scope from the treeline and across the open ground, he settled on a window in the lodge and adjusted the magnification, twisting a ring marked 1 to 8 on the rear third of the rifle scope. He could now see inside the lodge, catching a flicker of movement deep inside the building. Frustrated that he had missed it, he panned the rifle to his left, the scope picking up the log walls, the window frame of the next room, and then the window. The pane was dark, and he adjusted the ring again, lowering the magnification to get a more detailed wide-angle view. Smith frowned, then tensed as he saw that the darkness was in fact a man, and that he was aiming a rifle directly at him. He adjusted his aim, his finger finding the trigger, but not before he saw the muzzle flash and toppled backwards, all wind knocked from his lungs as he landed flat on his back. Strangely, as he stared at the clear, cold-looking azure blue sky, he could not remember hearing the gunshot that now rumbled a distant echo through the trees.


Chapter Forty-One


Amber Byrne cradled the heavy double-barrelled game rifle as she watched John Smith die in front of her. She had fought the urge, the instinct to go to his side and try to help him, but it was evident from the huge bullet hole in his chest that there was nothing she could do for him, and she could see from the blood seeping out from underneath him that the exit wound would have been catastrophic. She had never seen a body until this trip. Never watched someone die on a screen, and certainly never seen a man die in front of her until this morning, and now the Englishman was the third she had seen today. She couldn’t say that she liked the man, but she shared a comradery with him, and they had been working together to win their freedom. He had gone peacefully, calling out the name Katherine as he had taken his last breath, and Amber could tell that their love, despite how Carl Grainger had painted the man’s façade at the dinner table, had been true.

The man’s eyes had remained open and in an act of compassion, she bent down to close them when the gunshot rang out and a piece of bark the size of a dinnerplate was torn from the tree behind her. She stood back up, looking at the whiteish, slick patch of wood surrounding a bullet hole so large that she could have put her thumb in it without touching the sides. Suddenly, instinctively, she threw herself to the ground, another gunshot, and another lump of bark splintering in the air. She rolled desperately then crawled on her belly deeper into the trees and shuffled behind the thickest trunk she could find. She cursed, having dropped the rifle, and knew that she had let Jon Black down with the plan and their only chance of escape.


Chapter Forty-Two


Jon Black knew enough about raids and battles to know that the plan changes the moment the first shot was fired. He did not, however, expect the plan to go south so quickly. Smith had been tasked with providing covering fire while Amber Byrne stole the Land Rover Discovery parked outside the lodge, because Black had noticed that the Discovery which had brought him into the park had been an automatic. Many new SUVs now had complex and clever automatic gearboxes as standard. While Amber drove the truck to the southern end of the compound, both Black and John Smith could keep the enemy inside the lodge with suppressive fire from two directions. Smith would then retreat through the treeline and exfiltrate through the trees to the waiting vehicle, while Black kept on the pressure firing at the lodge while working his way southwards through the cover of the treeline. He had over twenty shells for the shotgun, and he could lay down a lot of rapid fire and hit moving targets. As plans went, it wasn’t bad and the only one they could come up with given both Smith’s and Black’s wounds and the fact that time had not been on Smith’s side. The man had needed urgent medical attention and hydration.

Black had watched John Smith fall and he had known instantly that the man was done for. Something about the blood splatter and the way he had dropped. He had seen it before in Afghanistan. Some men went down, and you knew that they could be saved; while others went down, and you knew it was a case of body recovery. Black cursed out of frustration. Not because of Smith, but because he had taken a bullet, too. Not only was his shoulder bleeding from the earlier graze, but he had a through and through to his right side, just above the waist. He was bleeding heavily both front and back, and the curse went towards acceptance as much as frustration that his fight should end now. Working the pump action, Black stepped out from the trees and kept the shotgun trained on the entrance of the lodge. He was met with gunfire at once and a muzzle flash in the edge of the open doorway, but it was off target, and he dropped to one knee and fired a foot to the right of the doorway, and then another – the wood splintering as hundreds of lead shot peppered the walls. A man staggered and fell, his rifle clattering to the ground and Black let him have another round sending him sprawling in the doorway where he rested still.
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Amber Byrne watched from her sanctuary. She saw Jon Black walking calmly across the open ground, then dropping to one knee and firing. There was something about the way he stood, working the pump action repeatedly and continuing towards the lodge that reminded her of First World War footage, the British Tommy marching forward to the enemy trenches consumed with determination, trepidation, and duty, accepting his fate. There was something fatalistic in the Scotsman’s demeanour, something final. She darted back behind the tree, then got to her feet and rushed out towards the treeline. A gunshot followed her as she darted this way and that, zig-zagging her way across the open ground. Once in the trees, she continued without hesitation and after two-hundred metres, she broke left and staggered to a halt in the treeline heaving for breath and steadying herself against a date palm. She had passed the lodge and the Land Rover Discovery was just fifty metres from her across the compound. She could hear gunshots and shouts coming from the lodge, but she ignored them and sprinted out from cover towards the vehicle.

To Amber’s left, from the rear of the lodge, Pierre Dupont rushed out taking short, precise steps as if he was terrified of tripping. He carried a laptop and a thick file of papers, and he stopped in his tracks as he saw her and realised that they had the same idea. Amber kept up her pace and reached the driver’s door before him. She fumbled with the doorhandle, glancing at the Belgian-Congolese oddity. He had dropped the file and in its place was a tiny, nickel-plated pistol. Amber darted towards him and kicked up the dust and stones into his face and as he shielded his face somewhat ineffectively, she barrelled into him and took him off his feet. The pistol clattered to the ground and the man let out a gasp that sounded like a young girl’s scream. Behind them, Jon Black stood calmly, firing the shotgun at one of the lodge’s windows. Amber stared a moment too long, and Dupont struck her on the side of the head with the laptop and she fell onto her back as he scrambled to his feet and swept up the file of papers. He tossed everything into the vehicle as he leapt in and slammed the door. Amber could hear the central locking as she got to her feet and the engine started, with huge plumes of dust enveloping her in an impenetrable cloud as he raced away.
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Black staggered up the steps to the lodge and stepped over the body, bloody and still, and surveyed the hall. He barely noticed the African art, the tribal weaponry and preserved animal heads adorning the walls, a sight he had been uncharacteristically impressed by when he had first entered the lodge just three days previously. Now all he searched for was movement as he tracked the shotgun in front of him.

Grainger stepped out from an alcove and fired the giant revolver, but Black was already moving and bolted into the lounge off the hall. The bullets impacted into the walls and display of African art behind him as he ran, shattering ebony masks and ivory carvings. As he ducked into the room, he turned and fired through the wall then pumped the action and aimed at the doorway, but Grainger wasn’t stupid, and Black heard heavy footsteps on the wooden flooring as he bid a retreat. Keeping the shotgun aimed, Black slowly fed four shells into the action on the underside of the weapon.

The lounge led to a study and Black hovered unsteadily in the doorway as he checked if it was clear. Blood ran down his leg and he could feel the wetness on his back and stomach. He was running on adrenaline – had felt it before in battle – but strangely, his heartbeat was slowing and he supposed he was slowly, but steadily, bleeding out. He took a tentative step over the threshold and was immediately met by a large black man charging at him from the open door on the other end of the study. A flash of steel and it was all Black could do to block the machete with the barrel of the shotgun. The weapon was batted away, and the machete blade came scything back towards his head, forcing Black backwards, dropping the shotgun to the ground. Black did not pause, did not re-evaluate. As soon as he stepped back with his right leg, he shuffled on the spot and lunged forwards with his left, drawing the bowie knife and plunging it deep into the man’s stomach. He caught hold of the stunned man’s hand, controlling the machete and drove powerfully through his legs, forcing the man backwards with the knife. Black released his grip on the man’s knife hand, smashing it down on the top of his own blade and dropping all his weight down onto his knees, splitting the man’s pelvis as skilfully as a butcher would split a pig’s carcass. When he stood back up, the man was lying among his own guts and bowels and blood, moaning in a surprisingly soft tone, and close to dying.

Wiping the blood on the leather wingback chair beside him, Black sheathed the bowie knife and picked up the shotgun, but as he tried to cross the room he wobbled and had to use the weapon as a crutch to remain on his feet. He used the doorway to support himself, cradling the shotgun, which now seemed heavier to him than the big game rifle he had exchanged it for. He had trouble focusing as he entered the room, which had not been on their official ‘tour’ three days earlier. The room was full of monitors, and he could see camera angles of the entire park as the angles were exchanged for others and the view on each monitor changed every few seconds.

“Just over a thousand cameras…” Grainger said from behind him. “Careful, Mr Black. My forty-four magnum is aimed at your back…”

Black wheeled around slowly. Barely able to stand, he knew that he could not get the shotgun to bear before the man squeezed the Colt’s silky-smooth trigger. He knew that he was beaten because he had never felt this way before. Carl Grainger’s face said it all. He had won, and the man knew it. Black pitched into the laden desk, the shotgun clattering to the wooden floor.

“You really messed this whole thing up for me,” Grainger sneered. “You couldn’t just play along…”

Black felt like he was eight pints and a few shots into a messy night out. His body was numb, and he could not focus properly, and if it were not for the desk, then he would have collapsed. The gunshot, when it came, had a short, sharp report, quite at odds with the cannon in Grainger’s hand. Grainger grimaced and fell to his knees, dropping the revolver by his side. Black blinked, then stared at Amber Byrne standing behind the South African with a pistol in her hand, so small that it looked like a child’s toy. Except that smoke wafted from the barrel and the tiny .32 shell casing was still rolling across the wooden floor until it clattered into the skirting board.

“Finish him…” Black told her, slipping from his hold on the desk and sitting on the floor in a pool of his own blood.

“I… I can’t…”

Grainger attempted to stand but fell forwards and pitched onto all fours.

“Do it!” Black pressed her. He could barely focus on her, and he had pulled out the wedding ring he wore around his neck on a leather cord and was rubbing it between his thumb and forefinger, the way a devout catholic would worry rosary beads.

Grainger wobbled as he reached for the revolver, but he managed to snatch it up and staggered to his feet. Amber turned and bolted out of the room, closing her eyes as she ran past the bodies and the blood and the carnage of the hall. She leapt down the steps and looked around the compound. There were no vehicles left, just an earth mover of some type, which she quickly ignored. Behind her, she could hear Carl Grainger’s heavy footsteps on the wooden floor. She turned and ran into the treeline, a gunshot echoing behind her and shards of bark fracturing from the baobab tree to her right. Another gunshot rang out and she felt a ‘whizz’ past her ear and ducked her head instinctively. As she reached the trees, she risked a glance behind her and was horrified to see that the man had gained on her. His expression was wild, maniacal. Amber turned as the man raised the revolver again, and she darted to her left as the gunshot thundered behind her. Another glance and she realised that she was finally gaining on him, her legs less leaden and the feeling inside that she had gained second wind. Grainger was slowing. The tiny .32 bullet had caused some damage inside him, and although he had been running solely on adrenalin, blood loss and organ damage was now taking its toll. Amber glanced at the tiny pistol in her hand. She did not know how many bullets it held, or how to check. She had flinched when the gun had jolted in her hands, and she had been surprised to have hit Grainger from the doorway. But she knew that she had to stop running and make a stand, it was just a case of summoning the courage to do so before the man eventually found his aim. How many shots did the man have? To Amber his weapon looked like a Western six-gun. Six bullets? She was sure revolvers held six. She had heard multiple shots inside the lodge, another two as he had been chasing her. These thoughts plagued her as she ran, then she stopped so suddenly that she tripped and fell, almost into the hyena standing obstinately in her path.

The beast backed up a few steps, its eyes on Grainger, who had stumbled to a halt directly behind Amber. Grainger hollered at the animal, a guttural growl at the top of his voice, but the hyena growled stubbornly, its mouth making an eerie looking, though thoroughly humourless grin.

Amber scrambled backwards as another two hyenas stepped out from the brush. Grainger hollered again, then levelled the revolver and fired onto a spent cartridge with a loud, metallic click. He backed away a few paces, opening the cylinder and ejecting the six empty cases onto the ground. Keeping eye contact with the alpha, he fumbled in his pocket for some bullets. Amber shuffled backwards as another two animals joined the pack. Five of them now standing confidently shoulder to shoulder. Amber slowly got to her feet. Grainger’s hands were shaking as he loaded the first shiny, brass cartridge into the cylinder. More beasts joined the pack, and the animals started to growl, rather like a cat’s purr, but many decibels louder. Amber, her hand shaking, fired the Browning twice.

Grainger fell, both .32 rounds shattering his left kneecap. The hyenas flinched in unison, some darting back a few paces, but all now standing unthreatened as Grainger howled in agony on the ground. Amber aimed and fired again and missed, but she took aim again, remembering Black’s brief lesson with the rifle, and fired. The man’s right ankle shattered, and she backed away further, the alpha taking a few steps closer to Grainger as he writhed and screamed on the ground. The animal nipped tentatively at Grainger’s calf, and then again at his ankle. It now had the taste of blood and the next nip turned into a savage bite and the beast shook its head from side to side as it ripped flesh from bone and the other hyenas seized their chance and snapped at Grainger’s flailing limbs. Amber could not tear her eyes away from the scene. Partly because of a morbid fascination with the macabre sight, and partly because she knew that you never turned your back on predators. Finally, she backed away, her eyes still on the feasting pack and only turned around when they were out of sight. The growling, the tearing of flesh and breaking of bone, and the screams of Grainger as he was eaten alive stayed with her until she reached the compound and would probably remain with her for the rest of her days.


Chapter Forty-Three


London

Three months later

It had been a busy time for her. She had written her account and sold it to a tabloid paper for what amounted to two years’ salary from her freelance work. Television interviews had followed along with a book deal, and appearances as a talking head on two documentaries. She was now doing weekly press reviews for Sky News and in talks with ITN for a shot at TV journalism. Amber Byrne was a hot topic in the media and there was no sign of it abating. Before all of this, though, she had been interviewed by the South African police and Interpol. Upon arriving in the United Kingdom, Scotland Yard had interviewed her because of Jon Black and William St. John-Smyth, who upon closer inspection had never officially changed his name from John Smith. Scotland Yard had organised telephone conference calls with the NSW Police Force and the FBI, as each nation recorded and subsequently filed away what had happened to their citizens. The body of Interpol agent Phillip Bryce had been recovered during an investigation led by Captain Mbatha, who had previously met with the Interpol agent and advised him not to take further action until he had subtly checked out the lead. An unregistered Glock firearm was found with Bryce’s body, but there was no further information about how the Interpol agent had obtained such a weapon, although the police captain had intimated how easily an illegal firearm could be purchased in South Africa.

The wanted Belgian-Congolese national Pierre Dupont had not been found, despite world-wide Interpol alerts. National crime agencies all over the world were sharing information on the man, and it had since been discovered that he had been the middleman in various serious crimes throughout multiple jurisdictions. The subsequent investigation into Carl Grainger’s bizarre concept had shown that Grainger was the head of the venture in name only. A notorious hunter and public figure, he provided little in way of investment and Pierre Dupont had introduced the parties to invest, while running the website through dark web channels that his contacts used in their underhand business dealings.

When Amber had returned to the lodge, Jon Black was already dead. He had simply bled out and died from heart failure, still holding the wedding ring he wore around his neck. With nobody coming forward to claim the body, Jon Black was buried at a cemetery in Pretoria with only the county funeral director and the Anglican vicar in attendance. Amber had not remained in South Africa for the service. From the moment she had walked south on the road through the park, she had been intent on getting home. Her journey on foot had taken two full days and she had feared for her life near-constantly. She had equipped herself with the double-barrelled rifle that she had left near John Smith’s body, for the sole reason that Black had shown her how to use the simple design, and she had pocketed the spare cartridges and carried as much water as she could manage. When the road finally intersected with another, she had been able to flag down a farm worker in a pickup truck and rather than deal with local police, she had insisted the farmer take her to Pretoria. She would never know, but it had undoubtedly saved her life. Captain Mbatha had been left unable to make a move. He had given Bryce a confiscated gun that had bypassed the paperwork. Such weapons became handy ‘drop’ guns. When a police officer shot an unarmed suspect dead, and the circumstances could not be justified, then a gun could be dropped beside the body. It had saved many a police career in South Africa. The receipt that Mbatha had made the Interpol agent sign had simply been binned. There were no loose ends to connect the police captain, and he had even used a burner phone to contact Grainger and Dupont. The world was looking for Pierre Dupont, but Captain Mbatha had gone free.

In writing her story, Amber had discovered that John Smith’s body had been flown back to the United Kingdom at the expense of a man named King. Strangely, the card used had been untraceable and she had not been able to discover anything else about the anonymous man or his kind gesture. She had checked John Smith’s past but could find nobody named King in his friendship groups over the years. People agreed that Smith had been close to a man named Mark Jeffries as a teen and in his early twenties and they had been as thick as thieves – for that was what they had largely been – and had got into scrapes together, but Jeffries, on the run from a crime boss for not taking a fall in a boxing match, had been charged and sentenced for murder, and had died trying to escape Dartmoor Prison. Shortly after this, John Smith had met his future wife, Katherine Montague, and reinvented himself as William St. John-Smyth. Any enquiries she made into this man King and the private service held in Lambeth had drawn a blank. Only the parish vicar had attended and nobody, let alone a man named King, had been in attendance. Another mysterious act, she had reflected, in an episode full of mystery. Through her contacts, Amber Byrne had heard that the Interpol investigation had turned nothing up so far. Pierre Dupont had disappeared like smoke on the wind.

Amber cradled her cup, the warmth of the cappuccino comforting her hands against the mid-winter cold. The trees were bare outside, and the café afforded a view over the park and the icy-looking lake beyond, stark and cold and unyielding. A far cry from the beautiful blue skies of South Africa, although she was quite sure she would never travel there again. She was quite sure she was done with that chapter of her life, although with the interviews and features now running their course, she was left with the task of writing the first draft of her story, which as her editor advised her, should conclude with the South African affair, but otherwise be written as a memoir of her varied career in journalism. That way, the editor had told her somewhat cynically, people fully aware of her ordeal would buy and read her earlier exploits... She had even been advised to write 20/80. The twenty percent being pure, unadulterated fiction. Who would possibly know?

As she sipped her cappuccino and thought about the finer details of her exploits, and the by now, notorious South African affair, she suddenly answered a nagging question about Jon Black. Jon. T. Black. There had been some incredulousness about him being there – a fact missed and taken in only subliminally because she had been listening to the meanderings and observations of St. John-Smyth. She made a note to focus on this and search for the mystery man who had escaped at the unfortunate demise of Jon. T. Black. If she found him, then she could follow up with an interview. The Man Who Never Was or The Luckiest of Escapes. She would choose the title of the piece, or perhaps use it as a chapter heading later. Right now, as she opened her Moleskine notebook and took out her new Montblanc pen – a treat to herself after her book advance – she jotted down the real Mr Black? and smiled. She was sure her tale would be amusing to him when she found him.


Chapter Forty-Four


It was always a strange feeling returning to the flat after an assignment. The boiler switched off, the windows closed, the smell of inoccupancy clinging to the walls. A pile of post was swept away by the door, and he bent down and scooped up the letters, walking to the kitchen counter and dropping the stack onto the polished granite surface. He switched on the water boiler to get a shower and prepared his coffee machine for a lungo. He drank his coffee black, which suited his lifestyle. He would never have been able to keep on top of buying milk. He was to fly to Istanbul in three days’ time for a conference and would eat out or order from Uber Eats until then, his fridge humming away empty in the corner.

He sorted the post into four piles. Fliers, junk, bills, and brown envelopes which always filled him with dread. The coffee machine whirled and spluttered, and he took the cup and sipped gratefully. Never as hot as a good barista made it, but it certainly hit the spot. He opened the post and either discarded or kept the contents accordingly. Another sip of coffee and another round of letter opening, and he frowned, then tutted. It had happened before, and he had resealed and posted it through his neighbour’s letter box. Jonty Black shrugged as he put the bank statement belonging to Jon T. Black back in the envelope. It was an inevitability with two such similar names in the building that the odd postal mistake would be made, and Jonty Black wondered whether Jon T. Black had ever received mail intended for him. He supposed not, because the man had never mentioned it before.

Jonty Black opened the final letter. An invite to a project in Ukraine. Some freelance journalism to access a new business venture set among the devastation of war. All expenses paid and a generous fee. If he could sell the piece to one of his regular newspapers, this job alone could cover his yearly salary target. It sounded too good to be true, but as he finished his coffee and picked up his neighbour’s post, he knew that he did not have to deliberate for long. He was an award-winning journalist who had built his career on reporting the stories he knew would garner the most interest, spark the debate amongst conservationists and humanitarians. A business venture in the heart of a warzone would be a piece worth writing, and the expenses and fee were hard to ignore. Although he would have to make sure that he remained objective and wrote a truthful, unbiased piece. If he could ensure that he maintained his integrity, then he had no reason to worry about the fee and expenses being offered. How could a journalist of his calibre turn such an offer down?
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