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CHAPTER ONE: BLOOD AND DUST
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The jeep's suspension screamed as it bucked over another pothole, throwing Amara against the door hard enough to taste blood. Through the spiderwebbed windshield, the savannah burned ochre and amber—grass rippling like a lion's flank in the dry-season heat. A dusted-over mileage counter read 427 km since last service. Just like everything else in this assignment: worn out and counting down to failure.

Amara checked her notes again, cross-referencing coordinates. Three poaching sites in two weeks, all within a five-kilometre radius. Too organized. Too efficient. Her journalism instincts screamed inside job—someone with access to ranger patrol schedules.

She'd already filed two stories that got buried by her editor. "Need more proof," he'd said. "Something concrete."

This trip would give it to him.

The jeep skidded to a stop outside a tin-roofed ranger station. A lone figure leaned against the porch—broad-shouldered, arms crossed, face shadowed by a worn safari hat.

"You're late." The man's knuckles whitened around his rifle before she'd even opened the door.

Amara bristled, stepping out with her camera bag. "And you are?" She noticed the faded tattoo on his wrist—a lion with a broken crown. Military marking. She'd seen similar ones on former KDF soldiers.

He stepped into the light. Hard amber eyes. A scar cutting through his stubble like a misplaced comma. "Kato. Your guide." His gaze raked over her pressed khakis and city-clean boots. "Or I was, until I saw you'd dressed for a cocktail party, not the bush."

A laugh burst from her lips. "I don't need a guide. Just directions to the poachers' last attack site." She pulled out a handheld GPS, showing him the marked coordinates. "I've been tracking their patterns for three months. They hit during new moons when visibility is low, always within ranger blind spots."

Kato's expression shifted—something like respect flickering across his features. "You did your homework."

"I'm a journalist, not a tourist."

His hand shot out, gripping her wrist. His palm was calloused, warm. "Listen, mrembo," he hissed, using the Swahili endearment like an insult, "Smart gets you halfway. Out here, arrogance gets you killed. That American journalist last month? They found his bones picked clean by hyenas."

Amara yanked free. "I didn't fly three hours to be—"

A gunshot cracked the air.

They ducked instinctively as a bullet pinged off the jeep's hood. Kato's body covered hers in an instant, pressing her into the dust. His breath was hot against her ear. "Stay down."

Through the jeep's undercarriage, Amara saw them—three men in tattered camouflage emerging from the acacia trees, machetes glinting.

Kato's fingers dug into her hip as he slid a pistol from his waistband. "When I say run," he whispered, "you sprint for that station. Don't look back."
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