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      Lucy’s heart raced at the sight of lions prowling the dusty runway of the Okavango Delta. She’d been excited to spot the majestic cats on her return to Botswana—but not this up close and personal before even landing.

      “Hold tight! I’ll do a go-around while the game vehicle chases them away!” shouted Lucy’s pilot, Rob, over the noise of the engine, banking the little Cessna left; and Lucy felt the familiar churn in her stomach. Not just because of the G-forces but because, suddenly, for the first time since she’d stealthily packed a bag and slipped out into the night, leaving Eddie and her old life behind, she really felt she was on the cusp of something exciting and wonderful.

      Even if prowling lions did portend danger when that was exactly what she was running from.

      Peering out of the window, she spotted the plume of dust that heralded the game vehicle racing between Chubaoro and the airstrip to chase the lions away so Rob could land.

      “I promise you, it’ll be quite safe by the time we step out.” Levelling up the plane on short final, the blonde Canadian pilot turned to her with a reassuring smile before, seconds later, they touched down, bouncing down the dirt airstrip.

      “Don’t worry about me!” Lucy raised her voice to be heard as they taxied to a stop. “I worked here before.”

      Rob cut the engine, turning with a sheepish expression. “Lucy Brennan! Of course! I should have remembered the name when I saw it on the manifest. Now I feel stupid.” He reddened, though it might have been the heat. “I’ve been pointing out giraffes and kudu like you were seeing all this for the first time.”

      “Well, it’s just as exciting as if I were seeing it for the first time.” It was no lie either. Lucy was almost desperate to jump out of the plane and embrace this whole beautiful wilderness. “I couldn’t wait to come back!” she said. With a surge of happiness, she pushed back her strawberry blonde hair, glad she hadn’t cut it like Eddie had insisted she should. For the first time since sneaking away from Eddie’s ironclad grip on her life, the knots in her stomach began to unclench. Out here, she could finally breathe again.

      “Well…welcome to the Okavango, and all that. I guess that makes you the old hand and me just the newbie, but I sure get why you’d want to come back.” Rob pulled out his flight log, adding, as he jotted down some numbers, “Three months ago, I was battling frozen pipes and polar bears in the Yukon. Like you, I prefer this to my old job—whatever yours was—any day.”

      He flashed her a smile, and Lucy smiled back. Rob was sweet. As different as could be from Eddie with his constant corrections.

      “Why did you leave the Yukon? Or maybe I should ask, why choose Botswana?”

      Rob shrugged. “I saw a full-page ad in the Globe and Mail—back in Canada—for pilots to fly in Australia, and I’ve always wanted to go to Australia.”

      “Then why didn’t you go to Australia?” Lucy asked with a frown.

      Rob laughed. “I should have realised that wouldn’t make sense unless you’re a pilot. Australia’s in the middle of a bitter pilots’ dispute, and if I answered the ad, I’d be a strike-breaker. A scab.”

      “Oh, I see,” said Lucy, though she didn’t, really.

      “But the ad got me thinking about how lonely and miserable I really was in frost-bitten Canada and that I needed a change.”

      “Tell me about it!”

      The enquiring look Rob sent her made it quite clear he expected her to elaborate, and for the first time since she’d left home, Lucy felt unguarded enough to speak to what was in her heart. Still, remembering made her heart hammer and her palms sweat. “I just left my boyfriend of four years after I realised how lonely and miserable I was.”

      Rob rested the flight log on the dashboard, smiling sympathetically as he said with a wink, “Welcome to the lonely hearts club, then!” just as his door was wrenched open by someone from outside.

      “There’s no Lonely Hearts Club here!” declared the handsomest man Lucy had ever met as she stared across Rob at a well-built man with dark blonde hair, dressed in khakis, the engine of the Land Cruiser behind him still running. “So, you must be the one and only Lucy Brennan come to help me out.” He thrust out his hand. “Welcome to Chubaora. I’m Starky Willis.”

      Lucy’s mouth felt suddenly dry, and it was difficult to keep her smile steady. She’d thought he intended only to shake her hand but then she found her grip retained as he helped her to the ground, saying to Rob, over her shoulder, “I know you don’t have time to come into camp so I brought you a cold Coke.”

      “Change to the roster,” said Rob, who had, in fact, told Lucy during the flight that hers was the last flight of the day and he had to hightail it home. “I’ll jump aboard the Land Cruiser if you don’t mind dropping me back in twenty.”

      Starky shrugged, looked at Lucy, then said, “Well, that’s up to my co-lodge manager, Lucy. I can’t be accused of making all the decisions. Do you mind if Rob comes back to camp?”

      Lucy felt herself blushing like a tomato. “Of course I don’t mind.” She stepped back for Rob to jump to the ground, gripping his arm to whisper, as Starky led the way to the vehicle, “Isn’t there supposed to be someone called Tessa looking after the lodge with Starky? I thought I was just helping out.” Suddenly she felt panicked.

      “Tessa had to go back to Jo’burg unexpectedly.” Starky smiled as he opened the car door for her. “Welcome back to paradise. His grip was firm, warm, and he held her gaze just a fraction longer than politeness required.

      “I heard you were covering for Gary,” Lucy managed. “I’m sorry Tessa bailed on you, if I’ve got that right. Although, I think I heard that was because her mother was sick.”

      “Family comes first.” Something flickered across Starky’s expression—pain, perhaps, or old regret—and Lucy felt something strange happen to her insides. A strange protectiveness that was so at odds with all the rumours that swirled about him. Starky Willis certainly didn’t need protecting.

      “Now, in you get,” he said. “You’ll be fine. For the next few days it’ll be just you and me, and a party of ten guests—though only three tonight. Don’t worry, I don’t bite.”

      “Oh, no, of course, I wasn’t worried about that,” Lucy mumbled, and both Starky and Rob laughed.

      Rob gave her a bolstering look as she climbed into the vehicle. He lowered his voice. “Starky must have been in Germany when you were out here before. Drumming up business for his lodge, Zerangu.”

      “Zerangu’s a hunting lodge, isn’t it?” Lucy said, feeling a surge of disgust she hoped wasn’t revealed in her tone.

      “Sure is.” Starky raised his voice as the engine roared to life. “Best lodge in the whole of Botswana and, in just a few weeks, it’ll also be the busiest.”

      Starky Willis. Lucy stared at the back of his tousled head as he drove, for he’d directed both her and Rob to one of the elevated bench seats behind for the best view, promising to take them the scenic way past a pride of lions whose location he’d just been given via the radio.

      Starky Willis, the charming hunter with the magnetic personality and complicated reputation. She’d heard all about him during her last stint in the delta.

      And she was to be managing Chubaora with him? Alone?

      Well, she would be on her guard.

      Rob put his head close to hers. “Starky’s experienced with everything the Delta can throw at you. So, as far as looking after the place goes, that’s no problem.” He hesitated, lowered his gaze, and mumbled, “You just need to look after yourself. And keep your ears open because he’s looking for a safari hostess for his overland hunting trip next month. He has a group of Germans coming into camp, I’m told.”

      “Well, if he’s after a hostess, that definitely won’t be me. I’d rather drop dead than be involved in hunting operations,” Lucy muttered, stiffening as Starky turned his head with that predatory grace she’d heard other women describe in hushed, admiring tones. 

      “I’m looking forward to our conversations about hunting, and quotas, and all the other things Greenies are so concerned about, Lucy, but I hope that for now you’ll just enjoy playing hostess at Chubaoro.

      Lucy nodded, unable to say a word as she marvelled: Did this man have the hearing of a predator?

      “Of course,” he added, “you know these guests are paying for the experience of a lifetime.”

      “Of course,” said Lucy, feeling thoroughly put in her place. Oh, how she wished she’d been more careful with her words.

      Starky nodded, turning back to navigate the dusty track through the bush. “And my promise to everyone who comes to my camp is that I give them the experience of a lifetime.”

      He drew the vehicle to a stop, the engine idling as he pointed to a pride of lions a few metres away. A female, lounging in the dappled shade of an umbrella thorn tree, watched as two cubs frolicked nearby.

      Lucy gave a gasp of excitement and, with a lightning change of mood, Starky’s eyes flashed and his mouth curved up into a smile. “So, Lucy Brennan, are you ready for the adventure of a lifetime?”

      Lucy swallowed hard. Every instinct screamed to be wary of this man and the secrets simmering beneath his megawatt smile. But the yearning for freedom and a fresh start that had propelled her across the country now drowned out that warning voice.

      Meeting Starky’s penetrating blue eyes, she heard herself say, “Ready as I’ll ever be.”
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