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CHAPTER 1


The overhead sun was relentless as it burnt down through the cloudless sky. Jon Van der Sandt had a wide-brimmed hat shielding his face and impenetrable Oakley sunglasses protecting his eyes but there was nothing he could do to make the air that he breathed any cooler. He stopped and took a swig from his water bottle.


‘Not far now,’ said his guide, as if reading his mind. The guide was in his late twenties, almost half Van der Sandt’s age, but he had been born in Botswana and knew every inch of the thirty thousand-acre game farm. His name was Paul Falkner and his family had owned the farm for three generations. He was a good six inches taller than Van der Sandt, lanky with barely an ounce of fat on him, his hair bleached blond by the sun and his skin the colour of polished mahogany. Like Van der Sandt he was sporting a wide-brimmed floppy hat, though there was a racy snakeskin band around his. Both men were wearing olive shirts and shorts and Timberland boots, and hunting vests loaded with ammunition.


‘I’m good,’ said Van der Sandt. He didn’t want the fact that he had stopped for a drink to suggest weakness. He was tired, but after five hours of walking through the bush, who wouldn’t be? He knew that many Russian hunters, and lately the Chinese, preferred to be helicoptered in close to their prey. He had even heard stories of them mowing down elephants and rhinos from the air, not even bothering to land. That wasn’t the way that Van der Sandt hunted. He went in on foot with only what he could carry. Man against beast and let the strong survive.


He placed the water bottle back in his belt and Falkner began walking again. They were on the track of a small herd of elephants: two males, five females and two juveniles. Falkner was following their trail and figured that they were a mile ahead, maybe less.


Van der Sandt was paying handsomely for the hunt, and he had already been rewarded with a white rhino and three buffaloes, one of which had the biggest spread of horns that he had ever seen. The three-day hunting holiday was costing twenty thousand dollars, which included the necessary licences, but each kill added to the bill. The rarer the animal, the higher the price, and in the case of the buffalo, the massive spread of the horns had meant the kill came with a thirty thousand-dollar price tag. The elephant they were tracking could easily cost more than twice that; it depended on the length of the tusks. According to Falkner, it was a fifty-five-year-old bull that weighed close to seven tons. If that were true, it would be the largest elephant Van der Sandt had killed, and Van der Sandt had killed dozens.


He was carrying his gun and ammunition. Some hunters had a bearer following behind with their gear in the way that golfers used caddies, but Van der Sandt was old school. If he could have done without Falkner he’d have gone into the bush alone, but he wasn’t familiar with the area and it would have been foolhardy in the extreme to go solo.


The rifle Van der Sandt was holding was a double-barrelled sidelock made by William Evans of London, and it was his pride and joy. It had been handmade to his requirements and was chambered for the .500 Nitro Express cartridge, the favourite ammunition of big game hunters around the world. The gun had taken almost three years to produce and the action plates and body were engraved with scenes from his favourite hunting grounds in Africa and Asia, with the initials of his wife and children incorporated into the design. He had never told his wife what he had paid for the gun – close to two hundred thousand dollars – but he considered it money well spent. It was perfectly balanced and the eleven-pound weight helped deal with some of the recoil. Not all of it, by any means, and firing the gun meant putting a lot of weight on the front foot and holding the stock tight against the shoulder. It wasn’t a gun for amateurs – if you weren’t careful you could pull the trigger and end up flat on your back. And if your shot had just missed a seven-ton elephant, a mistake like that could easily be fatal.


A double rifle was vital just in case the first shot wasn’t a killing shot. An elephant would charge if it wasn’t killed instantly and having the second cartridge ready to fire could be a life saver. The new breed of hunters tended to prefer pump-action guns with five or more cartridges in the magazine, but Van der Sandt was contemptuous of them. If two shots wasn’t enough to bring down your quarry, you had no business being a hunter. And it wasn’t unknown for pump-action guns to jam. A double never jammed. You pointed it, you braced yourself, and you pulled the trigger. Job done. And you had a back-up shot ready to go. Van der Sandt had requested double triggers. He could have gone with a single trigger but the mechanism was more complicated and more likely to fail.


Van der Sandt’s gun had twenty-four-inch barrels, shorter than the twenty-six or twenty-eight inches that most hunters went for. The longer the barrels, the less the tendency for them to rise up after firing, but the shorter barrels were easier to manoeuvre through thick bush. Van der Sandt’s gun had a V-type open rear sight with twenty-four-carat gold inlay. Some hunters used telescopic sights but Van der Sandt was also contemptuous of that – if you were so far away that you needed a telescopic sight you weren’t really hunting. The whole point was to get up close and personal and to look your quarry in the eye as you pulled the trigger. 


Big game animals were only dangerous when they were close up. If an elephant was a hundred metres away and it spotted a hunter, it would probably amble off. But if it was just ten metres away, it would throw out its ears and charge. Same with buffaloes, which were actually way more dangerous than elephants. At a hundred metres a buffalo was as docile as a dairy cow, but bump into one in the tall grass and it could be deadly. 


Van der Sandt wouldn’t even consider taking a shot at an elephant if he was more than twenty-five metres away. The same went for rhinos. The rhino he had killed the previous day had only been twenty metres away when he had pulled the trigger.


He had a dozen cartridges affixed to his hunting vest. The minimum legal calibre for hunting game in Africa was a .375 belted rimless Nitro Express – also known as the .375 H&H Magnum, manufactured since 1912 by a London gunmaker, Holland & Holland. The bullets ranged from seventeen grams to twenty-three grams. But Van der Sandt’s gun was built to take the much larger .500 Nitro Express, which had a jacketed bullet of thirty-seven grams, almost one and a third ounces of lethal lead. The cartridges cost more than ten dollars each. Van der Sandt had shot with the .500 Nitro Express across Africa and had used it to good effect hunting brown bears and polar bears in the wilds of northern Canada. One of his best hunting trips ever had been the nine hours he had tracked a huge male polar bear across the frozen Arctic Ocean, culminating in a single kill shot to the brain. The Americans had banned the hunting of polar bears for anyone other than Alaskan natives in 1972, but it was still allowed in Canada, and since the Americans had banned the importing of polar bear trophies in 2008, Van der Sandt had to ship his trophy back to his mansion in London. The British had no qualms about big game hunters putting their trophies on show, probably because they were the country that had invented the concept of killing for sport. The same would go for the tusks of the elephant Van der Sandt and Falkner were hunting. The ivory was valuable – it had peaked at more than two thousand dollars a kilo in 2014 but had since fallen back to seven hundred dollars. But even at that price the tusks of a serious bull elephant could be worth more than one hundred and twenty-five thousand dollars. But it wasn’t about the money, it was about the trophy. A way of remembering the kill. Of honouring it.


Falkner bent down and examined the tracks. On his back was a bolt-action Winchester Safari Express chambered for the .375 H&H Magnum. It was a nice gun with a polished walnut stock. Falkner had added a scope because his role was tracking and protection; he had to be able to neutralise any threat at a distance if an attack looked imminent. While it was the elephant they were after, the bush was still home to lions, cheetahs and hippos, any one of which might decide to attack them. The Winchester was almost three pounds lighter than Van der Sandt’s gun, but the small cartridges caused less recoil. It had a five-round magazine which, with one in the chamber, gave Falkner six shots to play with.


Falkner straightened up. ‘We’re close,’ he said.


Van der Sandt flashed him a tight smile. To their left was a dried-up creek and beyond it a sandstone rock on which were sitting three female lions. The male was probably sitting in the shade somewhere. Van der Sandt wiped his forehead with his sleeve as he stared back at the lions. He had killed more than a dozen over the years, all males, but there was little sport in killing a lion. Lions were light-boned and soft-skinned and you could pretty much hit them anywhere and bring them down. Elephants and rhinos, and even buffalo, were much harder to kill and required a more advanced skill set. One of the lionesses yawned as if showing contempt and he smiled and raised his gun. He aimed at her and mimed pulling the trigger. ‘Bang,’ he said. She yawned again, and then studiously licked her paw.


Falkner was already walking away and Van der Sandt hurried after him. They spotted a leopard in the distance, sitting on a low branch of a baobab tree, difficult to see against the pinkish-grey bark. Usually at this time of the year the tree would be covered with large white flowers, but like all the vegetation it was suffering from the lack of water.


Falkner held up his hand in a clenched fist and Van der Sandt stopped. The guide pointed off to the right. ‘A couple of hundred metres,’ whispered the guide, taking his rifle off his back. ‘If you listen really hard you can hear them feeding.’


Van der Sandt cocked his head on one side and concentrated. Off in the distance he could hear a whispered rustle. Falkner started walking again, toes first and then the heel, his boots crunching softly on the spiky undergrowth. Van der Sandt followed. They moved through a patch of brambles that tugged at their boots and socks, then across a dried-up creek. As they reached the top of the bank they saw the herd, standing in a thicket of shrubs. The animals were ripping the shrubs apart and shoving the vegetation into their mouths with their trunks.


The two juveniles were sticking close to the females. Some distance away was a male but it wasn’t the target; it was only about ten feet tall, still an adolescent, maybe sixteen or seventeen years old. 


Baby elephants took milk from their mothers until they were between five and eight years old but were taught how to feed themselves. Usually they took only the softest vegetation but the drought meant there was little of that about and the youngsters were clearly having trouble chewing the dried-up twigs and branches.


The male looked over in their direction and flapped its ears. It was probably due to leave the herd and either fend for itself or join up with a group of other young bulls. Elephant families were matriarchal, led by an older female. She was usually accompanied by her sisters, though sometimes non-related females were allowed into a herd. The males came, mated, and went. 


The elephant flapped its ears again, then gathered a clump of sandy soil in its trunk and flicked it towards them. Falkner had his finger on his trigger but the elephant was just posturing – there was no real danger of it attacking. It nodded and snorted and threw several more snoutfuls of soil towards them. The largest female – presumably the matriarch of the herd – looked over at the male, then turned to look at the hunters. She tilted her head on one side, trumpeted, and then went back to helping one of the juveniles rip apart a shrub.


Van der Sandt stood next to Falkner. The two men looked around, trying to locate the trophy bull. Van der Sandt knew that he would be close by.


They heard a branch cracking off to the right and then they saw it. Van der Sandt grinned. It was huge – one of the biggest elephants he had ever seen. It would certainly be the largest he had killed. It was close to thirteen feet tall and its tusks must have been at least eight feet long. It was attacking a spreading baobab tree, using its massive tusks to strip away the bark and chewing on it contentedly. Elephants spent eighteen hours a day feeding, and during that time a fully grown animal could put away more than four hundred pounds of vegetation. Despite being herbivores, elephants weren’t able to digest cellulose so most of what they ate passed through undigested. They preferred to graze on brush and grasses, but the drought meant they were in short supply, so these elephants had no choice other than to attack the trees and bushes they found.


Falkner nodded and motioned for Van der Sandt to go forward. It was to be Van der Sandt’s kill so he was to take the lead, but Falkner had his gun at the ready just in case.


Van der Sandt felt his heart pounding in his chest – literally the thrill of the hunt. He breathed evenly as he moved slowly across the brush. Brambles scraped against his boots but he ignored them, totally focused on his quarry. They were a hundred feet away from the bull but it seemed to be unaware of their presence as it ripped away the bark.


There was another trumpeting from the lead female. Was she trying to warn the bull? Probably not. Her only concern was the females and the calves – the bulls came and went and were totally replaceable.


Falkner moved to the side, switching his attention back and forth between the herd and the trophy. Van der Sandt had his finger outside the trigger guard but had the barrels up. His heart was still beating fast and his hands began to shake as his body reacted to the adrenaline that was coursing through it. The elephant turned so that its back was full on to them and its tail twitched as it continued to attack the tree. The baobab tree had a long lifespan and there were examples that were more than two thousand years old, but by the time the elephant had finished, this tree wouldn’t last much longer. It wasn’t only the drought that was killing the habitat.


Van der Sandt began moving to the side. The best place, possibly the only place, for a quick kill was to shoot the elephant between the ears, four to six inches below the eyes. The instinctive reaction would be to shoot above the eyes but there was too much protection there and even the Nitro Express round would have difficulty penetrating the skull at that point. 


He was now about fifty metres from his quarry. Falkner had moved with him so that he could keep the herd in view but could also shoot the trophy if it charged. Falkner nodded his encouragement. Van der Sandt swallowed. His mouth had gone dry and he licked his lips. He really wanted a drink from his canteen, but now was not the time to be sating his thirst. The elephant turned its head as if sensing their presence for the first time. It was upwind of them so it hadn’t smelt them, and they were moving quietly so Van der Sandt was pretty sure it hadn’t heard them either. There was another instinct at play, an animal sense that was warning the elephant there was danger nearby.


Van der Sandt kept walking. Forty metres. His right foot brushed a rock and a large snake slithered away into the bush. Botswana was home to more than seventy species of snakes, including venomous ones like the black mamba, the puff adder and the Mozambique spitting cobra, but he had disturbed a non-venomous rufous beaked snake so he ignored it.


The elephant was slowly turning now, shuffling its massive feet and raising its trunk. Thirty metres.


The elephant threw up its trunk and trumpeted at the two hunters, then flapped its ears menacingly.


Van der Sandt slid his finger over the front trigger. The elephant stamped on the ground raising clouds of dust. Then it threw its head up and down, snorting angrily, and flapped its ears even more. Van der Sandt’s mouth was completely dry now but his hands had stopped shaking.


The female was trumpeting again but he ignored it. Falkner was behind him to his left but Van der Sandt ignored the guide, too. The elephant was the centre of his universe. If it charged now he would have only seconds in which to react. Twenty-five metres.


The elephant stamped with both front feet, then pawed at the ground, still flapping its ears. Van der Sandt knew that the pawing was a prelude to a charge so he stopped where he was and raised the rifle. He took a breath, held it for a second, and then braced himself and squeezed the trigger. The round smacked into the bridge of the trunk. The perfect shot. The elephant blinked and then shook its head and flapped its ears. A dribble of blood ran from the wound. Van der Sandt fired again but this time his aim was slightly off and the shot hit the beast above the eyes.


Van der Sandt was already ejecting the two used cartridges as the elephant turned to its right. Falkner was at Van der Sandt’s shoulder now but the guide kept his gun down. He knew this was Van der Sandt’s kill and he wouldn’t interfere unless their lives were in danger. Van der Sandt slotted in two fresh cartridges and snapped the breeches shut. 


The herd had scattered and were running away from the sound of the shots, the mothers helping their calves along. 


The trophy elephant was walking away and looked as if it was straining to break into a run. Van der Sandt walked quickly, bringing the gun to bear on the animal’s left hip. The important thing to do now was to put the animal out of its misery. He stopped, took aim and fired at the animal’s rear leg. It buckled and the elephant sagged to the side, its ears still flapping.


Van der Sandt walked around the animal as it slowly sat back on its haunches, giving a wide berth to the trunk that could easily break his leg if the animal lashed out. The elephant’s massive chest was heaving now but the eyes were still clear and it watched Van der Sandt as he came to a halt close to its shoulder. The elephant’s left eye kept watching him as he pointed the gun at the beast’s ear and pulled the trigger. The shotgun exploded and the elephant keeled over. Its chest heaved twice and then went still.


‘Nice kill,’ said Falkner, clapping Van der Sandt on the shoulder. ‘Has to be seven tons at least. And look at the size of those tusks.’


Van der Sandt grinned. It was one hell of a trophy. It was just a pity that he couldn’t take the tusks back to the United States. He took his iPhone from his vest and gave it to Falkner. ‘Let’s have some pictures,’ he said.


He knelt down by the dead animal’s head and posed as the guide snapped away with the phone. Van der Sandt had stopped posting pictures of his kills on social media after seeing a number of hunters named and shamed by the public. These days he kept the photographs for personal use, or to show fellow hunters. Van der Sandt had given up trying to bring people around to his way of thinking. He enjoyed hunting and there was no way he was going to give up that enjoyment just because some ill-informed snowflakes didn’t like what he was doing.


Falkner took a dozen or so photographs and then gave the phone back to Van der Sandt. He took out his radio and called the support team who were waiting in Land Rovers a mile away. They would cut up the animal, distribute the meat to local villages and transport the tusks back to the lodge. They would also bring with them a chilled bottle of champagne and canapés to celebrate the kill. The two men would be driven back to the lodge to continue their celebrations. 


Van der Sandt rested the gun on his shoulder and looked down at the dead beast. It had been a hell of a kill. One of his best.









CHAPTER 2


As Jon Van der Sandt nibbled on foie gras canapés and sipped chilled Bollinger, some six and a half thousand kilometres away eight men were also preparing to go hunting. They weren’t carrying handmade double-barrelled rifles that cost six figures; their weapons of choice were Kalashnikov AK-47s, chipped and scarred from years of use and costing an average of six hundred dollars each. 


The eight men were in a hotel room, loading rounds in the distinctive curved magazines, each of which held forty rounds. Regular AK-47 magazines held thirty rounds but the men were using larger ones made of polymer that could hold forty. Each man had ten magazines, a total of four hundred rounds each. When they had finished loading them they used duct tape to bind them into pairs, nose to tail, so that reloading was simply a matter of pulling out the empty magazine, twisting it around and inserting the fresh one. Once all the magazines were loaded and taped together, they were placed in nylon backpacks. They worked quickly and efficiently, their movements well practised.


They then checked their weapons. They all had folding stocks which meant they could be placed in the backpacks.


The men had booked two rooms with a connecting door, and once the work was done they took it in turns to wash themselves in the bathrooms and change into fresh T-shirts and shorts. Then they gathered in one room, faced Mecca, and prayed for the next ten minutes.


Four of the men were from England, two were Somalians with Dutch passports, one was Finnish, and one was from Pakistan but with a Belgian passport. All had trained in Afghanistan before fighting for ISIS in Syria. All had neatly trimmed beards and were battle fit, with barely an ounce of spare fat on them. They were warriors and had been carefully chosen for their mission.


After they had finished praying they embraced each other, shouldered their backpacks and headed out.









CHAPTER 3


Laura Van der Sandt’s phone buzzed on the table next to her sun lounger and she picked it up. She pushed her Gucci sunglasses onto the top of her head and squinted at the screen, smiling when she realised it was her husband calling on FaceTime. She took the call and waved when she saw him grinning at her. ‘Soaking up the sun?’ he asked.


‘Factor fifty, so I’m good,’ she said.


‘How is it?’


‘Lovely,’ said Laura. ‘What about you? Is everything okay?’


‘Perfect,’ said Van der Sandt. ‘Shot a seven-ton elephant this afternoon with tusks that must have been eight feet long.’


Laura’s face tightened and her husband was quick to pick up on it. ‘Don’t be like that,’ he said.


‘Like what?’


‘You know like what. Like I was doing something wrong.’


Laura sighed. ‘Honey, you’re killing an animal for sport.’


‘And there’s nothing you like more than a rare fillet steak with all the trimmings.’


‘But you’re not eating the elephant, are you?’


‘It’s pest control,’ said her husband. ‘There’s a drought here in Botswana and the elephants are destroying crops and damaging property as if there was no tomorrow.’


‘They’re trying to survive,’ said Laura. 


‘And so are the people here,’ said Van der Sandt. ‘That’s why they’re issuing licences to kill them. I’m doing them a favour. And the people here do eat elephants, honey. The one I killed will literally feed a hundred people.’


Laura sighed. It was an argument she and her husband had had many times and one that she had never won. ‘Honey, so long as you’re having fun, that’s all that matters,’ she said.


‘And the kids are good?’


‘Glued to their phones as always. But they’ve been sailing and waveboarding and Karl seems to have found himself a girlfriend.’


Van der Sandt laughed. ‘He’s seven.’


‘He’s starting young, like his dad.’


Van der Sandt roared with laughter and blew her a kiss. ‘So I’ll leave here tomorrow morning and see you tomorrow evening, right? I’ll fly in and pick you up and then we’ll have a few days in London before heading back to the States.’


‘You said we could visit Paris?’


‘Really? You want to go back there?’


‘I love Paris, honey.’


‘It’s a shithole these days. And the kids are never happy there.’


‘We can take them to Disneyland.’


‘We can do that in the States. And they can see the real thing and not just a French copy.’


‘Please, honey. Just two days.’ She pouted and saw immediately from the look in his eyes that she had won.


He laughed. ‘Okay, you didn’t complain about my Botswana trip so the least I can do is let you have a couple of days in Paris. I’ll book the hotel you like. The Lancaster.’ He blew her a kiss. ‘Love you.’


Laura laughed. ‘Love you more.’


He ended the call and she put down her phone. Off to her right, two jet skis were heading towards the beach. She shaded her eyes with her hand to get a better look. Jet skis had been barred from coming too close to the shore as they were a danger to swimmers and snorkelers. Karl had been pestering her to take him jet skiing but that would have meant leaving the resort and she preferred to stay put. The resort was five star and her every whim was catered for, but outside there were areas that looked less than safe.


‘Mum, can I have chicken wings?’ asked Sophie. The ten-year-old was lying on the sun lounger next to Laura’s. She was wearing a yellow bathing suit and a large floppy hat that provided shade for her phone.


‘We’ll be having dinner soon,’ said Laura.


‘How soon is soon? I think you mean sooooooon.’


Laura laughed. ‘A couple of hours,’ she said.


‘I’m hungry now.’


‘How can you be hungry? You had all that spaghetti for lunch. And I seem to remember a chocolate lava cake. With vanilla ice cream. And strawberries.’


‘I’m still growing,’ said Sophie seriously, then she pouted. Laura laughed as she realised it was the exact same facial expression that she had used on her husband. ‘What?’ said Sophie.


‘Nothing,’ said Laura. She looked around for a waiter. ‘And an iced tea,’ said Sophie. ‘Peach.’


Laura smiled to herself.


‘Mum, they’ve got jet skis,’ said Karl. He was sitting up on the sun lounger on the other side of Sophie, peering out to sea.


‘I don’t think they’re from the resort,’ said Laura. She shaded her eyes again. ‘Can you see Lucy?’


Fifteen-year-old Lucy had her eyes on a group of Italian teenage boys and whenever they went into the sea she followed them. She was wearing a white bikini which made her easy to spot. Laura waved at her and called her name but was pointedly ignored. The Italian boys were throwing a basketball around and Lucy was clearly hoping it would go in her direction. ‘Lucy!’ she shouted.


The jet skis were close enough to hear now, buzzing like flies. There were water spouts at the back of each craft. There were four of them now, she realised, with two people on each, and they were heading directly to the beach. ‘What are they playing at?’ she muttered to herself.


Sophie looked to see what Laura was squinting at. ‘What are they doing wrong Mummy?’ she asked.


‘They’re being stupid,’ she said. ‘They could easily run over a swimmer. Someone could get hurt.’


‘The jet skis you mean?’ 


‘Yes. The jet skis.’ She waved at Lucy. ‘Lucy, come out of the water!’ she shouted.


‘What’s wrong, Mummy?’ asked Karl.


‘I want Lucy out of the water while those idiots are playing with those jet skis,’ said Laura.


‘They look fun,’ said Karl.


‘They’re not fun,’ said Laura. ‘They’re dangerous and the people on them are just being stupid. Someone could get hurt.’


The jet skis were fanning out now, aiming at different parts of the beach. The engines accelerated and that made no sense because they were getting closer to the shore. Laura swung her legs off the sun lounger and shouted for her daughter. She had the basketball now and was waving it above her head, teasing one of the Italian boys.


The nearest jet ski was only a dozen metres from Lucy, but she was so involved with the boys that she didn’t seem to be aware of it. It roared through the surf and up onto the beach. ‘Stupid show-off,’ said Laura, standing with her hands on her hips.


The driver of the jet ski and the passenger were Asian, young men with beards wearing T-shirts and shorts. Laura shook her head. They definitely weren’t the sort to be staying at the resort. She looked around, wondering where the resort security people were. The men shouldn’t be on the beach, it was for resort residents only.


The two men walked away from the beached jet ski, then knelt down and took off their backpacks. Laura gasped as they took out guns. ‘Sophie, Karl, come here,’ she said. Then she shouted at her daughter at the top of her voice. As she did she heard a series of loud bangs further down the beach, to her left. She turned and her stomach lurched when she saw two men shooting at holidaymakers on the beach. The realisation of what was happening hit her like a blow to the chest. She grabbed her son who was staring in horror at the gunmen. Sophie had dropped to her knees and was crouched behind the sun lounger. ‘Sophie, come on,’ she said, reaching for her. 


There were more shots now, to her right, followed by frantic screams. Laura’s heart was beating so fast that she thought it was going to burst. She turned to look back at Lucy but as she did she saw that the two men she had watched ride up onto the beach had slotted magazines into their guns and were aiming them at the Italian teenagers. Laura opened her mouth to scream but before she could utter a sound they pulled their triggers and sprayed bullets at the holidaymakers in the sea. Their tanned bodies were ripped apart and blood splattered over the waves. Lucy screamed and there was another burst of fire. Red blotches appeared on her white bikini and then a bullet hit her in her face and it imploded. Laura screamed in anguish and Sophie and Karl began to cry. Then the two men turned towards them. Their eyes were wide and angry and they began to shout something as they pulled the triggers again. Karl died first, then Sophie, and finally Laura. Her dying thought was that she was supposed to protect her children and that she had failed them.









CHAPTER 4


Falkner was sitting at the lodge’s bar on a zebra-skin stool sipping a St Louis Export beer from the bottle when Van der Sandt walked in. The guide had changed into a blue polo shirt with the lodge’s logo on the breast pocket, and neatly pressed chinos.


Van der Sandt slid onto the stool next to him and ordered a whisky and ice from the barman. ‘Nice work today, Paul,’ he said.


‘I was just along for the ride,’ said Falkner.


‘No, you’re a first-rate tracker and you know exactly what’s needed. I’ve had guides fuck up big time before.’


‘I do my best,’ said Falkner, raising his beer bottle.


‘You did great,’ said Van der Sandt. His whisky and ice arrived and he clinked his glass against Falkner’s bottle. He looked around the bar. A couple of Americans were talking loudly on the terrace and there was a group of middle-aged women sitting at a nearby table. From the photographic gear on the table he assumed they were there for safaris. One of the women looked over at him and he smiled and raised his glass. She threw him an angry look and turned away. 


‘We’re going out to shoot giraffe tomorrow morning,’ said Falkner. ‘You’re welcome to come along.’


Van der Sandt shook his head. ‘They’re no challenge.’


‘I hear you,’ said Falkner. ‘But giraffe, zebra, baboon – they’re our bread and butter. Groups of Americans mainly, but the Chinese have discovered hunting and they love it.’


‘Russians, too.’


Falkner laughed. ‘Yeah, the Ruskies are a strange bunch. They’re not really interested in hunting, they just like killing. They say that one of the game farms in the south lets them shoot zebras from a helicopter with a machine gun.’


Van der Sandt shook his head. ‘Unbelievable.’


‘We have to take the business where we can,’ said Falkner. ‘But it’s no fun shepherding amateurs. I had a Chinese guy last week, richer than God, runs factories in Shenzhen and his wife is the sister of one of the guys in the National People’s Congress. He flew in on a chopper with a security team and a girl who I assumed was his daughter but who turned out to be his mistress. He wanted to shoot an elephant and we arranged that but he fucked it up big time and I ended up having to put the animal out of its misery. He also said he wanted to shoot a tiger, but he didn’t seem to grasp the concept that we don’t have tigers in Africa. He kept saying that money was no object. Seriously, I think he wanted me to fly in a tiger so that he could shoot it. Mind you, he left me with a thousand-dollar tip, so I can’t complain too much.’


Van der Sandt chuckled and reached inside his jacket. He took out an envelope and slid it across the bar towards the guide.


Falkner put up his hand. ‘Mr Van der Sandt, I wasn’t dropping a hint.’


‘I know you weren’t,’ he said. ‘That’s just a token of my appreciation for a bloody good hunt. And it’s more than your Chinese client gave you.’


Falkner thanked him and slipped the envelope into the back pocket of his chinos. ‘So what would you say was your hardest kill?’ asked Falkner.


Van der Sandt sipped his whisky as he considered the question. Over the course of his life he had killed thousands of animals and every kill was different. ‘You know, I think I’d have to say it was a saltwater crocodile, in Australia. The Northern Territory. They’ve been protected since 1971 but they issue a limited number of licences each year, mainly to get rid of mankillers. The thing about the croc is that you have to get right up to it. I mean really right up to it, so close that you’re better off using a revolver than a rifle.’ He sipped his drink. ‘This one was a monster, six metres long and weighing close to six hundred kilos. It was about as old as the bull I shot today. It had killed a child and a few months earlier had dragged a guy off his boat and eaten him alive. They issued an emergency licence to kill it and I got it. I’d killed a few crocs before but this was different. This bastard was cunning. He knew we were out to get him. And that made it really hard because like I said you have no choice but to get right up to him. The only place you can put a round is half an inch behind the ear, straight into the brain. And because he was so wary, we had to use harpoons to get him before the kill. We were in a flat-bottomed aluminium boat, about twenty feet long, pretty much the length of the croc. There was me and a guide who knew the river, and a boatman. They were both born and brought up by the river so I was in good hands.’ He sipped his whisky again. ‘We started as the sun went down, using halogen flashlights, and it took us the best part of four hours to find him. I had a harpoon attached to a line, but the bastard kept submerging every time I tried to throw it. Eventually I got him in the neck and that’s when the fun started. I kid you not but he pulled the boat with the three of us in it. There was no way we could pull him in, all we could do was hang on. He pulled us up and down the river for two hours. Strong as an ox. But eventually he started to tire and we could pull him in. When he was close to the boat I ended it with a shot from my Magnum. But he was fighting right up until the end.’ He raised his whisky glass in salute. ‘It was a good death.’ He drained his glass and waved at the barman for a refill. ‘Do you know what the most fierce animal in the world is?’ asked Van der Sandt. 


‘The hippo,’ said Falkner. ‘They kill five hundred people a year.’


Van der Sandt laughed. ‘If that’s your criteria, then the mosquito kills millions.’


‘I figured insects didn’t count,’ said Falkner. ‘Okay, crocodile maybe. They’re as dangerous as hell.’


Van der Sandt shook his head. ‘Wrong again,’ he said. ‘You’ve got to be pretty stupid to get attacked by a croc. They keep to themselves.’ He took a long pull on his glass of whisky. ‘It’s the honey badger. Even the Guinness Book of Records has it down as the World’s Most Fearless Creature.’


‘You haven’t hunted them, have you?’


‘They’re tiny fuckers, not worth hunting,’ said Van der Sandt. ‘Just over a foot tall. But they’ll attack anything that moves. You’ve seen them, right?’


‘Sure. But I’m not sure how dangerous they are.’


‘To you and me, probably not. But if a lion cub or a young leopard makes the mistake of trying to catch one, they won’t make that mistake again. They’ve got really loose skin and if they get grabbed they can pretty much twist around inside their skin to fight back. They’ve got killer claws and a vicious bite. And they’ll fight to the death. They’re bred to be tough. The mothers start by feeding them venomous animals when they’re pups. They start them off on scorpions and then feed them venomous snakes all the way up to puff adders and cobras, building up an immunity to snakebites when they’re older. They’re as hard as nails.’


Van der Sandt realised there was someone standing at his left shoulder. He turned. It was the woman who had been watching him from the table. She had pale blue eyes and chestnut hair that she had tied back into a ponytail. She was wearing what looked like designer hunting gear: a mesh waistcoat over a pale green blouse, and baggy pants with pockets on them, tucked into polished boots. Van der Sandt flashed her a smile. ‘Hi,’ he said. ‘How are you doing?’


She didn’t return his smile and folded her arms. ‘Excuse me, but I have to say something to you,’ she said. She was American. East coast certainly, probably from Boston.


‘I’m always happy to talk to a pretty lady,’ said Van der Sandt. He held out his hand. ‘Jon Van der Sandt.’


‘Yes, sure, whatever,’ said the woman frostily. ‘I’m told you killed an elephant today.’ There was a wedding ring and an engagement ring on her left hand. A big stone, probably four or five carats, and it probably cost more than his gun. He guessed that she had a wealthy husband – or ex-husband – because she didn’t seem like a career woman.


Van der Sandt took back his hand but continued to smile. ‘I did indeed,’ he said. ‘Seven tons with a very impressive set of tusks.’


The woman frowned. ‘How could you do that? We photographed him only yesterday. He was beautiful. How could you kill a majestic, sentient being, an animal that would never do you any harm?’


‘How? Well if you want the specifics, it was one shot to the front of the skull, just below the eyes, one above the eyes and a third shot directly into the brain through its left ear. It was as close to painless as you could wish for.’


The woman’s face went white and she gasped, covering her mouth with her hand. Her nails were painted blood red, matching her lipstick. ‘That’s horrible,’ she said.


‘That’s a matter of opinion,’ said Van der Sandt. ‘I thought it was magnificent.’


‘You killed an innocent animal. An endangered species.’


‘Well, taking your second point first, elephants aren’t in the least bit endangered. There are somewhere between half a million and seven hundred thousand elephants in Africa, so many that they can’t be counted accurately. And when there’s a drought they fight among themselves for water and resources. In this country alone there are more than one hundred and fifty thousand elephants, compared with just eight thousand back in the sixties. Hunters like me kill about a thousand a year. And the money we pay – substantial sums I might add – go towards conservation schemes that help ensure that they will be around for a long, long time to come.’


‘But you kill them for what? For sport?’


‘I’m not denying I get a thrill from hunting big game,’ said Van der Sandt. The woman opened her mouth to interrupt but he held up his hand to silence her. ‘But on your first point, wherever did you get the idea that elephants are innocent? Watching The Jungle Book? Elephants are vermin. Elephants are a huge threat to the African people. They kill and maim hundreds of them a year and destroy fields and crops. You have farmers who have their livelihoods wiped out by a herd of elephants rampaging across their cotton or maize fields. They don’t graze, they pillage. They destroy. And who helps the farmer if he has no food to give to his children? Do you think the government gives them rice or cash? No madam, they don’t. African governments generally don’t give a flying fuck about their people, pardon my language. Anyone who really knows elephants knows that they are a danger and need to be controlled. The media likes to blame poachers when elephants are illegally killed, but in many cases it’s local farmers protecting their livelihoods. And what’s a better end for the animal – being hacked to death by a group of machete-wielding farmers or shot in the head by an experienced hunter who knows what he’s doing?’


‘I’m sure the elephant just wants to stay alive,’ said the woman.


‘I’m sure you’re right,’ said Van der Sandt. ‘How old are you?’


The woman’s jaw dropped. ‘Excuse me?’


‘I’m asking you how old you are. I’m guessing thirty-eight.’


‘I’m forty-two,’ said the woman. ‘Not that that’s any business of yours.’


‘You look good for forty-two, there’s no doubt about that,’ said Van der Sandt, and despite her annoyance the woman blushed at the compliment. ‘But what about in fifty years’ time, when you’re getting to the end of your life? How will you end your days? Maybe at home surrounded by family and a couple of Mexican nurses? Holding your hand and giving you their love as you pass away. Or if your family don’t want you, maybe you’ll pass away in a nursing home, in a soft bed with medication easing your pain.’


‘What are you talking about?’ said the woman.


‘How do you think elephants die in the wild?’ asked Van der Sandt. ‘I’ll tell you. Elephants get six sets of teeth throughout their lives. The way they eat wears the teeth down, and as they wear down they are replaced. But when the final set wears away, they’re not replaced. The animal I killed was on its last set and didn’t have more than a few months left I’d say. A year maybe. Once that final set is useless, the animal begins to starve to death. As they starve they get weaker and weaker and eventually they are weak enough for the lions or cheetahs to take down. And that’s how they die, ripped apart and eaten alive. So tell me, if you were an elephant, which would you prefer? A few months of starvation followed by being devoured by wild cats, or being put to sleep quickly and efficiently by a hunter like me who knows what he’s doing? A hunter who will never forget the elephant he has killed, who will respect and honour the animal’s death.’


He glanced up at the television screen. A reporter was standing on a beach and squinting at the camera. A headline across the bottom read: ‘MASS KILLING AT LUXURY BEACH RESORT’. Van der Sandt waved at the barman. ‘Can you put the sound up?’


‘I’m sorry, I was talking to you,’ said the woman.


‘No you weren’t, you were harassing me out of some misguided belief that I’m doing something wrong,’ said Van der Sandt, his eyes on the TV screen. ‘You’ve said your piece, now get back to your friends before I say something I regret.’


The woman opened her mouth to reply but then thought better of it and hurried over to her table. She sat down and her friends leant towards her, eager to hear what had happened.


The barman looked around for the TV remote and when he couldn’t find it he walked over to the set and pressed the button to boost the sound. The reporter was talking to camera, describing how terrorists had murdered tourists, riding up on jet skis before running amok on a beach and through a hotel. ‘The death toll is thought to have reached more than a hundred,’ said the woman. 


Van der Sandt had a cold feeling in the pit of his stomach. He swallowed and almost gagged because his throat had gone dry. He reached for his glass and gulped down some whisky. 


‘ISIS have already claimed responsibility on social media for the killings,’ said the reporter. The image of the beach was replaced by a picture of a tweet from an ISIS account, praising the actions of the terrorists and warning that there would be more attacks to follow.


The picture of the tweet disappeared and they were back with the reporter. She was walking down a path, shadowed by the camera, pointing out the route the terrorists had taken from the beach to the hotel. Her way was blocked by police tape but in the distance there were bodies hastily covered by sheets and uniformed police officers were moving around. The colour drained from Van der Sandt’s face as he recognised the resort. It was where his family was staying.


‘Are you okay, Mr Van der Sandt?’ asked Falkner.


Van der Sandt shook his head but didn’t say anything. He took out his mobile phone and called his wife. It went straight through to voicemail. All his children had phones and he called them one by one. First Lucy, then Sophie, and then Karl. All three went through to voicemail.


He looked back at the television. A terrorism expert was being interviewed by an anchorman. The expert was an American in his fifties, grey-haired and peering through horn-rimmed spectacles. He was explaining that the attack was an example of ISIS changing its tactics now that it had been virtually defeated militarily. The terrorist group was now attacking westerners, and in particular Christians, around the world. There was now nowhere that could be considered safe.


The headline at the bottom of the page now read: ‘ISIS ATTACK IN NORTHERN CYPRUS KILLS 118 HOLIDAYMAKERS’.


‘Mr Van der Sandt?’ said Falkner.


Van der Sandt held up a hand. ‘My family are at that hotel,’ he said quietly.


‘Oh my God,’ said Falkner. ‘I’m so sorry.’


Van der Sandt’s private jet was at Francistown International Airport, some sixty kilometres from the game farm. The two pilots and the flight attendant were in a hotel in the city. He phoned Toni Cooke, the senior of the pilots, and told her that they needed to leave within the next couple of hours. ‘Where to, Mr Van der Sandt?’


‘Cyprus,’ he said.


‘Are we collecting your family?’


Van der Sandt ended the call without answering her question.


‘Is there anything I can do for you?’ asked Falkner.


Van der Sandt shook his head. ‘Just get me a car to the airport.’


‘I’ll arrange that now,’ said the guide. ‘I’ll get the trophies prepared and we’ll store them until you’re ready to take delivery. Don’t worry about the payments, we’ll sort everything out down the line.’


Van der Sandt stood up and drained his glass. He turned to leave but then waved at the barman. ‘Maybe one for the road,’ he said. ‘Fuck it, make it a double.’
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