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Prologue

	An unfolding catastrophe began in the heart of the African bush, where the earth met the sky in a vast canvas of untamed beauty. The landscape stretched out in every direction, painted by the relentless African sun, a mosaic of burnt oranges, deep greens, and dusty browns. This was a land of stark contrasts, where nature's majesty danced with the harsh reality of drought.

	The horizon was an endless expanse of acacia trees, their branches giving meagre shade to the creatures seeking refuge beneath them. The sun hung low in the sky, casting long shadows over the parched earth. Each blade of grass, once vibrant and green, now lay brittle and lifeless, a testament to the relentless grip of the drought.

	The air was heavy with the scent of dust and dry earth, a constant reminder of the arid conditions that had plagued this land for far too long. The once-gushing rivers had dwindled to mere trickles, their banks lined with cracked mud and the footprints of desperate animals searching for water. The smell of desperation hung in the air, mingling with the faint aroma of wilting wildflowers.

	As the sun dipped lower on the horizon, the sounds of the African bush came alive in eerie harmony. The call of a lone jackal echoed through the stillness, its haunting cry carrying a sense of unease. In the distance, a herd of elephants trumpeted their discontent, their massive forms moving with a slow, deliberate grace as they searched for sustenance.

	Amid this harsh and unforgiving landscape, the animals of Africa were changing, their behaviour taking on an unsettling edge. The predators grew bolder, their eyes filled with a predatory hunger driven by desperation. Prey animals, usually timid and cautious, were driven to madness as they fought for dwindling resources. The cycle of life in the African bush was twisted and distorted by the cruel grip of the drought. Once a place of harmony and balance, the continent's wild heart is now on the edge of chaos. 

	


Chapter 1

	Thabo jolted awake, feeling like his eyelids were glued together. The air was heavy with the scent of dead grass and dust, and the relentless heat bore down on him. Sun beetles emitted their peculiar scratching call in the otherwise silent surroundings. He lay on the ground, his right side aching against the unforgiving surface. Slowly opening his eyes, he was met with the horrifying sight of Mumsi's mangled body, frozen in a state of terror. Thabo's heart raced as he grappled with the gruesome reality before him.

	Sitting up, he scanned the area desperately, searching for any signs of danger. The lions had taken the life of his friend and colleague. Thabo and Mumsi, skilled game rangers, had been tracking a pride of lions that had ventured south from up north, scouring for food and water around the Umphlati Lodge. What had been a routine task turned to terror as they were ambushed by cunning adversaries in the pride they were tracking.

	The oppressive heat intensified, causing Thabo's sweat-soaked clothes to cling uncomfortably to his body. The air felt heavy, making each breath a struggle.

	Where had the lions disappeared to? Thabo's heart pounded as he rose, adrenaline surging through him. He knew he needed to find shelter quickly, wary of the lions' potential return or the emergence of another predator from the unforgiving wilderness.

	While surveying the aftermath, Thabo couldn't shake the despair and disbelief. The once lively landscape now seemed eerily empty, devoid of any signs of life. The task that began as routine had transformed into a nightmarish ordeal, forcing him to confront the harsh realities of life and death in the wild.

	As Thabo turned, a chill ran down his spine. The last image that burned into his mind was a massive lion charging at him. Its yellow eyes held death and destruction. He felt the teeth sink into the side of his face, the warm breath of the lion on his skin… 

	 

	


Chapter 2

	Their laughter carried into the African wilderness. They walked with light, energetic steps, reflecting their mostly young age and insatiable curiosity. In this diverse crew of intrepid explorers was Lauren, the American city-dweller with a deep yearning to escape the urban chaos and embrace the tranquillity of nature. Her lifelong dream had been to embark on a safari, capturing awe-inspiring photographs of lions, elephants, and zebras in their untamed habitats. Then there was Michael, the Jamacian-born British wildlife aficionado, who had dedicated years to studying African animals from afar and was now excited at the prospect of witnessing them up close. Maria, the Spanish medical doctor turned artist, hoped to discover artistic inspiration amidst the vivid hues and intricate patterns of African textiles and traditional crafts. Together, they stood at the precipice of an extraordinary journey that would realise their dreams and etch enduring memories into their lives. On the cusp of adulthood, Americans Ethan and Jenny saw this adventure as their final opportunity to savour freedom before college routine beckoned. Alex epitomized the spirit of the young and restless, always seeking thrills and never content with mere observation. Hope and Matthew, a soon-to-be pastor, though seemingly inseparable lovebirds, concealed a more complex reality beneath their whispered secrets and shared laughter. Eben, the South African-born safari guide, assumed the mantle of team leader. He was to shepherd this eclectic group into and safely out of the sprawling wilderness, where bird songs, untamed animal antics, and the spectre of danger loomed in every direction.

	 

	The group rendezvoused at Umphlati Lodge, a spot nestled northwest of the border between Zimbabwe, Zambia, Botswana, and Namibia, near the little settlement of Kazungula. This locale was a gateway to a vast wilderness teeming with wildlife. Tucked within this wild expanse was a camp offering an experience not quite glamping but pretty darn close. Here, greenhorns could safely observe animals in their natural habitat. The package included nightly baths, showers, gourmet meals, and satellite phones. The only real exercise, and perhaps the most challenging part, was the trek to the camp, typically constituting the bulk of visitors' physical activity.

	The meet-up at the lodge was a laid-back and joyous affair, setting the stage for the group to get to know one another. Lauren, a 5-foot-6-inch curvaceous brunette with blonde highlights and deep, confident dark eyes, brought an easy strength to the group. Her warm smile worked like a charm, instantly putting everyone at ease. Amid the laughter and chatter, Lauren's eyes had a flicker of loneliness, suggesting a story beneath her cheerful exterior. Despite her knack for connecting with others, her interactions had a subtle longing, as if she sought something more profound. This concealed vulnerability only intensified the group's fascination with Lauren, leaving them eager to uncover the layers of her persona as their adventure unfolded.

	Michael, standing at 5 feet 9 inches with black dread-lock type hair, was drawn to Lauren's mysterious aura. As a fellow adventurer, he understood her yearning for something beyond the ordinary. Excitement bubbled within him at the prospect of exploring this untamed terrain alongside her. He believed that their shared passion for exploration would forge a deep connection and, perhaps, help Lauren discover the fulfilment she sought. Together, they would chart new courses, conquer challenges, and reveal the hidden treasures awaiting them.

	 

	Eben couldn't help but be intrigued by Lauren's presence. Standing at a solid 6 feet 2 inches, he bore the confident air of an ex-soldier. Yet, there was an elusive complexity to him, a tapestry of hidden scars that made him keep others at arm's length. Eben, a man who preferred the company of his own thoughts, observed the group from his corner on that initial night, mentally cataloguing their quirks for the upcoming demanding hike. However, his attention kept gravitating back to Lauren. Something about her resonated with him, and he couldn't deny finding her attractive.

	Maria, of Spanish ancestry, turned her dark eyes to Eben, studying him with her perceptive gaze. Her curiosity was piqued, and she felt an unwavering urge to unravel the mysteries beneath his exterior. His reddish-brown beard flowed in waves, partially concealing a face that held a symmetrical charm, radiating an apparent sense of calm. Yet, having weathered life's storms, Maria recognized that this tranquillity often masked turbulent depths. Eben embodied the archetype of a man whose serene facade belied a tumultuous inner world shaped by past experiences that had left an indelible mark on his soul.

	Maria's intuition, honed by a personal history of love and loss, drew parallels between Eben and her late husband. Juan had held the key to her heart. Beneath their love, a river of unrest had flowed, its undercurrent shaped by memories that lingered in the recesses of his mind. The weight of this knowledge rested heavily on Maria, etched into her memory like an enduring scar.

	The recollection remained vivid: the discovery of Juan's lifeless body in the unforgiving confines of their garage. It was the culmination of an internal battle he had waged and, ultimately, lost. In his passing, Maria believed that Juan had found a peace that had long eluded him, as if he had carried his inner demons to the grave, leaving behind an enigmatic legacy that left her perpetually pondering the source of his anguish.

	Now, as her gaze probed the eyes of the man she was observing, she was confronted with a haunting familiarity. Within the depths of those eyes, she perceived the same unspoken torment that had once haunted Juan. It was a sobering reminder that certain wounds, like lingering ghosts, refused to heal. That peace remained an ever-elusive dream for some souls. At that moment, Maria's heart swelled with empathy and compassion, for she recognized that his burden mirrored the one she had carried herself, a weight that defied easy explanation or resolution.

	Matthew and Hope were a study in perfect complementarity, a harmonious fusion of contrasting qualities that ignited their partnership with vibrant life. In Matthew's presence, a prevailing calmness radiated like a soothing balm, imbuing their relationship with an unwavering sense of stability. He stood as the rock upon which their foundation was built, a steadfast anchor amidst life's tempests.

	In striking contrast, Hope's spirit was a veritable whirlwind of vivacity and vitality. Her boundless energy surged through their connection, infusing it with an electrifying fervour. Like a spark in the darkness, her presence brought an effervescent excitement that danced around their union.

	Their synergy was nothing short of magical, a symphony of harmonious contrasts. Each flawlessly filled the spaces left open by the other, seamlessly enhancing their respective strengths. It was as if they were intricately crafted puzzle pieces designed to lock together with sublime precision.

	Yet, their compatibility transcended the surface, reaching deep into the very core of their beings. Shared values, synchronized goals, and an array of common interests wove a tapestry of connection that was as intricate as it was enduring. It was a partnership of convenience and a union of kindred souls.

	Together, they crafted a dynamic and seamless partnership destined to endure the trials and tribulations of time itself. Matthew and Hope formed an indomitable bond in their togetherness, a testament to the enchanting power of two souls that had found their perfect counterpoint.

	Ethan and Jenny embodied the essence of a love-hate relationship, a turbulent rollercoaster of emotions surging with captivating and tempestuous intensity. Their connection was a symphony of fervent passion, a force of nature frequently ignited into blazing confrontations, followed by tender moments of affection.

	With its volatile shifts from ardour to animosity, this dynamic had the power to unearth the finest and darkest facets of their personalities. It was as if the sparks of disagreement fueled the fires of their love, creating a mesmerizing dance of contrasts.

	Amidst the tumult, their undeniable chemistry and profound connection acted as an unbreakable bond that defied the gravity of their quarrels. The pull of their shared emotions was an irresistible force, always pulling them back into each other's orbit, no matter how vehement their disagreements.

	However, this complex cycle left a trail of emotional wreckage, akin to a mountain of souls lost in the tempestuous storm of their relationship. It was a confusing journey, one fraught with highs and lows, love and hate, leaving a haunting legacy of emotional cadavers in its turbulent wake.

	As the intrepid adventurers stood on the precipice of their grand African odyssey, their spirits surged with a potent blend of emotions. Like a radiant beacon, hope illuminated their path, infusing them with unwavering optimism. Excitement coursed through their veins, a vivacious current that promised unknown adventures. Their hearts echoed with desire, an insatiable thirst for the mysteries waiting to be unravelled, and ambition ignited their souls, propelling them into the unknown.

	With the first light of dawn, they would embark on a three-day odyssey that would carry them through the continent's heart. The camp, their oasis in the untamed wilderness, beckoned like a distant mirage, a sanctuary of rest and wonder yet to be reached.

	


Chapter 3

	Under the unrelenting assault of the scorching African sun, the expedition pressed forward across the unforgiving expanse of arid terrain. The land stretched before them, a vast canvas of desolation, where the air seemed to shimmer with heatwaves. The sun's fiery embrace penetrated their beings, infusing their souls with its relentless intensity. Their once-pristine clothes clung to their bodies, a fusion of sweat and dust that bore testament to the brutal conditions they faced.

	Their journey, a daring pilgrimage in the dark continent, had begun with dreams of adventure and the promise of unforgettable moments before dawn hours ago. Little did they anticipate that their path would diverge into a treacherous realm of danger and survival, where the stakes would be as high as the African peaks.

	The allure of witnessing Africa's magnificent wildlife in its natural habitat and exploring untamed, untrodden territories had drawn them into this ‘perilous’ expedition. Each group member brought a unique and complex personality, a mosaic of differences destined to ignite friction and tension amidst the unforgiving African wilderness.

	"We must stop...,” Ethan gasped as he brought up the rear.

	The going was tough. Although everyone had had a good night's sleep, the day's heat had tapped their strength.

	“It feels like my lungs are on fire,” said Lauren wearily, looking at Eben, who kept walking, his rifle, a 7x57mm Mauser, slung over his shoulder, obviously accustomed to the heat and the uneven ground.

	Jenny tripped twice and fell heavily the third time, ripping her jeans. She let out a sharp cry in pain, forcing Eben to stop and turn, looking at the commotion in the rear as Ethan rushed to pick her up.

	"Come now, people, we must get going; we must be at our first campsite by 5 p.m. That gives us only three hours to cover a long distance." Eben shouted as he continued on with unrelenting strides. His voice had a touch of frustration that added to the sense of urgency.

	"This guy is going to walk us to death," Michael spoke to Lauren in a soft tone, barely audible.

	Ethan had helped Jenny up with the help of Hope and Matthew. Together, the three shared Jenny's bags and allowed her to walk without worrying about her rucksack and sleeping bag.

	Lauren sped up her pace until she caught up with Eben.

	"Hey!" she shouted when she had caught up with him. "Stop!" She grabbed Eben by the shoulder, slowing him down but not stopping him. She realised this was a powerful man as her hand slipped off his muscled shoulder. She noticed his muscular features under the khaki shirt he was wearing.

	"Hey! Please stop!" she asked, half pleading.

	Eben relented and came to a stop. He turned and looked at her but said nothing.

	"We must stop!" she continued. The youngsters can't handle this pace, and I am also tapped.

	Eben liked the sound of her voice, but he had other considerations. He was not going to lose anyone again.

	"Look!" he said. "I know this is difficult, but we must get to the overnight camp before dark. The camp gives protection against the wild animals that would like nothing more than to have us for supper." There was real concern in his voice.

	"What do you mean?" Lauren asked. A frown crossed her forehead, and Eben thought it made her look cute.

	"Look up there." Eben pointed up the steep mountain on their right. As they ventured through the valley, flanked by towering mountains on either side, the path they traversed revealed itself as a well-worn trail, etched into the earth by countless creatures over time. Thousands of hooves and feet had relentlessly forged this winding path, an imprint of the constant movement through the valley.

	Lauren, her eyes following Eben's outstretched finger, was met with a sight that sent shivers coursing through her veins. Perched atop colossal boulders on the mountainside, a pride of formidable lions reclined, their sleek bodies blending seamlessly with the surrounding grass. Despite the cunning camouflage, their identity as lions remained unmistakable when viewed from this angle. Lauren was speechless, her gaze locked onto the majestic yet formidable predators that now dominated her field of vision.

	"I believe that is only a small portion of a larger pride that has moved into the area. I count seven females and three males, but I think there must be more". This time, Eben did not try to hide his concern. "Lions hunt when given an opportunity. The fact that they are not paying too much attention to us means they must have eaten recently. We must use this chance to get as far away from them as possible or become the next meal."

	Lauren shook herself out of her stupor. "I'll go tell the others." She spoke softly.

	The group of young adventurers bringing up the rear disrupted the tranquillity of the expedition with their exuberant chatter and laughter, their voices echoing through the air and bouncing off the valley walls. Their uninhibited enthusiasm permeated the surroundings, infusing the landscape with youthful energy.

	Amidst this cacophony, Lauren stepped forward, her purposeful stride bringing her closer to the boisterous youngsters. With a gesture, she raised her hand to get their attention. Their gazes turned toward her momentarily, yet they remained immersed in the mirthful aftermath of a joke Ethan had just shared. Their laughter continued to ripple through the air as though the bonds of camaraderie and shared humour were unbreakable.

	Even Jenny, moving with discomfort, couldn't resist the infectious joy that gripped the group. Though tinged with a hint of pain, her expression mirrored her companions' laughter and amusement, a testament to the unyielding spirit of abandonment that bound them together in the short time they had known each other.

	"Quiet!" Lauren whispered as forcefully as she could. Sitting nearby listening to the youngsters, Michael looked around, instantly knowing that something was up in the way Lauren had just spoken.

	"Stop making so much noise!" She spoke quietly but harshly and pleadingly.

	She pointed up at the crest of the mountain. Following her gaze, they suddenly realised why their noise might get them all in trouble.

	There was a sudden silence. The youngsters looked pale.

	"Eben says we must get to the night camp before 5 p.m.; otherwise, we will be those animals' next meal." Lauren's voice trailed off, and she allowed the words to sink in. "No sudden or loud moves. Everyone stand up and slowly walk towards Eben in single file."

	Without a moment's pause, the group sprang into action, extending their hands to assist Jenny in rising from her seated position. As one cohesive unit, they gradually advanced, their movements deliberate and synchronized, guided by the cautious wisdom that nature demanded. Eben, concealed behind a towering shrub, remained their sentinel, his sharp eyes meticulously monitoring the distant lions perched on high.

	A substantial gap separated the group from the majestic predators, and a fortunate twist of fate had blessed them with a prevailing wind that carried their human scent away from the vigilant lions. Yet, the fickle winds of Africa were known to shift on a whim. Should fortune turn against them, should the winds betray their presence to the keen senses of the lion pride, the savannah would transform into a theatre of pursuit, a primal dance of predator and prey.

	Quietly, the others gathered behind him, waiting. The chattering had stopped, and everyone looked to Eben for direction. He took a deep breath, assessing the situation before speaking. "We need to move quickly and quietly," he whispered, his voice barely audible. "Stay low and follow my lead. We have to stay out of sight and avoid any sudden movements." The group nodded in agreement, their eyes filled with determination as they prepared for the risky endeavour ahead.

	Fortunately, they could move within a small, dried-up riverbed that made up the pathway they had followed for some time. This river would normally have had water in it, and the group would then have been caught between the river and the pride; however, they could now navigate the terrain by moving in the dried river. The trees and long grass on the riverbank protected them as they moved, making it hard for them to keep track of the pride. If the lions decided to move, the group would not be able to see them and could run right into them.

	Painstakingly quiet, the group moved ahead, keeping tightly behind Eben. No word was spoken. No noise was made.

	Eben kept looking towards the pride but could not see them. He also kept an eye on his watch to gauge the passage of time. Looking at the high grass, he was confident that the wind direction had not changed.

	


Chapter 4

	At precisely 4:43 p.m., as confirmed by the meticulous timekeeping of Eben's watch, the intrepid adventurers emerged from the arid wash, their weary forms now positioned a mere 20 meters from the perimeter gate that guarded their night camp. Before them, a rarely traversed road stretched out, leading to the right and curving around the formidable mountain range, a path mirroring the course once carved by the dry river.

	The camp was encircled by a protective perimeter fence, a sentinel at a lofty height of approximately three meters. Its upper reaches tapered outward for half a meter, a resolute barrier designed to deter intruders from attempting to scale its formidable heights. Within this fortified enclosure nestled two weather-worn buildings, their exteriors bearing the scars of countless years exposed to the unforgiving elements of sun, wind, and rain.

	One of these buildings was significantly smaller than its counterpart, its dimensions reminiscent of a generously sized two-car garage. Perched atop its roof, two substantial water tanks loomed, their purpose shrouded in mystery, perhaps intended for showers or potable water. These buildings stood side by side, forming a cohesive front, while across from them, nature had offered a majestic gift in the form of a towering tree. Its branches spread wide, like an enormous, permanent umbrella thrust into the earth. Nestled at its base, a bench awaited, promising shade and respite to anyone seeking refuge from the scorching African sun.

	The campsite, in its entirety, occupied a footprint the size of a tennis court, a testament to the harmonious coexistence of nature's sanctuary and human endeavour in the heart of this rugged wilderness.

	Eben stopped for a moment, allowing everyone to catch up. He listened intently. After a minute or two of listening, he started moving towards the gates. They were unlocked but closed. He quietly lifted the latch and opened the gate. It gave an unusually high-pitched squeak as the metal clasp moved and opened up. He stopped and listened again. There was no sound, so he moved into the fenced compound with the gaggle following him. He closed the gates after Michael came through, bringing up the rear.

	Without saying a word, he moved to a small wooden building to his left and opened the door. Inside was a generator that he started. Instantly, a few lights came on along the perimeter of the fence, and there was an audible click as the electric fencing came to life. Only then did Eben speak again.

	"Well done, everyone." He said. His relief is obvious. "That was a close one."

	The others just stood and stared, perhaps not understanding how close they came to dying that day. Michael was the first to speak up. He was obviously angry. The adrenaline built up over the first few hours now sought an outlet, and he charged Eben.

	"You asshole!" He shouted while grabbing Eben by the collar and trying to shove him up against the building wall. In his own mind, Michael had seen himself lift Eben off the ground and hold him up against the building. At the same time, he berated him for not telling them about the lions before they had left the lodge that morning.

	However, in reality, things turned out a little different. Michael tried grabbing Eben by the collar, only to feel a steel grip grab his wrists and hold him back with much more power than Michael thought Eben could muster.

	"Calm down, Boet," Eben said, using the South African colloquial term for brother.

	Eben's dark brown eyes had a deep, disturbing fascination that Michael did not like. This was a killer, he thought to himself, instantly regretting his actions. However, Eben seemed gracious enough to let him go. Maybe he understood the emotional effect of being in danger for many hours and then having instant relief.

	The others stood, looking at the drama unfolding before them. Lauren stepped between the two men and held up her hands.

	"We are all a bit stressed. So, let's just calm down. What do we do next, Eben?" Lauren spoke with a stern voice, bringing calm to the situation.

	Eben turned to the others. "I'm sorry I didn't tell you about the lions immediately. I didn’t know they would get in our way. They had been sited some 20 kilometres to the northeast of here, and it was unlikely that they would make it this far before our hike began this morning."

	"How can it be that they moved so quickly?" Michael asked quietly, now calm and embarrassed at his outburst and failure to intimidate Eben.

	Eben thought for a moment. "It could be that they just moved very quickly overnight, or," he paused, "this is another pride and not the one we've been tracking."

	Eben continued. "Each pride has a conservation officer assigned to monitor the group when they get close to human settlements. I haven't heard anything from our scouts, which concerns me. Thabo and Mumsi are highly trained game rangers." He let that hang in the air for effect.

	The youngsters had been standing quietly, and Hope now spoke. "I'm hungry." She spoke so suddenly that everyone jumped in surprise. They laughed as she frowned and stood with her hands on her hips. "I have not had anything since breakfast, and with the hide-and-seek we've been playing with the lions, I couldn't eat anything at lunchtime." She said this in a whiny voice like a small child would, again making the others laugh. It was a good way to dissolve the tension they had been under for most of the day.

	"Right," Eben picked up the hint, "this building here," he pointed at the large garage-like building that stood next to the small hut that housed the generator, "this is our accommodations for the night. Inside, you will find lamps, preserved food, and other equipment to heat the food. We will sleep on the floor inside." Looking at Lauren, he said, "There is also a first-aid kit." Lauren instinctively knew he wanted her to tend to Jenny's wounds. Lauren took Jenny by the hand and led her into the building, turning on the lights.

	"How long will the generator last?" asked Ethan after he had been looking into the now-darkening bush surrounding the campsite.

	"We have enough fuel for three days," Eben answered confidently. In the back of his mind was that no one had warned him of the pride of lions that would surely come here when the wind changed and they picked up the scent of the humans. For now, they would be safe behind the electrified fences. There was plenty of fuel and food, so they could stay the night and move out first thing in the morning.

	Everyone was tired and had no problem falling asleep quickly.

	***

	Within the shroud of night's embrace, an imposing figure loomed, commanding the very essence of the wilderness. The alpha male lion, a titan of the savannah, wore his massive mane like a regal crown, a testament to his enduring dominion over these lands. Time had sculpted him into a formidable force, his notoriety earned through countless successful kills that had sustained his reign.
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