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‘You will be like a shadow. They’re going to see you, but they won’t know who you are. You’re going to follow them and carry out the instructions I give you. You’ll begin by providing me with a detailed dossier on the woman. I want to know everything there is to know about her, no matter how trivial it might seem to you. Someone over in London has already been to work, the results are there, in that file. It’s pretty straightforward, but I want more. The woman and three others will be flying out of London at the end of the week. You’re going to leave New York tomorrow and be at the woman’s destination when she gets there. The arrangements are made, you can collect your ticket at the airport.’

Randy Theakston’s sharp grey eyes remained on the man who had spoken, even though he had stopped. He was a small man with a large face and a gaze that was as impenetrable as the bodyguard that flanked him. The millionaire philanthropist, as Theo Straussen liked to be known, had made use of her investigator’s services several times in the past. The only difference now was that her assignment was taking her beyond the shores of the United States.

Randy was excited by the prospect, though nothing in her demeanour showed that. She was well schooled in the art of taciturnity, a must for someone in her profession. Her hair was grey, like her eyes, her middle-aged face blended easily in a crowd and her manner was as unimposing as her height. The only feature about Randy Theakston that might possibly get her noticed was the expensive cut of her otherwise unremarkable pants suit.

‘Where is the woman heading?’ she asked when Straussen showed no inclination to continue.

Straussen’s lichen-green eyes narrowed, giving Randy the impression he was laughing. ‘Some place in Africa,’ he answered. ‘The details will be with your ticket.’ He took a fat Cuban cigar from the corner of his mouth and rested it on the ashtray in front of him. ‘Oliver Maguire’s movements over the next couple of weeks are taken care of,’ he said. ‘Right now he’s here in New York, so you don’t need to concern yourself there. Besides, I know all there is to know about Maguire. What I need is the low-down on her.’

Randy nodded, then, as though asking how much luggage she should take, she said, ‘Will I need to carry a gun?’

Straussen’s full-lipped mouth curved in a grand-fatherly smile. ‘It shouldn’t be necessary,’ he answered, ‘but we’ll see you have one anyway.’

‘OK,’ Randy said, putting down her pencil. ‘Then there remains only one question – the woman’s name.’

Straussen picked up his cigar and waited for one of his henchmen to strike a match, ‘Her name’, he said, ‘is Edwardes. Rhiannon Edwardes. She’s a journalist,’ he went on, palming away a cloud of smoke, ‘so don’t get too close, ’cos the last thing we want is her getting wind of the fact she’s being watched. Just observe and report back is all you do for now. Any more than that, I’ll let you know.’


Chapter 1

‘This is sensational,’ Lizzy murmured.

Her eyes were shining in a way they hadn’t for some time now, her arms were resting on the side of the Land Rover, while her short, curly blonde hair danced in the breeze. ‘It’s even better than I imagined,’ she said. ‘I mean, I don’t think I’ve ever been anywhere that’s made me feel quite so...’ She was shaking her head, searching for the right words, until her dark-blue eyes began to sparkle and lifting the brim of Rhiannon’s safari hat, she whispered an outrageous account of how she was feeling through the mane of Rhiannon’s fiery red hair. As they laughed, the open-topped Land Rover bounced over a jagged hole in the track, bumping their heads together.

Still laughing, Rhiannon straightened her hat and using the back of the seat in front to prop up her feet, she turned to survey the endless tangle of African bush, while thinking of how she too, now Lizzy came to mention it, was experiencing some particularly exhilarating surges of sexual abandonment. There was a very definite potency to the primitiveness of their surroundings, an hypnotic perfume to the wild aniseed and dry earth that curried the air. The setting sun inflamed the honeyed shades of the distant horizon, turning the forest of spiked, skeletal branches black against the sky; the primeval call of the wild was like an erotic chant on the senses.

‘You sure it’s not the proximity to old Androcles there that’s getting to you?’ Rhiannon whispered, nodding towards Andy Morrison, the chief-ranger and joint-owner of Perlatonga Game Reserve whose land they were currently exploring.

‘Who?’ Lizzy blinked ingenuously, then smiled warmly to herself as she recalled the unmistakable throb of passion in Andy’s voice when he had spoken about the lions earlier. As if he wasn’t gorgeous enough with his ranger’s sun-bronzed body, his sun-bleached hair and those positively indecent blue eyes! But when one added to that the seriousness he attached to his work, his deep and genuine love of the animals and the intense emotion that darkened his eyes and tensed his body when he spoke of them, he was, at least as far as Lizzy was concerned, the embodiment of every wicked fantasy she’d ever had – and some she was just getting acquainted with.

Lizzy’s eyes slid over to Rhiannon’s and the two of them grinned as, tossing her glorious hair back over her shoulder, Rhiannon gave a sigh of utter contentment.

‘Zebra crossing,’ Hugh quipped from the raised seat behind them as a zebra sprang out of the bushes and dashed across the path.

Everyone groaned with laughter as Andy slowed the Land Rover so they could try capturing the swiftly disappearing animal with their expensive cameras before it was obliterated completely by the prickly dry foliage and dwindling light.

‘So come on then, Andy,’ Hugh challenged, swinging the video camera down from his shoulder to rest it on the seat between Jack, the sound guy, and himself, ‘you can tell us. Are they white with black stripes or black with white stripes?’

Andy grinned. ‘You got me there, mate,’ he answered, easing the Land Rover forward again.

‘Are you managing to get much?’ Rhiannon asked, holding her hat in place as she turned to where Hugh was once again shouldering the video camera and training the lens on just about anything that moved. ‘Surely it’s too bumpy to get anything worthwhile.’

‘Cinema verité,’ Hugh grinned through his dense, silver-streaked beard.

Twisting round further so she could see Jack, Rhiannon winked, then turned quickly back as Andy brought the Land Rover to a standstill again. Elmore, the tracker, had got down from his seat on the bonnet and was standing in front of the vehicle, listening, sniffing the air and squinting through the twilight. He disappeared for a few minutes, leaving everyone waiting silently in the Land Rover, until returning from the thickening shadows he muttered something to Andy, then loped around to the back of the vehicle and sprang up behind Hugh and Jack.

‘Looks like we got ourselves a couple of lionesses,’ Andy explained, his Australian accent as mischievous and – at least to Lizzy’s mind – as sensuous as his cobalt-blue eyes. ‘So, you recall what I told you when we started out?’ he went on. ‘No standing up, no sudden movements or noises and for God’s sake don’t even think about getting out of the landie. They might look like great big cuddly old pussy-cats to you, but to them you look like tonight’s barbie.’

Melanie, the teenage-spotted man-eater, as Lizzy had dubbed her, who was sitting beside Andy on the front seat, laughed a touch too loudly at Andy’s attempt at humour, causing Rhiannon to smother a laugh of her own as Lizzy glared at the girl. Looks like an interesting night ahead, Rhiannon was remarking wryly to herself.

‘Do you give the animals names?’ Melanie asked as Andy put the Land Rover back into gear.

‘Officially no,’ Andy answered. ‘We’ll go in quietly,’ he continued, inching slowly forward. ‘If it’s the beauties I think it is then you folks could be in for something of a treat.’

‘Aren’t you going to cock your rifle, Andy?’ Melanie asked, managing to deep-throat the last few words as she leaned forward to where the Bruno .375 was clamped across the base of the lowered windscreen. As her fingers performed a blatant caress of the barrel, Andy allowed his eyes to linger a moment on the small, cone-shaped breasts beneath the clinging nylon of her polo-neck. Behind them Lizzy bristled and turned to Rhiannon, who was already grinning.

‘I’m going to fucking kill her,’ Lizzy muttered. ‘No, I mean it,’ she said when Rhiannon started to laugh. ‘I’ve had just about all I can take of that little tramp with her teapot tits and sebaceous gland disorder...’

‘Sssh, she’ll hear you,’ Rhiannon warned, her brown eyes dancing.

‘I couldn’t give a flying fuck what she can hear,’ Lizzy grumbled, grudgingly keeping her voice low, while turning to gaze at the shrubs and trees as the Land Rover moved from the track and began to plough steadily through the orange light of the bush.

Fifty or so metres in, after a muted exchange with Elmore, Andy slowed to a halt and peered through the almost impenetrable density of thorny acacias and mopane trees. ‘There she is,’ he murmured, pointing straight ahead.

Five pairs of intense, eager eyes followed the direction of his arm, straining to see through the knotted limbs of the bushveld.

‘Oh my God,’ Rhiannon breathed, lowering her feet to the floor as she caught the movement of a huge sandy-coloured beast where it lay panting in the long grass some ten or twelve feet away.

‘Can you see it?’ Lizzy whispered excitedly. ‘Where? Where is she?’

‘Right through there,’ Rhiannon answered, pointing.

‘There,’ Hugh repeated, taking Lizzy’s head between his hands and facing her in the right direction. ‘Do you see her?’

‘Holy Mary, Mother of God,’ Lizzy chanted in disbelief. ‘That is a lion.’

‘Lioness,’ Melanie corrected her, keeping her eyes straight ahead and a trembling hand on Andy’s muscular forearm.

‘Didn’t you say there were two?’ Rhiannon asked softly, after smothering a laugh at the way Lizzy’s hand made a chopping motion behind Melanie’s neck.

‘Reckon there’re more than that,’ Andy responded, starting up the engine and reversing back a little. ‘We’re going to circle round to the other side; should be able to get a better view from there.’

Rhiannon glanced back over her shoulder to check that Hugh had the camera running, then signalled to Jack to put a mike on Lizzy to record her reactions.

A few minutes later they were in the clearing, watching in total thrall as a dozen or more lion cubs of varying size and age frolicked and tumbled in the grass under the watchful eyes of five magnificent, though rather sleepy-looking, lionesses. It was hard to get a grip on the reality of being so close – close enough to hear their laboured breath and smell the sour stench of their bodies.

Rhiannon and Lizzy laughed softly as a lioness batted one of her annoying offspring with a giant paw, somersaulting him back into the midst of his siblings, where he picked himself up, shook himself down, then bounced back into the attack on his mother.

‘It’s the Perlatonga Pride,’ Andy told them, his voice husky with emotion.

‘Where’s the male?’ Lizzy asked.

‘There are three males,’ he answered. ‘They won’t be far away. Probably sleeping off their banquet. Look.’ He pointed away to the left where the twisted bones of a stripped, bloodied carcass were just visible in the fading light. ‘See the horns?’ he said. ‘It would have taken all five of these girls to bring that old buffalo down. There are more bones over there, seems like they’ve had themselves a regular feast.’

‘Is it true that the lionesses do the hunting?’ Lizzy wondered.

‘For the pride, yes,’ Andy replied. ‘If the males aren’t part of a pride, they hunt for themselves. Look up.’

Everyone tilted their heads towards the crimson sky.

‘Vultures,’ Rhiannon murmured.

Melanie shivered and wriggled in closer to Andy, dropping her hand to his thigh.

Andy either didn’t, or pretended not to notice as he turned to watch Hugh train his lens on the speckled heavens, capturing the ominous circling of the avine predators.

‘Uh, oh, seems like we’re on the move,’ Lizzy murmured as first one, then two more lionesses rose slowly to their feet.

As Andy turned, a smile of almost paternal indulgence curved his lips. ‘Think you’ll find they’re telling us that the show’s over,’ he said. ‘The girls are tired, they’re going to find somewhere a bit more private to rest up.’

As the lionesses ambled away into the sanctuary of the darkening bush the cubs trotted along after them, getting under their feet and pouncing on each other as they rolled in the dust. It was hard to believe that these playful little creatures would one day become the most dominant and ferocious beasts of the wild.

It was a while after the last one had disappeared into the shadows before Andy restarted the Land Rover. As he did so Elmore spoke to him from the back and turning to look in the direction Elmore was pointing Andy started to laugh.

‘Come on little fellow,’ he said, as a bewildered, bleary-eyed little cub spilled out into the clearing. ‘You’re going to get left behind.’

‘Oh God, he’s so cute!’ Lizzy laughed as the cub cocked his head inquisitively in their direction. ‘How old would he be?’

‘Around twelve weeks,’ Andy answered.

‘Oh, he’s coming over,’ Melanie squealed, making a dive across Andy’s lap to hold her hands out to the cub.

Tipping her swiftly back into her seat, Andy turned to check that none of the others had been tempted to do the same.

‘Surely a little thing like that won’t do me any harm,’ Melanie pouted.

‘Probably not,’ Andy conceded. ‘But what do you reckon to his mother?’

‘She’s not here, is she?’

‘Just sit tight,’ he told her. ‘And nobody move.’

They didn’t have long to wait before the lioness returned in search of her cub, who was by now trying to jump up on the Land Rover. As she stalked imperiously towards them, Rhiannon saw Andy’s body tense, though in the soft evening light his face showed none of the unease she could feel thudding in her own heart.

‘Hello old girl,’ he murmured softly. ‘How are you doing now, mm?’

Rhiannon and the others watched, spellbound, as the lioness approached, her mean yellow eyes fixed on Andy’s, the power emanating from the movements of her magnificent body seeming almost palpable in the dampening night air.

By the time she reached the Land Rover not a soul inside it was breathing. Her eyes were still on Andy. She was so close now he could feel her odorous breath warming his face. Her jaws were parted, the deadly incisors gleaming yellow and stained with blood.

It seemed like an eternity that she stood there, gazing into Andy’s eyes, her tail twitching randomly over her back, her mighty chest heaving as she panted.

‘Is she going to attack?’ Melanie wailed.

Rhiannon and Lizzy tensed. Jack swore under his breath. Hugh kept the camera running, praying he wasn’t about to record a sight he never wanted to see.

‘No, she’s not going to attack, are you, mate?’ Andy said soothingly. Rhiannon half-expected him to reach out and stroke the lioness’s neck, but so far he hadn’t made a single move, not even for the gun.

Then a deep, guttural sound rumbled softly in the lioness’s throat as her golden eyes narrowed and she sank slowly back on her haunches.

Rhiannon felt Lizzy’s fingers burying into her leg.

Melanie whimpered and recoiled deep into the far corner of the seat.

Andy was very still. It was as though the entire bush was pausing, waiting for the lioness to spring. Her eyes were piercing, her jaw was open, revealing the great predator’s teeth. The only movement was from the cub as he frolicked around her giant paws.

Then suddenly the ground started to shake as a deafening, thunderous noise rumbled through the earth, seeming to echo right into the very depths of the Land Rover, filling the soggy warmth of the air with a sound as compelling as it was terrifying.

Lizzy turned wide, disbelieving eyes to Rhiannon. ‘Was that what I think it was?’ she murmured as the stentorian roar ebbed into the wittering chafe of bugs and bats and awakening night birds.

‘You mean, dad?’ Rhiannon whispered, smiling as she nodded for Lizzy to watch the lioness again. ‘I think so.’

When Lizzy turned back it was to find the lioness once more on her feet, her topaz eyes blinking at Andy, the cub dangling from her whiskery jaws.

‘The old man’s calling,’ Andy reminded her, still looking very much as though he was about to touch her.

The lioness stood her ground, seemingly oblivious to the struggling offspring in her mouth. Then, with no warning, she lifted a paw on to the door of the Land Rover. Her giant claws were only inches from Andy’s heart; the size of her, the sheer deadliness of it was turning everyone’s blood cold. The Land Rover listed under her weight, then with one final blink she turned round and padded off into the darkness, the cub still swinging from her teeth.

‘Don’t tell me,’ Rhiannon murmured as the others let go a collective breath of relief, ‘you once removed a thorn from her foot.’

Andy laughed. ‘Not quite,’ he answered. ‘But I do know her. She’s the lady I was telling you about earlier. The one who got caught in a poacher’s trap and almost died. She was preggers at the time, so I guess you could say we didn’t only save her, we saved the youngsters too.’

Lizzy’s eyes widened in disbelief. ‘Do you mean she was showing you one of the cubs you saved?’ she said.

Andy shrugged and started up the Land Rover. ‘Could be,’ he answered. ‘Impossible to say for sure.’ Rhiannon and Lizzy looked at each other.

‘Please don’t tell me you don’t have a name for her,’ Rhiannon said opening up her notebook, ‘because I won’t believe it.’

Andy grinned. ‘Sorry to disappoint you,’ he answered, turning to look over his shoulder as he reversed back to the track.

‘You nurse a fully grown lioness back to health and you don’t give her a name?’ Rhiannon protested. ‘No, I’m sorry, I’m not buying it. You treated her like she was a pet, you weren’t even afraid of her...’

‘Oh, I’m afraid of her all right,’ he insisted. ‘She’s as likely to kill me with affection as she is to rip out my heart in hunger. And her name’s Sheila. As in, brace yourself, Sheila, which was what we recommended she do when we removed the trap from her shoulder. ’Course she was drugged at the time, but it seemed kind of appropriate.’

Laughing, Rhiannon leaned back in her seat and turned to Lizzy.

‘Isn’t he just divine?’ Lizzy mouthed.

‘Mmm,’ Rhiannon yawned, stretching her arms above her head and turning her face to the night sky. The sight that greeted her took her breath clean away. ‘Oh my God, will you look at that!’ she marvelled, gazing up at the Milky Way. The stars were so thickly clustered together that in places they appeared like jewel-studded clouds, smudged and glittering and almost obliterating the night sky. ‘Can we get a shot of it, Hugh? Will it come out?’

‘We can give it a go,’ he answered, heaving the camera back on to his shoulder. ‘Can we hold it a minute, Andy?’

‘God, this place is so romantic, isn’t it?’ Lizzy sighed, leaning her head back on Rhiannon’s shoulder as they stared up at the sky together and waited for the Land Rover to move on. ‘I’ll bet you’re thinking about Oliver,’ she smiled.

Rhiannon nodded. ‘Yes,’ she answered, feeling her heart go out to Lizzy, for despite her undoubted attraction to Andy, there was no question whom Lizzy would be thinking about.

A few minutes later the hiss and crackle of static broke into the silence and as Andy spoke into the radio Elmore climbed back on to his perch at the front of the Land Rover.

‘What now?’ Rhiannon asked Andy as they started to drive on.

‘Now?’ he answered. ‘We start heading back to camp. Could be we’ll see a couple of leopards, maybe even a cheetah, on the way. You probably just heard Gary on the radio with a rhino sighting, cow and calf, over by the Oppiedam. We could go that route, see if we can catch a glimpse.’

‘Sounds good to me,’ Rhiannon responded, stifling a yawn as she followed the beam of Elmore’s spotlight into the trees.

This particular film-trip was one they’d all been looking forward to ever since it was first mooted, several weeks ago now, as it was the first time in months that the Check It Out team had assigned themselves something as pleasurable, not to mention benign, to check out as a holiday destination. Normally they were involved in considerably more complex and often sensational investigations and as their programme was transmitted on both terrestrial and satellite TV, they tried to give it as international a flavour as possible. On the whole this seemed to be working, for the audience rating was rising all the time and the ever-increasing mail bag showed that they had captured the imagination of audiences around the world with the diversity of subjects they covered. Subjects which ranged from a behind-the-scenes look at experiments with new drugs; to an hilarious half-hour on a Singapore student who was attempting to make the Guiness Book of Records by having sex with three hundred men in ten hours; to an in-depth report on the manipulators of the world’s money markets and the resulting crises in a nation’s economy.

Having made its début as an independent production company some fourteen months ago, Check It Out had already more than doubled its number of staff and there was talk now of running the programme for ten months of the year instead of the seven they were currently contracted for. As a director of the company and the show’s executive producer Rhiannon Edwardes was effectively the head of their expanding team, but there were two people to whom, in theory at least, she was answerable, though if they called her more than once in a couple of months she would jokingly consider herself harassed.

Sally and Morgan Simpson, both of whom were ex-BBC producers, had taken their redundancy pay-offs from Auntie around two years before and used it to set up Check It Out Productions. The initial idea had been for Morgan to run the company with Rhiannon, their senior researcher from BBC days, as the main producer and Sally, who was somewhat jaded by television after more than twenty years in the Beeb’s current affairs department, as a fill-in producer if and when she was needed. It didn’t take long, however, for the Simpsons to realize that handing the whole operation over to Rhiannon was probably the best, if not the only, route to go if the company was going to succeed, for Rhiannon had a freshness to her approach that had long since withered on the Simpsons’ vine, and her enthusiasm for the newly conceived programme as well as her somewhat unorthodox ideas when it came to staffing, were all just a bit too much for diehards like the Simpsons to take on board. So with the minimum of fuss, the Simpsons had promoted Rhiannon to executive producer, made her a company director with equal shares, appointed themselves consultants, then taken off for an early retirement in the West Indies.

To have had it all handed to her on a plate that way was a dream come true for Rhiannon, who had always hoped that one day, probably far into the future, she might be running her own company. But here she was, not even in her thirties yet and already at the helm of one of the year’s most talked-about programmes, with a happy, hard-working team of journalists and technicians who were the envy of their peers, from whom Rhiannon received a constant stream of CVs, videos and letters all but pleading for jobs. Experience had shown Rhiannon that with the right team, in other words the right blend of personalities, there was much to be gained from handing over the programme’s reins to a researcher, a cameraman, a production assistant or a presenter in order to enhance their knowledge and appreciation of programme making, as well as to allow them the satisfaction of taking control of their own projects. This meant that it wasn’t unheard of for Rhiannon to assume the role of research assistant, camera assistant or even office co-ordinator, though on this particular trip she was the producer while Lizzy, who thanks to the show had become a household name, assumed her normal role of presenter.

Melanie’s role needed some work in the defining, for she had only joined the team a couple of months ago when, a bit like Paddington, she’d turned up in London with a note from the Simpsons – her parents – asking Rhiannon to give her a job and do what she could to see that their wayward eldest didn’t get into too many scrapes. Rhiannon had been less than thrilled, but seeing that she hadn’t much choice, she’d collected the girl from the airport, installed her in the Simpsons’ London flat and put her on staff. Since when, Melanie had done precious little to ingratiate herself with anyone, least of all Rhiannon, had shown next to no interest in the programme and despite her generous salary was constantly borrowing from the rest of the team.

It was just after nine o’clock when the Land Rover finally pulled into the clearing at the edge of the camp. The other half-dozen Land Rovers that had driven the Reserve’s other guests into the bush had already returned and early evening drinks were being served around the campfire.

‘Mmm, dinner smells good,’ Andy commented as the delicious aroma of freshly barbecueing impala drifted towards them.

Elmore, his gleaming ebony skin almost lost in the darkness, hopped down from his seat and opened the door for Melanie to get out, while a couple of willowy blonde assistants emerged from the reception area to take Andy’s gun and help Hugh and Jack with their equipment. Rhiannon was on the point of gathering up her own things when she noticed Elmore’s dazzlingly white smile as he gazed down at Melanie, who was staring up at him with such blatant allure that Rhiannon’s mouth fell open in amazement. When, she wondered, had Melanie switched her sights from Andy to Elmore?

She turned to Lizzy who was zipping her camera back into her bag. ‘What’s the routine now?’ Lizzy was asking, glancing up at Andy.

Taking the keys from the ignition, Andy turned round and, resting his arms on the back of the seat, he started to grin. Rhiannon watched in the half-light as his gorgeous blue eyes twinkled mischievously into Lizzy’s.

‘How does a quick shower followed by a screaming orgasm grab you?’ he drawled.

Rhiannon choked as Lizzy’s eyes dilated.

‘It’s a cocktail,’ Hugh informed them, tucking the camera under his arm and winking at Andy as he hopped down from the back of the Land Rover.

‘Oh,’ Lizzy responded, starting to grin. ‘What a disappointment.’

Andy laughed. ‘Maybe we’ll see how many you can handle in a night.’

As he climbed out of the Land Rover, Lizzy turned to Rhiannon. ‘You might have to fly me home on a stretcher,’ she warned.

Laughing, Rhiannon hooked her bag over her shoulder and reached out to take the hand of one of the camp’s security guards who was waiting to help her down. Jack and Hugh were already in the covered reception with the blondes and Melanie was wandering off into the night with Elmore. She turned to where Lizzy was being helped down from the Land Rover by Andy and found herself starting to smile. They’d only flown in from Johannesburg that afternoon, so it certainly didn’t seem to be taking long for the fabled aphrodisiac of the bush to start working its magic. In Lizzy’s case, however, Rhiannon was only too aware of how fragile the euphoria was, for it was only distance and novelty that was encouraging Lizzy to shed her inhibitions as recklessly as she was. Not that Rhiannon had any intention of bringing her back to earth, for the last thing Rhiannon wanted was to be the voice of caution when she hadn’t seen Lizzy this excited since the accident that had shattered her life.

‘Ben’ll show you to your chalet, Rhiannon,’ Andy told her as they joined Hugh and Jack in reception.

‘I take it you’re Ben,’ Rhiannon said, looking up at the security guard’s beautiful African face.

‘Yes ma’am,’ he grinned.

To her surprise Rhiannon felt herself starting to blush and treated Hugh to a swift kick on the shin as he gave her a playful nudge.

‘I’ll take Lizzy,’ Andy said, talking to the blondes. ‘You can take the guys. Now listen up, everyone,’ he continued, ‘you’ve got half an hour to clean up, then the guards will be back to collect you to bring you across for dinner. Don’t venture out of the chalets on your own. The camp’s bigger than you think and we don’t want anyone getting lost. More importantly, when you finally retire for the night you’ll be shown back to your chalets and if you come out after that you do so in peril of your life. I’m not joking about this, the animals frequently roam the camp at night and you and your seasoned flesh will make a tasty meal for a penthera pardus or two.’

‘A what?’ Lizzy asked.

‘A leopard,’ he translated. ‘Or a lion. Or a cheetah. There are plenty of them out there, so be warned. We’ve never had an accident at Perlatonga yet, so we don’t want one of you guys to be the first. OK?’

As the others went off in vaguely the same direction, each being led by their appointed guide, Lizzy stood for a moment with Andy as he watched Rhiannon disappear along a tree-shadowed pathway with Ben. She was curious to see if he would comment on Rhiannon’s stunning figure, but then they both laughed as Hugh’s voice rang out of the darkness telling Rhiannon to treat the boy gently.

Slinging Lizzy’s bag over his shoulder, Andy started along a narrow twisting path towards her chalet. ‘You’ll get to meet my brother, Doug, when you come over for dinner,’ he told her, holding a branch out of the way for her to pass. ‘He arrived a couple of hours ago from Jo’burg.’

‘Is he older or younger than you?’ Lizzy enquired, ducking away from a giant moth and raking her fingers through her curls to make sure it hadn’t landed.

‘Older. We’ve got two more brothers back home in Oz. They’ll be taking over from the old man on the farm. It doesn’t need four of us, so Doug and I decided to set up here. We’ve both got a passion for animals and since the old man met Carlita, his second wife, on safari here in the Kruger he developed a kind of fondness for the place. So Doug and I didn’t have too much trouble persuading him to put up the moolah to get us started.’

‘You’re lucky to have such a wealthy father,’ Lizzy commented, stepping into the light of the little veranda at the front of her thatch-roofed chalet and turning to face him.

His eyebrows went up as he nodded, but it was clear that his thoughts were a long way from his father as he gazed lazily into her eyes. Then his mouth curved in a half-smile as he lowered his eyes to her lips.

‘Yeah, I guess you could say that,’ he said, leaning an arm on the wooden post beside him while continuing to gaze shamelessly at her mouth and thinking about exactly where he would like those unbelievably sensuous lips to be.

‘I’d say it makes you and your brother something of a catch,’ she said, knowing what effect she was having on him and feeling the deliciously slow burn of response between her legs.

‘Yeah, I reckon it does,’ he agreed. ‘Me, anyhow. Doug’s already kind of spoken for.’

Lizzy nodded thoughtfully. ‘Well,’ she smiled, ‘I think I’d better go and prepare myself for a screaming orgasm.’

‘Just one?’ he queried, raising an eyebrow.

Looking brazenly into his eyes, she pressed a finger lightly to his lips, then floated off into her chalet.

Chuckling to himself Andy started back through the camp, knowing full well that he was on for tonight. Not for nothing had game rangers been dubbed the sex gods of the bush by a Cape Town journalist, though it wasn’t often that the sport came with the kind of chassis Lizzy Fortnum could boast. As readily available, sure, but they were rarely, if ever, under fifty and never did they have the kind of lips that gave such eastern promise to a blow job.

Looking up as he passed Rhiannon’s chalet, he saw her at one of the windows pulling closed the shutters. Hidden by the darkness, he paused for a moment to watch her. She wasn’t, at least by his standards, what could be described as a beauty, she had too many freckles for that and her features, on the whole, were pretty shambolic; eyes too small, nose too big, mouth kind of sloppy... But boy, did she have a body! What he couldn’t imagine doing with sheilas like that. And all that flaming red hair that could only mean a real, honest-to-goodness golden doughnut between those gorgeous long legs of hers. But Rhiannon Edwardes, tempting as she was, was strictly off-limits. Which was something he’d better remind Doug about, since one thing neither of them ever did was cut in on another bloke’s dance, especially not a mate’s. And Oliver Maguire, the international diamond dealer and Straussen-backed magnate, was not only a mate, he was also crazy bang in love with Rhiannon Edwardes.


Chapter 2

By the time Ben, the security guard, returned to take Rhiannon over to dinner she had showered and changed into a simple, round-necked, sleeveless black dress, low-heeled black pumps and the gold necklace and bracelet that Oliver had given her on their one-month anniversary. As she followed Ben towards the flickering gaslights on the tables around the campfire, nodding politely to the other guests as she passed, she was sorely wishing that Oliver were there now. The whole place exuded such a heady feeling of romance that it just didn’t feel right to be here without him. Still, only eight more days and they’d be together again, she comforted herself as she sat down at the table allocated to the crew, her mouth watering at the delicious aroma wafting over from the barbecue.

Being the first to arrive at table, she helped herself to a bite-sized quiche from the hors d’oeuvre tray, then taking out her notebook, slid the candle a little closer and began to jot down a couple of questions she wanted to ask Andy tonight before she lost him to Lizzy. They were only planning to be on the Reserve for a couple of days and if everyone was going to prove as distracted as she feared, it was up to her to make sure they went away with enough material to make a programme. She arched a humorous eyebrow as she attempted to second-guess what Lizzy might put into her commentary, as the normal documentary conventions had been abandoned by Check It Out from day one. Meaning that if the African bush made you want to tear off your clothes and roll around in wild, sexual abandon with the nearest ranger, then that would be exactly what Lizzy would say.

Looking up as Melanie pulled out a chair to sit down Rhiannon met the girl’s persistent antagonism with an amiable smile. ‘Hi,’ she said, noticing a radiant Elmore hovering beside Melanie and fleetingly wondering what the Simpsons would say were they ever to find out that their precious daughter had seduced the strapping young son of a Zulu chief. At least, if Elmore’s grin was anything to go by, Melanie had. To look at Melanie you’d think she’d just got her face stuck in the plughole.

‘Hi,’ Melanie responded, slumping moodily into the chair and bunching her hands between her knees. From the way she was dressed she was obviously undergoing some kind of fashion transition between grunge and Fifties, for beneath her mandarin-collared short-sleeved shirt her bra cups were like ice-cream cones and the femininity of her flouncy net-petticoated skirt was thuggishly challenged by Dr Marten boots and a pair of steel-studded wristbands.

‘Ah, you’re already here,’ Lizzy exclaimed, coming up behind Rhiannon and planting a kiss on her cheek. ‘Mmm, you smell good.’

‘And you look good,’ Rhiannon replied, watching her sit down.

‘Thank you.’ Lizzy’s smile was lovely as the gloss on her lips shimmered in the candlelight and her blue eyes shone with laughter. ‘Did you call the office?’ she asked.

‘Oh my God, I forgot!’ Rhiannon gasped, clapping a hand to her mouth. Then frowning she said, ‘Was I supposed to?’

Laughing, Lizzy pulled in her chair. ‘Not unless you particularly wanted to,’ she answered. ‘Didn’t the others take off for Paris today?’

‘To look into this French Gestapo thing,’ Rhiannon nodded. ‘Yes, of course they did.’

‘Which means that only Jolene will be in the office and he’ll have gone home hours ago,’ Lizzy told her, ‘so you can relax.’

‘Thank you,’ Rhiannon said graciously. ‘Now, what’s happened to the boys? Ah, here they are. Hugh, did you bring your guitar? I thought you might give us a few songs after dinner.’

‘Depends how many screaming orgasms they’ve got lined up for me,’ he responded. ‘Either of you tried one yet?’

‘I was just about to take orders,’ Andy replied, joining them. ‘But before I do let me introduce my brother, Doug, the other half of Perlatonga.’

As they looked up, both Rhiannon and Lizzy started to laugh with surprise.

‘You didn’t mention you were twins,’ Lizzy said, throwing a quick look at Andy as she shook hands with Doug, who was every bit as tall and good-looking as his brother. ‘Hi, I’m Lizzy,’ she told him. ‘And this is Rhiannon, our producer. Hugh, our cameraman. Jack our sound recordist. And over there is Melanie our...’

‘Trainee,’ Rhiannon supplied, taking Doug’s hand and smiling warmly into his eyes. As he looked back, to her surprise, she felt herself starting to colour, but fortunately the moment was swallowed into noisy introductions to Hugh and Jack, who sounded very much as though they had already made a start on the beers in their chalets.

‘OK, Elmore, screaming orgasms all round,’ Andy said, rubbing his hands together as he sat down at the head of the table between Lizzy and Hugh. Doug raised an arm to beckon for a waitress, then took a place at the other end of the table between Jack and Melanie. Rhiannon was in the middle with an empty chair opposite. The general noise level was starting to increase now as someone raised the volume on the CD player and a few couples from other tables began to jive under the trees.

‘I was wondering,’ Rhiannon said to Andy, dragging her eyes from Hugh who was leaning back in his chair and whispering to the blonde who’d escorted him to his chalet earlier. Never, in the seven years she’d known Hugh had he ever been unfaithful to his wife, but from the look on the girl’s face and the unmistakable gleam in Hugh’s eye Rhiannon strongly doubted she’d be able to say the same tomorrow. The power of African nights!

‘You were wondering,’ Andy prompted.

‘Uh, yes. I was wondering about the safari suite,’ she said, collecting her thoughts. ‘If it’s free I think we should get some shots.’

Andy glanced at Doug and both men grinned. ‘Sure,’ Andy responded. ‘But you’ll have to get in quick. It’s booked out from tomorrow night and I don’t think the guest we’ve got arriving will take too kindly to being interrupted by a TV crew. He kind of values his privacy.’

‘Oh?’ Lizzy remarked, intrigued. ‘Who is he? Somebody famous?’

‘Like I said, he values his privacy,’ Andy told her, giving her a quick wink. ‘But sure, you can do it when we get back from the game drive in the morning. He shouldn’t be arriving until around midday.’

‘What time do we start out in the morning?’ Jack wondered.

‘You’ll get a call at five. We’ll hit the dirt at five thirty. Breakfast is whenever we get back, which should be around nine or ten.’

‘Will you be coming with us tomorrow, Doug?’ Rhiannon asked, turning to him.

‘Not in the morning,’ he answered. ‘Maybe on the afternoon drive.’ He looked past her to where Elmore was approaching with a tray of cocktails.

‘You call that a screaming orgasm!’ Lizzy protested when she saw the innocuous-looking cocktail in a white-wine-sized glass and not an umbrella or firework in sight.

‘Don’t be fooled by appearances,’ Andy warned.

‘What’s in it?’ Rhiannon asked, taking one from the tray.

‘Trade secret,’ he answered. ‘But the base is tequila.’

Feeling Doug’s eyes on her, Rhiannon turned to him and smiled. He smiled back and raised his glass.

‘Welcome to Perlatonga,’ he said, addressing them all. ‘I hope it’s going to live up to your expectations.’

Rhiannon allowed her eyes to linger on his face for a moment, thinking that his looks were marginally less obvious than Andy’s making him, at least in her eyes, rather more attractive.

‘I hear you met Sheila and her cubs this afternoon,’ he said, bringing his eyes back to Rhiannon.

Rhiannon smiled. ‘We certainly did,’ she confirmed. ‘It was quite an experience. You could almost believe she was tame.’

He nodded in agreement. ‘Where was she?’ he asked, looking at Andy.

‘Out by the creek,’ Andy answered, ‘with the rest of the pride.’ He started to grin. ‘Sheila’s the second great love of my brother’s life,’ he told everyone. ‘He was the one who found her snarled up in the trap. He was the one who raised the alarm, and stroked her while we freed her. And, here’s the big one, it was Doug here she allowed to pick up her cubs right after she gave birth. Never heard of anything like it before, but Doug and Sheila, well there’s a special bond between those two.’

Lizzy looked at Doug, obviously impressed. ‘And his first great love?’ she asked.

Andy’s eyes danced the challenge as he looked at his brother. Laughing, Doug shook his head and sat back for the waitress to put a plate of freshly barbecued impala in front of him.

‘His first great love,’ Andy declared, ‘lives in Jo’burg. And a right merry dance she leads him too. Isn’t that right, mate?’

Doug’s eyebrows arched as he treated his brother to a meaningful look. ‘Who’s for impala?’ he said, turning to Lizzy.

‘Me, I’m starving,’ Melanie piped up, thrusting her plate at Doug in a sudden burst of animation at the prospect of food. ‘Oh great, jacket potatoes!’ she cried, as a generous bowlful was placed on the table. ‘Can I have a beer? You can keep those orgasm things. You like beer, don’t you Jack? Let’s have some beer.’

Andy’s eyes met Rhiannon’s, whose expression was half-apologetic, half-resigned, then signalling to a waitress he said, ‘Bring us a couple of beers and a couple of bottles of Nederberg. One white, one red.’ Then turning to Lizzy he added, ‘Another orgasm for the lady?’

‘I think I’ll save myself for later,’ she responded, her skirt falling open as she leaned back in her chair and crossed her legs. Andy’s eyes dropped to the silky smoothness of her thighs, lingering there for a while before he raised them back to her face.

‘Do you want to tell me what your programme’s about?’ Doug invited, as he took Rhiannon’s plate to serve her. ‘Andy mentioned something about a half-hour on South Africa, is that right?’

Rhiannon nodded. ‘Stop, that’s enough for me,’ she said, as he piled meat on to her plate. ‘Yes, we’re here to check out the New South Africa, as everyone’s calling it these days. So we’ll be off to Durban and Cape Town after this.’

‘You ever been to Cape Town?’ Andy asked.

‘I have,’ Hugh answered, raising a hand as he downed the remains of his first cocktail. ‘It’s the first time for the rest of them.’

‘Then they’re in for a treat, wouldn’t you say?’ Andy replied. ‘Cape Town’s a real jewel. Not a patch on Perlatonga, of course, but...’

‘Is that where Table Mountain is?’ Melanie interrupted, her mouth bulging with food as she spooned a third jacket potato on to her plate.

Andy looked at her, clearly wondering if she was serious. Realizing she was he said, ‘Yep, that’s where Table Mountain is. Where’re you folks going to be staying?’

‘At the Bay Hotel,’ Rhiannon answered. ‘Do you know it?’

‘Sure, we know it, it’s where we usually stay when we’re in Cape Town,’ Andy answered. ‘It’s pretty pricey, but one of the best. How long are you planning to be there?’

‘Five days.’

He nodded. ‘We got a few people we can put you in touch with down there,’ he said. ‘Are you staying in Jo’burg at all?’

Rhiannon was about to answer when she noticed Doug nod for Andy to look over his shoulder. Following the direction of their eyes she saw they were looking at a rather elegant though extremely sombre-looking older woman, who was getting up from a nearby table where she had evidently dined alone.

‘Who is she?’ Rhiannon asked, as the woman was escorted back to her chalet.

‘Her name’s Randy Theakston,’ Andy answered. ‘She arrived yesterday from New York. A last minute booking. Hasn’t spoken to anyone since she got here, not even on the game drives, so I’m told.’

‘Really?’ Rhiannon commented. ‘Maybe she’s just shy.’

Andy shrugged. ‘Who knows. She definitely likes to keep herself to herself though, wouldn’t even accept an invitation from the party over there to join them for dinner tonight.’

Rhiannon pulled down the corners of her mouth. ‘I guess she values her privacy,’ she said.

‘Or yours,’ Doug chipped in. ‘She was asking one of the girls about you earlier.’

‘About me in particular, or about the programme?’ Rhiannon said, sounding surprised.

‘Both, I think. But then a lot of the guests have been asking what the camera’s all about, so I don’t suppose that makes her any different.’

‘Why don’t we invite her to join our jeep tomorrow, if she’s on her own?’ Lizzy suggested.

Rhiannon shrugged. ‘We could,’ she said, ‘as long as she doesn’t see it as an invasion of her space.’

‘She can always say no,’ Lizzy reminded her, smiling as Andy’s hand found hers under the table.

Rhiannon nodded thoughtfully, then dismissing the woman from her mind she turned her attention to Doug to ask his advice about which animals they should focus in on for the best entertainment value. As they talked, Lizzy and Andy got up to join the other dancers beside the campfire, while Hugh and Jack fell into conversation with a couple of Canadians at the next table.

It was almost midnight by the time Rhiannon wandered on to the dance floor to say good-night to Lizzy, while Hugh slipped discreetly away with the blonde he’d been romancing for the past half-hour.

‘Bed? Sounds like a good idea to me,’ Lizzy quipped, then laughed as Andy whispered something in her ear before going off to talk to the other rangers. ‘You’d just die if you could hear some of the things he says,’ she smiled, linking arms with Rhiannon.

‘Pure Aussie?’ Rhiannon grinned.

Lizzy’s eyes twinkled. ‘Pure Aussie,’ she confirmed. ‘And I love it.’

‘Do you think you’re going to make the early start in the morning?’ Rhiannon laughed.

‘Do I have a choice?’

‘No,’ Rhiannon smiled sweetly.

‘Then I guess I’ll make it,’ Lizzy grinned. ‘But tell me this, if Oliver were here would you be so keen to make the early start?’

‘Probably not,’ Rhiannon said, ‘but he’s not and I’m the boss so you’re just going to have to suffer it.’

‘You’re all heart,’ Lizzy said silkily as Andy came back and slipped an arm about her waist.

‘Are you ready to go?’ he whispered, kissing her neck.

‘Yes, I’m ready,’ she said, winking at Rhiannon.

A few minutes later Andy was opening the door to Lizzy’s chalet and standing aside for her to walk in ahead of him. As she stepped into the room she could see, in the soft glow of a bedside lamp, that someone had been in to turn back the bed and lower the fine white gauze of the mosquito net. Dropping her bag on an armchair, she looked up and caught her tousled reflection in the mirror. Then hearing the door close, she smiled as Andy’s reflection appeared beside her own.

Neither of them spoke as they moved into an embrace, their mouths joining, their hips pressing against each other’s, their hunger audible in the groans that murmured from their lips. His tongue was hard and demanding as he pushed it into her mouth and tightening his grip on her buttocks he brought her roughly against his erection, letting her know how ready he was for her.

Lizzy’s head fell back and gazing into his incredible blue eyes she began to unbutton his shirt. He leaned forward to kiss her again, catching the hem of her skirt in his hands and lifting it to her waist.

‘Oh, yes,’ he breathed as he realized she was wearing nothing underneath. He moved his hand between her legs, pushing his fingers into the moistness. As they entered her she gasped and fell against him.

‘You are one sexy lady, do you know that?’ he said gruffly, brushing his lips against hers. ‘Take it off,’ he whispered, tugging at the skirt. ‘Take it all off.’

Obediently she stepped away and removed the two items of clothing she was wearing.

‘Beautiful,’ he said, gazing at her. ‘Just beautiful.’

Her breasts were small, but the nipples were prominent and hard and as he stooped to take one in his mouth her fingers twisted his hair savagely. She so badly wanted him inside her, but she could wait, for this feeling of being naked while he was dressed was blowing her mind.

Dropping to his knees, he slid his thumbs into her pubic hair and opened her wide. ‘Wow,’ he breathed, ‘that’s some joy stick you got there.’

Trying not to think of Rhiannon, Lizzy looked down at him as he flicked his tongue against her clitoris.

‘Feel good?’ he asked as the laughter died in her eyes and without waiting for an answer he drew it deep into his mouth, massaging it harshly with his tongue.

Minutes later as the first throbbings of orgasm began to pulse through her he rose to his feet, unbuckling his belt and kicking off his shoes. She pushed his shirt down over his arms, kissing him and stooping with him as he lowered his trousers. Then gripping his penis hard in her hand she felt his moan of ecstasy vibrate in her throat.

‘You know, you got the sexiest mouth I ever saw,’ he told her, kissing it and sucking it. ‘I’ve wanted to put my cock in it from the minute I saw it.’

‘Then why don’t you?’ she offered.

His eyes instantly darkened with lust and scooping her up in his arms he carried her to the bed. She pulled back the mosquito net and he laid her down on the cool cotton sheets, her head near the foot of the bed, her feet on the pillows as he knelt between her legs.

The overhead fan turned lazily above them as he sat back on his heels and she raised herself up to cup his balls in her hands. Then moistening her lips with her tongue she took him very slowly, very tightly into her mouth.

‘Jesus Christ,’ he muttered, his fingers digging into her shoulders as she began to move her head back and forth. ‘Don’t stop,’ he groaned, taking her nipples between his fingers as she slid her hands round to his buttocks.

‘Get up on your knees,’ he told her a few minutes later.

Still holding him with her mouth she did as he said, positioning herself on all fours and feeling him move even deeper into her mouth as he leaned forward to stroke her buttocks.

‘Keep going, don’t stop,’ he said. ‘Just open your legs. Nice and wide. That’s it.’

His penis was as solid in her mouth as the ache of desire between her legs. She was longing for him to enter her, but this felt so good, so brazen and unbelievably erotic. She slid her mouth right back to the tip of his penis then drew him in again. As his hands stroked her body it was as though she could feel herself merging with his lust, as though he was somehow blurring her senses with the sheer power of his need. She could feel him all over her; in her mouth, on her face, on her breasts, her back, her buttocks; she could feel him pushing inside her, thrusting his thighs against hers, gripping her waist and penetrating her deeply. Yet he was there in her mouth. But she could feel him behind her, knew that he was inside her, pushing himself deeper and deeper inside her.

In a daze she stopped and turned to see Doug kneeling behind her and as Andy’s fingers tightened on her nipples Doug cupped her face in his hand, leaning over her and kissing her, sucking her lips between his, then pushing her back to his brother’s penis. She took it in her mouth, moaning softly as Doug began to pump in and out of her, sliding his hands to the front of her and rubbing her. The sensations rising in her body were indescribable as both penises pushed into her with slow, rhythmic movements carrying her towards an orgasm such as she’d never known in her life.

They took her in every position, moving her between them, kissing her, stroking her, loving her and taking her through the night in a daze of unsurpassable pleasure. Through their gentle moans of desire and cries of fulfilment she could hear the distant roar of lions and haunting wail of hyenas – it was as though they were caught in an endless primeval ritual that bathed the senses in unendurable pleasure. As their bodies writhed beneath the canopy of white gauze, the ceiling fan stirred the thick, humid air. She had never known her body capable of such exquisite response, had never known it was possible for two men to share her and make her feel like the most beautiful, most sensuous woman alive.

When finally she slept she lay with her head on Andy’s shoulder, her hip partially covering his, her hand on his chest. Doug got up quietly from the bed, walked over to where he had left his clothes, dressed quickly, then picking up his gun turned to look down at his brother. Andy was watching him and the two of them exchanged a knowing smile as Andy stroked the tousled blonde head on his shoulder, kissed it, then rolling her gently to one side, got up to leave too.

The sun was just beginning to rise as Rhiannon wound her way through the trees to where the guests were gathering for breakfast. Everyone was decked out in khaki shorts and shirts with a variety of hats and sunvisors and professional-looking cameras dangling about their necks. As they milled around the lounge with cups of tea and coffee, nibbling on small wedges of cake and puffing early-morning cigarettes, they were firing endless questions at the rangers whose patience and know-ledge appeared as infinite as the charm of their surroundings.

‘Coffee?’ Hugh offered, holding up a pot as Rhiannon joined their group.

‘Please,’ she answered, checking her bag to make sure she had everything. ‘No sugar. Any sign of Melanie?’ she added, looking up at Lizzy and finding, to her amazement, that Lizzy’s eyes were far from the bleary, bloodshot ones she’d been expecting.

‘She’s just popped to the loo,’ Lizzy answered, grinning at Rhiannon’s response to her appearance. ‘Sleep well, did you?’ she asked breezily, taking the cup Hugh was holding out and passing it to Rhiannon.

‘Not bad,’ Rhiannon replied, taking the cup. ‘How about you?’

With a brief, expressive lift of her eyebrows, Lizzy turned to Jack to ask if he wanted to mike her up before they left.

‘How much tape did we use yesterday?’ Rhiannon said, tearing her eyes from Lizzy and turning to Hugh.

‘Thirty, forty minutes,’ he answered, stifling a yawn. ‘I’ve put a couple of ninety minuters in for this morning. Did you manage to get a shower, by the way? I didn’t seem to have any water.’

‘No, me neither,’ Lizzy complained as Melanie rejoined them. ‘At least only a dribble.’

‘Apparently an elephant pulled the pipe out of the ground in the night,’ Melanie informed them, picking up her coffee. ‘They’ll have it fixed by the time we come back, or so that woman over there just said.’

Rhiannon looked to where Melanie was pointing and saw Randy Theakston standing alone just outside the kitchens, apparently engrossed in setting up her camera. Beside her on the table was a smart-looking pith helmet and an expensive pair of binoculars. Her face was stern with concentration, though Rhiannon got the impression that her expression was probably always that way. When she’d finished with her camera she hooked it around her neck, then stood with a hand on her hip looking at no one, speaking to no one and presumably waiting to be told what to do next.

‘Are we going to ask her to join us?’ Rhiannon said, noticing that Lizzy was watching her too.

Lizzy shrugged. ‘If you like. Do you want me to go and ask?’

‘No, you go Melanie,’ Rhiannon replied. ‘And pack that yawning in will you Hugh, you’re getting me at it.’

‘Morning folks. How are you all this morning?’ It was Jim, one of the other rangers.

‘Pretty good, thanks,’ Rhiannon answered.

‘Hear the lions in the night?’ he asked. ‘There were several of them about the camp in the early hours.’

For no particular reason Rhiannon glanced at Hugh and almost burst out laughing when she saw his face turn white. Obviously someone hadn’t obeyed the camp rules last night. ‘Think I’ll go and start loading the gear,’ he said, banging his saucer with the cup as he put it down.

As he walked off across the grass with Jack and the ranger, Rhiannon turned to Lizzy, seizing their few minutes of privacy. ‘So, come on, what happened last night?’ she said. ‘Was he good?’

Lizzy grinned widely.

‘Lizzy! Don’t keep me in suspense. You look fantastic, by the way, so whatever he did he must have done it right.’

Lizzy’s blue eyes were dancing with laughter. ‘I’ll tell you this much,’ she said, ‘it was a first for me.’

‘No!’ Rhiannon gasped, impressed and intrigued. ‘Why, what did he do?’

‘You mean they,’ Lizzy corrected smoothly. ‘What did they do?’

Rhiannon’s eyes instantly dilated. ‘You mean...? How many were there for God’s sake?’

Lizzy laughed and picked up a piece of cake. ‘Only the two,’ she said casually. ‘Andy and Doug.’

Rhiannon’s mouth fell open as she struggled to disguise her dismay. Lizzy might think she was strong enough to handle this, but Rhiannon wasn’t convinced. Nevertheless, she wasn’t going to be the one to dull the light in Lizzy’s eyes, so smothering her concern with a genuine cry of amazement she said, ‘You’re not serious! Both of them? What was it like, for God’s sake?’

Lizzy shrugged. ‘I guess you could say it just about blew my mind,’ she responded airily.

Rhiannon was shaking her head. ‘And how do you feel this morning? As if I need to ask. But what did you say when you woke up? Didn’t you feel, well, embarrassed?’

‘Embarrassed!’ Lizzy scoffed. ‘I felt seriously fucking amazing, is what I felt. Besides, they weren’t there when I woke up, either of them.’

Rhiannon frowned, not sure what to make of that, though instinctively not liking it. Then bringing her eyes back to Lizzy’s she started to laugh again. ‘I don’t believe you,’ she said. ‘There am I lying abed all on my own-some absolutely dying for it while you’ve got the two most gorgeous men in the camp all to your greedy little self.’

‘I know,’ Lizzy sighed. ‘But there are some things a girl just can’t share.’

Laughing, Rhiannon put down her cup. ‘Come on,’ she said, ‘looks like everyone’s on the move. And try to take that grin off your face, will you, we don’t want to frighten the animals. What happened to Melanie?’ she went on, looking around. ‘Did she ask that woman to join us?’

‘Looks like it,’ Lizzy said, nodding towards the reception, where Melanie and Randy Theakston were chatting with Andy and another ranger.

‘Morning ladies,’ Andy smiled as they approached. ‘You both slept well I trust?’

‘I did,’ Rhiannon answered chirpily, earning herself a quick nudge from Lizzy. ‘How about you?’

‘Never better,’ he answered, looking only at Rhiannon. ‘Let me introduce you,’ he went on. ‘This is Randy Theakston. Randy Theakston, Rhiannon Edwardes, producer of the Check It Out programme.’

‘Hi, nice to meet you,’ Rhiannon smiled, holding out her hand.

‘Likewise,’ Randy responded coolly, barely touching her fingers to Rhiannon’s.

Rhiannon’s eyebrows rose. ‘Uh, this is Lizzy Fortnum,’ she said, turning to Lizzy. ‘Our presenter.’

‘Hi,’ Lizzy said, tearing her eyes briefly from Andy who still hadn’t looked at her.

‘You ready to get going?’ he said, tossing his keys in the air as Randy and Lizzy shook hands.

‘Do I have to have this thing under my feet?’ Melanie complained, kicking the hamper as she climbed into the jeep.

Had it not been for Andy’s curtness, Lizzy would have offered to swap places so that she would be sitting in the front. As it was, she decided not to. ‘Just shut up and be grateful you’re here,’ she snapped at Melanie.

‘Hop in then, ladies,’ Andy said.

Rhiannon sat between Lizzy and Randy, neither of whom was much more communicative than the other, though Randy’s aloofness, as Rhiannon made further polite attempts at conversation, was so pronounced it was almost offensive. In the end Rhiannon gave up and turned to absorb the passing scenery. As they bumped along the track heading out into the bush, she tried not to worry about Lizzy. Not that Lizzy would welcome being worried about, for Lizzy liked to think she was perfectly able to take care of herself. And she probably was, it was simply that Rhiannon couldn’t bear for her to be hurt any more than she already had been, and the signs so far this morning were not looking good.

Some twenty minutes later they were parked at the edge of a track gazing out over endless rolling acres of bushveld, a glorious dawn turning the sky gold as a herd of impala roamed the plains before them.

‘I can’t believe I ate one for dinner last night,’ Rhiannon wailed guiltily.

‘They’re not in short supply,’ Andy grinned, by way of comfort. ‘You see that fella through there,’ he went on, ‘the one standing slightly to the left between the trees? That’s the buck. He’s the guy who mates the whole herd.’

Hugh pulled the camera from his eye. ‘The whole herd?’ he echoed.

‘That’s right, mate,’ Andy grinned. ‘He’s a busy bloke.’

‘Then when I die I want to come back as him,’ Hugh declared.

As everyone laughed, Rhiannon glanced at Randy – not even the glimmer of a smile touched her lips.

‘Now there’s an unusual sight,’ Andy said, pointing. ‘A female impala with horns. It’s a freak of nature, ’cos you never normally see females with horns.’

‘You never met my wife,’ Jack muttered, twiddling the controls on his sound-mixer.

As they all laughed again the radio burst into life telling them of an elephant sighting at Crossreach. ‘A lone bull,’ said the voice. ‘And he’s not in a good mood.’

‘Oh, how exciting,’ Randy commented, causing Rhiannon to blink in surprise.

Andy lifted the radio. ‘Message received,’ he said. ‘We’re not far so we’ll go take a look. Have you heard from base since we’ve been out, mate?’

Before the other ranger could respond base came through. ‘Morning Andy,’ she said. ‘We’re here.’

‘G’day Jen. Any sign of Doug yet this morning?’ he said, steering the Land Rover back on to the track and making towards Crossreach.

‘Not yet,’ came the reply.

‘Then give him a message when he shows,’ Andy said. ‘Tell him our guest for the Safari Suite’s arriving earlier than expected, meaning we’ll be returning around nine thirty so the crew can get some shots before he checks in. Doug should be out there at the landing strip to meet him around eleven, tell him.’

‘Will do. I’ve got a telephone message here for Rhiannon,’ she said. ‘It’s from... Oliver? He says to tell her he called.’

Andy glanced back over his shoulder. ‘Message received and appreciated,’ he smiled when he saw Rhiannon’s face. ‘Over and out.’

Randy shifted in her seat, tucked her short silvery hair behind her ears, then began to focus her camera on something way in the distance.

‘Is he still in New York?’ Lizzy asked.

‘No, he was getting the red-eye back to London last night,’ Rhiannon answered. Then after a pause, ‘This is going to be the longest we’ve been apart since we met.’

‘How long ago was that?’ Randy asked, still looking away across the plains.

Lizzy’s eyebrows rose as she and Rhiannon exchanged glances. ‘Three, almost four months ago,’ Rhiannon replied.

‘He’s American?’ Randy said, capping her lens. ‘You mentioned New York,’ she explained when Rhiannon frowned.

‘No, he’s English,’ Rhiannon answered. ‘He mainly works out of New York though.’

Randy sniffed, then turned her grey eyes back to the semi-distance.

The look on Lizzy’s face as she turned back to Rhiannon was vintage Lizzy – it was a look that spoke volumes.

It was several minutes later, whilst making a slow descent into a ravine and holding on to their hats as the jeep tilted from side to side, that Rhiannon said, ‘Are you married, Randy?’

Randy turned her handsome face to profile. ‘I was once,’ she responded. ‘We divorced several years ago.’

‘Do you have any children?’ Lizzy ventured.

‘No.’

Rhiannon grabbed for the rail on the seat-back in front as the Land Rover bounced up over a rock.

‘Sorry about that, folks,’ Andy said, glancing over his shoulder. ‘Everyone OK? No damage?’

‘No damage,’ Hugh confirmed from the back.

‘How about you, Lizzy? You surviving all this bumping around?’

Lizzy’s eyes widened slightly at what she assumed to be a concern for the tenderness of her nether regions after the night they had spent together. Then catching him watching her in the rear-view mirror she smiled as he winked and the memory of everything they had done coasted a reassuring warmth all the way through her. Idly she wondered if Doug would join them again that night and found herself hoping not – after all, one could have too much of a good thing.

A while later, after failing to find the elephant, they stopped at a deserted waterhole and as Andy and Elmore began to unpack the hamper, Rhiannon and Lizzy wandered down the bank, discussing the commentary they would overlay on what they had shot so far that morning.

‘Hey, watch out, you two,’ Andy shouted over from the jeep as they neared the water’s edge, ‘there are crocs in them there waters so don’t get too close.’

Rhiannon and Lizzy instantly stepped back and to their surprise almost knocked Randy Theakston over.

‘I’m sorry,’ Rhiannon said, ‘I didn’t realize you were there.’

‘It was my fault,’ Randy told her. ‘I came up rather quietly.’

Rhiannon looked from her to Lizzy and back again, not sure what to say.

‘Uh, how long are you staying at Perlatonga, Randy?’ Lizzy said, filling the silence.

‘I leave the day after tomorrow,’ Randy answered.

‘For where?’

Randy’s eyes travelled searchingly across the water. ‘Cape Town,’ she said.

‘Same as us,’ Rhiannon smiled.

‘You ladies going to have some coffee?’ Andy called out.

Randy turned and hooking her camera over her shoulder began to stride back up over the bank.

‘Great company,’ Rhiannon said, as they started slowly after her. ‘I’m so glad we asked her to join us.’

‘We must get her address,’ Lizzy responded, her eyes fixed on Andy as he came strolling towards them with two cups of coffee. ‘Thanks,’ she said, smiling up at him as he passed her a cup.

‘You’re welcome,’ he said, handing the other cup to Rhiannon. ‘Sorry about the elephant,’ he went on, ‘but there are plenty around here so don’t despair.’

‘I won’t,’ Rhiannon assured him. ‘What do you think the chances are of us sighting a cheetah?’

‘Slim,’ he replied. ‘More likely to be at night.’

Rhiannon nodded, then catching the look on Lizzy’s face said, ‘Uh, I think I’ll just go and talk to the boys, there are a few things I need to check with them, if you’ll excuse me.’

‘Sure,’ Andy said, turning to walk back to the jeep with her.

‘Hey,’ Lizzy said, putting a hand on his arm to stop him.

As he turned to look down at her Lizzy felt herself start to colour. ‘Are you trying to avoid me?’ she challenged softly.

Though he laughed his eyes seemed oddly cold. ‘Why would I do that?’ he said.

She shrugged. ‘I don’t know. It’s just the impression I’m getting.’

He looked at her for some time, then taking a breath, he dug his hands into his pockets and gazed out at the veld.

‘Aren’t you going to say something?’ she prompted, hating herself for how pathetic she was sounding.

‘What do you want me to say?’

Her face tightened. ‘Why don’t you try whatever’s going through your mind right now?’ she suggested.

As he brought his eyes back to hers she could feel her heart starting to pound. ‘To tell you the truth,’ he said, ‘I don’t think you’d want to hear it.’

Lizzy’s throat was dry. ‘Why don’t you try me?’ she said tightly.

His eyebrows went up. ‘As I recall I did that last night,’ he quipped, and giving her a quick pat on the bottom he turned and shouting for Elmore strode back towards the jeep.

Lizzy watched him go, so stunned that for the moment she couldn’t even feel angry. Then suddenly her heart rose into her throat and her eyes closed as her mind started to replay scenes from the night before. It had all felt so right, so beautiful even, when the three of them had been making love; now it felt, correction she felt, sordid and ashamed; like an ageing groupie who’d just been slung from the back of a moving van. Or, more accurately, the lonely, frustrated widow who hadn’t made love since her husband had died and now she had, was sorely wishing she hadn’t.

For the first time in months she felt tears stinging her eyes. ‘Bastard!’ she seethed, turning her back on the jeep. ‘How dare he do this to me?’ But of course he didn’t know what he’d done, had no idea how badly he had just crushed what little confidence she had. How could he when she hid her pain so well? Besides, she’d behaved like a whore so what more could she expect than to be treated like one?

Despite her anger she felt suddenly exhausted and putting a hand to her head took a deep, steadying breath. Now wasn’t the time to start thinking about Richard; if she did she’d lose it altogether. She had to think about Andy and how she was going to get through the next few hours without letting him see how much he had hurt her. Hearing him laugh she felt her whole body tense with fury, but there was nothing she could do to get back at him – they had a film to shoot and flattening the game ranger’s ego wasn’t exactly going to bring out the best in him, was it? So, disguising the ache in her heart with her sunniest smile, she turned back to the jeep, where everyone was sharing a joke as they climbed on board.

‘Thanks for the coffee,’ she said when she came face to face with Andy and extending her arm to one side she tipped her cup upside down, pouring the contents on the ground.

‘You’re welcome,’ he said, arching an eyebrow as she tossed the cup into the hamper.

‘What was all that about?’ Rhiannon whispered as Lizzy clambered in beside her. ‘What’s going on?’

‘What do you think?’ Lizzy answered with a bitter little laugh. ‘I’ve served my purpose and now I’ve been dumped.’

Rhiannon frowned. ‘What do you mean, dumped?’

‘What I said, dumped,’ Lizzy responded, gazing airily out at the bush. ‘You know what dumped means. Remember Phillip?’

Rhiannon’s eyes hardened for an instant, but realizing that Lizzy had to be feeling pretty hurt to have made a remark like that she glanced over at Andy and felt her jaw tighten. She never had been able to stomach men who screwed a woman one night then, having got what they wanted, made her feel like a tramp in the morning.

‘I think a couple of up-the-nose shots are in order,’ she murmured to Lizzy, referring to the revenge tactic of taking unflattering shots of those they deemed to be deserving cases.

Lizzy nodded but Rhiannon could see that her heart wasn’t in it, which could only mean that she was even more hurt than Rhiannon had feared. God, life could be such a bitch at times; this was the first time since Richard had died that Lizzy had felt ready, able even, to test the waters with another man and it had to turn out like this!

But, Rhiannon thought admiringly as they travelled back towards the camp, she really had to hand it to Lizzy for the way she was dealing with it. Her running commentary as they spotted giraffes and gnus, wart-hogs and hyenas, buffalo and hippos and even a civet, was as lively and witty as ever, and the dialogue between her and Andy when he stopped to point the animals out and respond to her questions was totally lacking in ire. The moment Rhiannon loved best, however, was when Andy, with an ubiquitous wickedness twinkling in his eyes, told Lizzy that baboons were the only animals known to have sex for pleasure.

Lizzy didn’t even flinch as she turned her wonderfully expressive eyes to camera – and somehow, without knowing anything about programme making, Andy knew that a close-up of him was going to find itself in there somewhere.
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