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Her Dangerous Inheritance

by

Flora Penn

 


When Amanda Baker inherits a share in a large
South African game ranch, she finds herself locked in partnership
with two strangers—good-looking game-ranger, Greg Anderson, and
dark, mysterious Basil Simpson. Greg offers to buy her shares and
tries to discourage her from taking an interest in the ranch by
pointing out the harshness of country life. His remarks annoy
Amanda. She has lived in a city all her life, but cannot see why
that should give him the right to assume she would be unsuited to
life in the bushveld. Or worse—a liability to the firm.

 


Determined to find out all she can about her
inheritance, Amanda sets off for Kwezi Ranch. She soon learns that
Greg and Basil are at loggerheads. As she probes their past, she is
drawn into a web of deceit, greed and desire. And murder. The time
comes when she must make a choice. Problem is, the wrong decision
will lead her into terrifying danger.
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Chapter One

 


Amanda sighed with relief as she reached for
her seatbelt. After the hustle and bustle of the last few days, the
wait was over and she was on her way. Noise filled the cabin,
pressing against her ears as the Cessna taxied down the runway.
Propellers whirled, buildings flashed by, then the wheels lifted
and they were in the air soaring above the clouds. Kwezi Ranch lay
no more than a few hours away.

The thought brought a hollow feeling to the
pit of her stomach. What would it be like? Would she hate living
there and regret her decision to keep the shares? Or would she find
the ranch as tranquil and beautiful as her father had described?
Time would tell. The one thing she did know for certain was that
the manager, Greg Anderson, had been far from welcoming when she
phoned to tell him that she planned to spend some time on the
ranch.

Greg Anderson... A
tall man with broad shoulders and rugged features, topped by an
untidy thatch of blond hair. She'd seen him for
the first time at the funeral and then again in the lawyer's office
when Aunt Emily's will was read. He had the greenest eyes
she'd ever seen—green, splashed with flecks of gold. Strange eyes,
like those of a cat. Or a lion. The kind of man she might have
found attractive had he not been so downright rude.

The scene in Mr. Birch’s office came
back—the lawyer at his desk, waiting for the heirs to seat
themselves. He began by making introductions: "Greg Anderson,
friend of Emily Johnson and manager of Kwezi Ranch, Rita Simpson,
Mrs. Johnson's sister-in-law, Basil Simpson, Mrs. Johnson's nephew,
and Amanda Baker, Mrs. Johnson’s niece.”

Rita Simpson swung around. “Amanda Baker? I
thought Emily lost touch with your side of the family ages ago. I
must say I’m surprised to see you here.”

“It’s a surprise for me, too,” Amanda
told her. “I had no idea…”

Mr. Birch tapped a pencil on the desk to
make sure he had everyone’s attention then picked up a document and
began to read. “This is the last Will and Testament of Emily
Rebecca Johnson…” He broke off and looked up over his glasses. “You
will all receive a copy of the will in due course. If I have your
permission, I’ll skip the introduction and read the passage that
details the disposal of Mrs. Johnson’s assets.”

He waited for nods before going on, “First
is a list of bequests: To Rita Simpson; five items of jewelry,
namely: a gold bracelet, two rings, an emerald brooch and a pearl
necklace.”

Basil glanced up at his mother, and Rita,
obviously pleased, gave him a nod and a smile.

“To my good friend, Johanna Long, ten
thousand Rand. To faithful servants, Petrus Zondi, Miriam Mkize and
Tom Nkala, one thousand Rand each.”

Mr. Birch turned the page. “We now come to
the main asset, Kwezi Ranch, in extent twenty-three thousand
hectares. It was Emily’s wish that shares in the Company be divided
in three equal parts.” He paused to draw in his breath. “I now read
Emily Johnson’s words: ‘The beneficiaries will be my nephew, Basil
Simpson; my niece, Amanda Baker; and my friend, Greg Anderson, who
has managed Kwezi Ranch for the past five years.”

There was a stunned silence then Rita burst
out, “One third? Basil only gets one third? That can’t be
right.”

Mr. Birch raised an eyebrow. “You have a
problem, Mrs. Simpson?’

Rita’s voice shrilled. “One third…? That’s
not what Emily led us to believe. There must be a mistake.”

“Do be quiet, Mother,” Basil cut in.
He turned to Mr. Birch, obviously embarrassed. “Please excuse my
mother. She’s been under a lot of stress lately. You see, Aunt
Emily… well, when she invited us to move from the city, she… she
promised that Kwezi would be mine one day. This is… well, I must
confess this is a big disappointment. For both of us.”

Mr. Birch drew his lips into a thin line.
“That is most unfortunate. However, as far as the will is
concerned, there is no ambiguity. Mrs. Johnson made her wishes
plain. One third of Kwezi Ranch represents a very valuable asset.
Congratulations to the three of you. It is now up to each of you to
decide what you wish to do with your portion of the shares.”

Amanda sat still, trying to absorb the news.
She'd come to Elandsdorp expecting to receive a small bequest.
Instead, she’d been told that Aunt Emily had left her one third of
a very valuable asset. She closed her eyes in an effort to
bring back a picture of the woman she'd last seen eighteen years
ago. Dark hair… sparkling eyes… and hands that had a way with
animals. Not just dogs and cats, but wild animals too—a motherless
monkey, a cheetah cub, a baby giraffe, a tiny antelope. And a
warthog. She smiled as memory of the strange-looking creature came
back.

Greg Anderson’s voice broke into her
thoughts. “A three-way partnership is difficult to run at the best
of times and, if the shareholders are strangers, well… it’ll be
just about impossible.” He paused, gave Basil a questioning glance,
and then turned to Amanda. She could feel his eyes on her; feel
them moving up and down her body. A small smile played around his
lips then, in an instant, it disappeared, and he became
businesslike again. “So, if anyone would like to sell their shares
I’d like it known I’m in the market to buy. I would appreciate
first option.”

Mr. Birch looked from Amanda to Basil then
back again. When no one made a move to speak, he raised an eyebrow.
“Would either of you like to take up Mr. Anderson’s offer?”

Basil shook his head. “No thank you. I’m
hanging on to what I’ve got.”

“Miss Baker?”

She looked around uncertainly. “I’m not
sure. This is all so unexpected. I’d like time to think it
over.”

Mr. Birch nodded. “A wise decision. But Mr.
Anderson has a point—a three-way partnership is extremely difficult
to administer. It might be to your advantage to sell your
shares.”

Greg’ regarded her steadily for a few
moments then leaned forward to ask, “Have you ever lived in the
bushveld? Do you have any idea what it’s like?”

She shook her head. “Not really. I spent
holidays on the ranch when I was a child, but haven’t been back
since.”

He nodded and smiled, as though expecting
that answer. “Well, let me tell you that holidays, even as an
adult, hardly prepare one for life in the bush. It’s a very hard
life if you’re not used to it. I think you should know we’re a
small outfit. We can’t carry passengers. So, unless you’re prepared
to change your lifestyle—completely—I suggest you take Mr. Birch’s
advice and sell.”

Amanda felt her cheeks flush. How could he
tell what would suit her or not? She tossed her head. “Thank you
for your advice. I’ll bear it in mind.”

Basil shifted in his chair. “I hope you
don’t mind if I put in a word.”

She turned to him with a smile. “Not at
all.”

“I heard what Greg said, and... well,
the point is, Kwezi is going through a rough patch right now. It
has potential, certainly, but you should know that if you’re
thinking of coming in as a sleeping partner, well... you won’t
receive any dividends, not for a long time anyway. I happen to do
the books, so I know.”

She looked from one to the other, aware of a
sudden tension in the room. “Thank you. I’ll bear that in mind,
too.”

Rita laughed shrilly. “Greg’s right, my
dear. I don’t often agree with him, but living in the bush is hell.
Pure hell. No theatres, no nightclubs, no shops. Just trees and
grass and more trees. And creepy-crawlies. And dangerous wild
animals. If I’d known what I was letting myself in for three years
ago, I'd never have left the city.”

Mr. Birch gathered the papers on his desk
and began stacking them, a signal that the meeting was over. Greg
got to his feet. He stood near the door, waiting, and as Amanda
drew near, put out a hand.

“Just a minute,” he said, his voice
soft and low.

“Yes?” She looked up, conscious of the
warmth of his hand on her arm, and his green eyes on hers. Just
gazing into them made her head swim. She wondered what he wanted
and, in spite of her irritation of a few minutes ago, felt her
pulse race.

“I’d like you to think about my offer.
Take your time. When you’ve made up your mind let me know. If you
decide to sell your shares, I’ll pay a fair price.”

“Oh!” She had no idea what she’d
expected, but it wasn’t that. Certainly not that. Her jaw came up,
and when she spoke, her voice was unusually curt. “Thank you. It’s
too soon to decide, but you can be sure I’ll give it serious
thought.”

She turned to go, but a voice stopped her
and she swung around to find Basil smiling down at her. “Amanda,
I’m glad I caught you. I didn’t want you to leave without telling
you how pleased I am that we’re going to be partners. I’m looking
forward to seeing you at the ranch.” He paused, one dark eyebrow
raised. “You will be coming, won’t you?”

She stood looking from Basil to Greg, aware
of a growing tension as both men waited for her reply. She flashed
Basil a smile and gave him the same answer. “Thank you. It’s too
soon to decide, but you can be sure I’ll give it serious
thought.”

 


 



Chapter Two

 


Amanda was relieved to find the seat next to
her empty. She wanted time to herself, time to think. Down below,
skyscrapers and toy-sized houses gave way to farmlands and open
veld. Then they were over the Magaliesburg, a jagged range of peaks
divided by deep valleys. The bushveld came next, a sea of trees
that went on and on, seemingly forever. Here and there, roads
crisscrossed the vast plane, and now and again, she caught the
glint of sun on water.

The pilot turned to point as the plane began
its descent. “There… down there…” he said, raising his voice above
the roar of the engine. “Kwezi Ranch. We’ll be touching down in a
few minutes. The runway’s a bit bumpy, so fasten seatbelts and sit
tight till we land.

A Land Rover, parked at the edge of the
runway, started up as the plane touched down. It came racing toward
them, slowed, and waited for the Cessna to roll to a halt then
pulled up beside it. The driver got out, and the breath caught in
Amanda’s throat. Greg—Greg Anderson—there was no mistaking that
tall frame and thatch of sun-bleached hair.

He wouldn't be pleased to see her, that was
for sure. His words, spoken on the phone, came
back. “I take it you’ve decided against accepting my offer to buy
your shares?”

“That’s right,” she'd told him. “At
least for the time being.”

There'd been no argument, no attempt to
persuade her to change her mind, but she'd sensed his
disappointment. And displeasure. He asked just one question. “Would
you mind telling me how long you intend to stay?”

“I’m not sure. I’m thinking of three
months.” She'd thought of adding that if she liked it well enough,
she might stay permanently, but the coolness in his voice made her
change her mind.

He looked different from the last time she'd
seen him, but that was probably because he’d been wearing a suit at
the time. Now, he wore a game ranger’s gear—open-necked shirt,
khaki shorts and leather boots. His arms and heavily muscled legs
were deeply tanned and his hair had a tousled, windswept look about
it. The casual clothes suited him best, Amanda decided, and bit her
lip. Why had she allowed such a mindless thought to enter her head?
Why should she care one way or another how he looked?

The door opened, the gangway came down and
the pilot stepped out. Greg walked toward him, a grin spreading
across his face. The men exchanged greetings, then the pilot turned
his attention back to the plane. A moment later, the door opened,
and the couple seated behind Amanda gathered their possessions and
made their way out.

“Welcome to Kwezi Ranch,” Greg greeted
the newcomers. He waved to the Land Rover. “The lodge is a few
kilometers away, so please take a seat in the van while we unload
the baggage. It won’t take long then we’ll be on our
way.”

He turned to give the pilot a hand and swung
back as Amanda emerged from the open doorway. He stared, eyes wide
with surprise. “Miss Baker! I had no idea… we weren’t expecting you
until tomorrow.”

“That’s when I said I’d come,” she
acknowledged. “But the charter company phoned to let me know a seat
was available on today’s flight, so I decided to take
it.”

Greg frowned. “It might have helped if you’d
let us know your change of plans.”

She tossed her head. “It so happens I did.
Your receptionist must have forgotten to pass on the news. But I
can’t think why it should bother you. I’m not a tourist, I’m a
partner, and there’s no reason why I shouldn’t come and go as I
please.”

Greg stood, scratching his head. He gave a
low whistle and threw his hands up in a gesture of defeat. “You’re
absolutely right. I didn’t think of it that way.” He paused and a
smile spread over his face. “Well, now… seeing that you’re part of
the team, how about giving a hand with the baggage? Unless, of
course, you’re afraid of getting your hands dirty. Or breaking a
fingernail.”

Amanda felt her cheeks burn. Her jaw came
up. If Greg Anderson thought he could embarrass her, he was
mistaken. She bit back the words that were on the tip of her tongue
and gave him her brightest smile. “Of course,” she said. “No
problem. No problem at all. I’d be delighted to give a hand.”

She could feel Greg’s eyes on her as she
moved from the plane to the vehicle and back again, carrying bags
and cases, as well as a small mountain of boxes and crates. The
latter were filled with supplies destined for the lodge. It was
hot, dusty work and she was glad she’d taken time to buy a wardrobe
of ‘bush’ clothes and sensible, flat-soled shoes. She felt
comfortable and knew she looked good in the olive-green shirt and
matching shorts. A cloth hat, perched on her head, shaded her
face.

When the last box had been stowed in the
van, the pilot made his way back into the plane. They watched it
take off, climb steadily and disappear into the clouds. Greg
checked to make sure his guests were comfortably seated, and then
slipped into the driver’s seat. Amanda climbed up beside him. A
moment later, they were on their way.

The journey took them along a winding road,
through bush so dense that, within minutes, she lost all sense of
direction. Brightly-coloured birds
flitted overhead and sunlight streamed through the trees in hazy
rays. Amanda breathed deeply, drawing in the smell of damp earth
and crushed leaves, mingled with the spicy scent of something she
couldn’t identify. They stopped once to let a herd of impala cross
the road, and again a short while later to give way to a lone
wildebeest. It scampered off, snorting and kicking up a cloud of
dust as it went.

Amanda was acutely aware of the man at her
side, and it took all her willpower to keep her eyes from straying
in his direction. Once, when an unexpected jolt threw them
together, the brief contact of his arm against hers sent her pulse
racing.

He turned to grin as the breath caught in
her throat. “Sorry about the road. You okay?”

She nodded. “I’m fine, thank you.
Absolutely.”

The lodge turned out to be more beautiful
than Amanda had imagined. Situated on the edge of a reed-fringed
waterhole and shaded by a grove of wild figs, the buildings had
been designed to blend in with the surroundings. The thatched
reception area was surrounded on three sides by a deck that
extended over the water. On either side, a wooden walkway led to a
row of bungalows tucked away among the trees.

A young man in ranger’s uniform met them as
the Land Rover came to a halt. He waited for Greg to make
introductions then turned to greet the new guests. “Welcome to
Kwezi Lodge. My name is Paul, and it’ll be my pleasure to be your
host while you’re here. I hope you’ll enjoy your stay.”

Greg helped unload the luggage, and then
turned to Paul. “If you’ll show our guests to their bungalow, I’ll
see that Amanda gets settled.”

He picked up her bags, and with a backward
glance to make sure she was following, set off along the walkway.
The raised path skirted the waterhole and meandered between trees
and bracken as it led to one bungalow after another. Amanda counted
seven before Greg opened the door to the eighth.

He stood aside for her to enter then walked
in to draw curtains and open windows. “Will it do? Is the
accommodation to your liking?”

She gazed about the spacious room taking in
the comfortable furniture, the tasteful décor and the balcony
overlooking a sheet of shimmering water. A vase of daisies
brightened the dressing table and a bowl filled with fruit stood on
a centre table.

“It’s lovely!” she exclaimed.
“Absolutely beautiful. I had no idea I would be sleeping in such
comfort so far from civilization.”

Greg’s lips twisted into a smile. “We do our
best. Well, I hope you’ll be comfortable. If there’s anything you
need, all you have to do is phone reception.” He turned to go, and
then paused to point to a pamphlet propped up on the dressing
table. “Please read that carefully. It’s our list of rules. They’re
there for your safety, so make sure you stick to them.”

“Rules?”

“Yeah. Like sleeping under a mosquito
net and keeping to the walkway. And not wandering about alone at
night.”

“Oh!” Amanda glanced up in surprise.
“Why not?”

“Because you might bump into a hippo.
Or a croc. Or even a lion.”

She stared, not sure whether to believe him.
“You’re not serious? Not a lion, surely?”

Greg grinned. “It’s unlikely, but not
impossible. The lodge is fenced, but lions have been known to jump
fences. You’re more likely to bump into a hippo, or croc, but it
wouldn’t make much difference. The result would be the same.”

With that, he turned on his heel, and before
Amanda had time to reply, was gone.

 


 



Chapter Three

 


Basil Simpson was the first person Amanda
saw when she made her way to the reception area. She recognized his
tall frame from a long way away, and raised a hand to wave. They'd
only met briefly, but he seemed a friendly sort
of guy. Good-looking too—tall and dark with strange, fathomless
eyes. She'd sensed tension between him and Greg. What was it about?
Jealously over a woman? Or business rivalry? She turned the thought
over then shrugged. There was no way of knowing and it was really
none of her business.

He stopped, shielding his eyes against the
sun then recognition dawned, and he came hurrying towards her.

“Amanda! How nice to see you. Greg
told me you were coming, but I wasn’t sure just when.”

“I landed about half an hour ago." She
gazed about at the sprawl of buildings, the waterhole and lush
surroundings. “I had no idea Kwezi Lodge would be so big. Or so
beautiful. I’m very impressed.”

Basil beamed, rubbing his hands together.
“I’m glad you find it pleasing. Well then, seeing I’m here, would
you like me to show you around?”

“Oh! That would be wonderful. Do you
have time?”

“Plenty of time. It would be a real
pleasure.”

Amanda felt his eyes on her, glittering as
they moved up and down over her body. She shifted uncomfortably.
“Where shall we start?”

“Right here.” Basil waved a hand
toward the tall, thatched reception area. “This is the house Uncle
Frank built for Aunt Emily when he brought her here as a bride. The
deck and guest facilities were added later, when the lodge was
opened, but Emily kept the west wing as her private residence.” He
turned to point to a cluster of cottages some distance away. “Those
are staff quarters. Mother and I live in that cottage over
there.”

Amanda glanced up curiously. “How long have
you been here?”

“About three years. When Dad died,
Emily offered Mother a home, and then… well, she needed someone to
do the books. I happened to be out of a job at the time. It suited
us both.”

Basil led the way into the building, pausing
now and then to point out the kitchen and dining room, and to
introduce Amanda to various members of the staff. She did her best
to match names to faces, but by the time they were through, she was
more than a little confused. Two faces stood out—Johanna, the
middle-aged housekeeper, and Gloria, the redheaded
receptionist.

There were tears in Johanna’s eyes when she
clasped Amanda’s hand. “Emily Johnson’s niece? I’m so pleased to
meet you. Your aunt was a wonderful woman—just wonderful. The best
friend I ever had.”

Gloria gave Amanda a welcoming smile. “If
there’s anything you want to know, don’t hesitate to ask.
Meanwhile, here’s a list of game drives and activities you might
like to try.”

“Activities?”

“Night drives, bush walks, river
cruises, birding excursions. There’s plenty to choose
from.”

“What do you recommend?”

Gloria shrugged. “They’re all cool. But
don’t miss the game drive this afternoon. That will be very
exciting.”

“Oh?”

“Yeah. A ranger has reported a lion
kill. A buffalo—that means the pride will be hanging around. There
are bound to be hyenas and hundreds of vultures. More than you can
count. And jackals. And marabou storks.” Gloria grinned. “The
guests are all going, so I’m afraid it’ll be a squeeze.”

Amanda frowned. “Will there be room for
everyone?”

“No problem,” Gloria assured her. “We
run two vehicles. Greg drives one, and Paul the other. But it’s
first come, first served, so if I were you, I’d get to the pickup
point early. That way you’ll be sure to get a good
seat.”

Amanda didn’t think to ask how early. That
was a mistake, because when she arrived, both vehicles appeared
full. She was about to turn away when Greg’s voice floated down.
“Room for one more. Right here beside me. Want to squeeze in?”

She hesitated then nodded. “Thank you.”

Amanda climbed up, settled into her seat and
fixed her eyes straight ahead. Or tried to, but in spite of her
resolve, they kept straying to the man at her side. Sunlight had
bronzed his skin and highlighted his hair with coppery tints. The
wiry hair covering his arms and legs was the exact same colour. Her
gaze wandered to the deep V of his open-necked shirt. It lingered
there then, conscious of the fact that she was staring, turned her
head and gazed out the window. She felt her cheeks flame. What on
earth had possessed her to stare like that?

Vultures circling high in the sky led them
to the kill. The buffalo carcass lay in a small clearing,
surrounded by a pride of at least thirteen lions. Amanda counted
six feasting on the kill, tearing huge chunks of meat from the
bones, snarling and growling as they ate. A small distance away,
another seven lay resting, sleeping off the mammoth meal they had
devoured. The trees overhead were thick with vultures. Hyenas and
jackals prowled nearby waiting for an opportunity to claim a share
of the spoils. The giggles and shrieks of hyenas, mingled with
wails of jackals and growls of lions, brought goose pimples to
Amanda’s skin.

When, at last, the lions abandoned the
carcass and flopped down in the shade, hyenas and jackals rushed
in. Vultures were close behind. They dropped from the trees like
dark clouds then, with ungainly hops, joined the throng to push
long necks into the remains of the carcass.

Greg’s commentary, full of interesting
anecdotes, kept his guests enthralled. “Nothing is wasted. When the
scavengers move on, insects will pick the bones clean. One animal
may have died, but it has given life to many others.”

Amanda found herself hanging onto every
word. The man obviously knew his subject. It was also evident that
he loved the wilderness and everything about it with deep
passion.

The sun hung low in the sky when they
returned to the lodge. As Amanda stepped from the Land Rover, she
was surprised to find Johanna waiting at the drop-off point.

“Hi there,” the housekeeper called. “I
came by in the hope that you’d join me for a drink. I thought we
might sit on the deck for a bit. It’s very pleasant out there at
this time of day.”

Amanda smiled. “Why, thank you. I’d love
that.”

Johanna led the way to a table at the edge
of the waterhole. “This is a good spot. We’ll get a good view of
the animals when they come down to drink. If we’re lucky, we may
see a couple of elephants.”

“How long have you been here?” Amanda
asked when she settled back in her chair with a glass of lemonade
in her hand.

“A long time. Must be almost fifteen
years.

“What brought you here?”

“When the lodge opened, I applied for
a job as housekeeper. Been here ever since.”

Amanda set her glass down with an
exclamation of delight. “You’re just the person I want to talk to.
There’s so much I need to know about the Ranch. And the lodge.
You’ll be able to tell me everything.”

Johanna raised an eyebrow. “What exactly do
you want to know?”

“About Aunt Emily. I hardly remember
her. What Kwezi was like in those early days, what’s changed and
everything I need to know about how this place is run.”

Johanna laughed. “That would take a month of
Sundays. But, let’s see… I’ll start with Emily. When her husband
died, she had to make a decision—sell the ranch, or open a lodge.
She chose the latter. Kwezi is small as lodges go, and that hasn’t
changed. We’re still small, but we set a high standard, and the
lodge is almost always full.”

“Kwezi… it’s such a strange name. What
does it mean?”

“Bright star. Emily named it the day
she married your Uncle. When it became obvious she would never have
children, she poured all her love into the ranch. She loved every
inch of it—the big stone house, the beautiful garden and the
animals. Especially the animals. This place is big and it's teeming
with wildlife—rhinos, elephants, lions, antelope, giraffe–you name
it, you'll find it here. Emily was a perfectionist and had very
definite ideas about how the ranch should be run.”

“Tell me about the staff. What are
their names and who does what?”

Johanna leaned back and ran fingers through
her short, grey hair. “Well, Greg is the manager. He’s responsible
for running the ranch, organizing game counts, darting and tagging
animals, stuff like that. He also makes sure our guests are
comfortable. It’s a big job. Paul is his assistant. He’s only just
out of college, but he’s a keen youngster and learning fast. Then
we have a team of six rangers. They patrol the fence, check water
pumps, and keep an eye out for snares and poachers.”

“Poachers?”

Johanna sighed. “Poaching has always been a
problem but, just lately, it seems to have gotten worse, and, with
a ranch this size, it’s difficult to stop. By the time our rangers
discover a kill, the culprits have flown.”

“What can you tell me about Greg
Anderson?”

Johanna’s face creased into a smile. “Greg’s
a very attractive man, but you don’t need me to tell you that. A
woman would have to be blind not to notice. So… what else would you
like to know?”

“I’m not interested in his looks. What
I’d like to know is—how good is he at his job? And…whatever you can
tell me about him.”

“Greg does a good job. He’s highly
qualified and very dedicated. He’s not married, but that doesn’t
mean he doesn’t flirt with just about every woman he comes across.
They fall like ninepins, but as far as I can tell, he isn’t the
marrying kind. Maybe that’s just as well, because not many women
would be prepared to live out here in the sticks.” She paused. “I
heard a rumor he was engaged once, but it didn’t work out. The girl
wanted him to move to the city. That would drive Greg crazy. Right
up the wall.”

“What about the rest of the staff?”
Amanda asked. “Where do they fit?”

“Well, Basil controls finance. Gloria
runs Reception, and I supervise the kitchen.”

“And Rita? What does she
do?”

Johanna shrugged. “Not much. She’s supposed
to keep an eye on the garden, but the plants are indigenous and
practically take care of themselves. That’s about it, except…”

“Except what?”

“We need someone to take care of the
penned animals. That was Emily’s job. I’ve been doing it since she
died, but it takes up a lot of my time, and… well, I was wondering
whether you’d consider taking it on? It would be a great
help.”

Amanda gasped. “Me? I’d love to help, but
haven’t a clue what to do. Why do we keep animals in pens
anyway?”

“Most are orphans. Now and again, the
rangers bring in an injured animal. At the moment, we have a baby
elephant, a tiny gemsbok, a couple of sables and a baby roan. When
they’re old enough, they’ll be released back into the wild. If
you’re willing to take on the job, I’ll show you what to
do.”

“What does it involve?”

“The babies are all bottle fed, so
it’s a matter of mixing formulas and filling bottles. Unless
they’re very small, they get fed twice a day—morning and evening.
So…what do you say?”

Amanda took a deep breath then nodded.
“Okay, I’ll do it. As long as I can call for help when I need
it.”

Johanna gave her a grateful smile. “Thank
you. That’s a real weight off my mind. I have a feeling you’ll be
good with the little ones.”

“What makes you say that?”

“Because you remind me of Emily, and
she had a way with animals.” Johanna sighed. “I can’t tell you how
much I miss her. She was a wonderful friend.”

“Tell me about her. I hardly remember
her, and I’d like so much to know what she was like.”

The housekeeper’s eyes grew misty. “Kind,
compassionate and generous. If there was a flaw in her character,
it was that she was too trusting. She believed the best in people,
even when they took advantage of her, time and again. That, I’m
afraid, was her downfall.”

“What do you mean?”

“I don’t know… I may be talking
through the top of my head, but… well, I can’t help
thinking…”

“Thinking what?”

Johanna sat biting her lip, as though trying
to make up her mind whether or not to go on, and then blurted out,
“Emily died when her car left the road and plunged down a bank.
Everyone knows that, but I can’t help wondering how it happened and
whether it was an accident.”

The words came out in a rush and, in the
silence that followed, Amanda stared at her with wide, shocked
eyes. “What on earth makes you say a thing like that?”

Johanna’s eyes were troubled. “I know it
sounds crazy and I’ve got nothing to go on except… well, Emily was
a careful driver. Very careful. It wasn’t like her to travel at
high speed on a narrow, dirt road. She'd have known it was
dangerous.”

“If it wasn’t an accident, what
do you think happened?”

Johanna threw up her hands. “I’ve no idea.
All I can say is that thinking about it, and trying to fathom what
might have happened, keeps me awake at night. And gives me
nightmares.

 


 



Chapter Four

 


Amanda opened her eyes and, for a moment,
wondered where she was. Then memory returned, and she smiled as she
stretched. Sunlight streamed through the window and the scent of
honey and wild herbs filled the air. How wonderful to wake in a
place where there was no smog or roar of traffic, to hear nothing
but the chirp and chatter of birds.

Her thoughts drifted back to Johannesburg,
to the friends she'd left behind, to her job at the Greendale
Clinic, to her dad and stepmom. And to Dave. Thinking about Dave
brought a frown. She and Dave had been dating for close on a year,
and had settled down to a casual sort of relationship that suited
them both. Or had until recently. In the last week or two he'd
begun pressing for more. There had been a hint of a ring. Most
girls would have been delighted at the thought of settling down
with a guy like Dave. He was good-looking, ambitious and, no doubt,
had a wonderful future ahead of him. But Amanda couldn’t help
feeling something was missing. There was no spark, no excitement,
no quickening of the pulse such as she had felt when…

She cut the thought off
right there. Allowing an image of Greg Anderson to float into her
head brought a flare of anger. What right did Greg Anderson
have to look her over and decide whether or not she was suited to
life in the bushveld? How could he tell? How could anyone tell?
She'd lived in Johannesburg all her life, but it was presumptuous
of the man to take in her high-heeled shoes, city clothes and write
her off as a total misfit. Or worse—a liability to the firm.
Her last date with Dave had been a disaster. He'd
picked her up at seven, complimented her on her looks, told
her about the new restaurant he’d discovered then drove there,
weaving in and out of the traffic. He made sure they were seated at
the best table and took time to select the most expensive wine on
the list.

“We’re celebrating,” he told her as he
held up his glass. “I’ve been promoted to head of department. It’s
in the cards I’ll be a partner in the firm before the year is
out.”

Amanda smiled. “That’s great. I’m so pleased
for you.”

Dave had more to share. She listened as he
rambled on about his job, his car, the time-share he had purchased
and his plans for the future. It wasn’t until they were sipping
coffee that she managed to get a word in. His eyes widened when she
told him about the shares she’d inherited, but unlike her dad and
stepmom, he didn’t hesitate when she asked advice about whether or
not to sell.

“Of course you must sell. You’re not
seriously thinking of keeping them, are you?”

“I’m not sure what to do. That’s why
I’d like your advice.”

Dave frowned. “Well, stop thinking. Sell. Do
so right away.”

“Really? What makes you so sure that’s
the right thing to do?”

His voice took on an edge of irritation.
“For heaven’s sake Amanda, what’s got into you? This is a Bushveld
ranch we’re talking about. You surely don’t want to go roughing it
in the back of beyond? That’s not the kind of life you want to
lead.”

It took an effort to keep her voice even.
“How do you know what I want?”

Dave’s eyes widened. “What do you mean?”

“I mean, how do you know what I want,
when you never bother to ask?”

“What exactly do you mean by
that?”

She waved to her wine glass and the empty
dishes on the table. “It never enters your head to ask what I want.
You decide where we go, what we drink, what we eat, everything down
to the last detail. You take it for granted that’s what I’d
like.”

Dave seemed genuinely puzzled. “But… didn’t
you enjoy the meal tonight?”

She sighed. “Yes, I did. But it would be
nice, if just once, I'm allowed to make my own choice.”

He shook his head, a bewildered expression
on his face. “What the hell has that got to do with whether or not
to sell your shares? It’s perfectly plain—if you move from
Johannesburg, you’ll cut yourself off from everything. And
everyone.”

“Does that include you?”

“You’re damn right it does. I want you
here where you belong, not in some godforsaken place at the other
end of the world.”

“What if I choose to go?”

Dave stared as though not able to believe
his ears. “You’re not serious? I can’t believe you’d be foolish
enough to contemplate a thing like that.”

Amanda felt a rush of anger then, before she
could stop them, the words came bursting out. “You’d better believe
it, because that’s exactly what I do plan to do.”

Dave’s jaw dropped. “That’s the craziest
thing I’ve ever heard. What about your job? Don’t tell me you’re
throwing that up for a brainless scheme like that?” He gave a harsh
laugh. “It won’t be easy to find another post when you come back, I
can tell you that.”

“It’s not crazy, and my job's not at
risk. I had a chat with Matron this morning. She made a suggestion
I find very attractive.”

“Oh? What’s that?”

“She suggested I take three months
unpaid leave. That should give me plenty of time to decide whether
or not I like living in the bush. If I come back, my job will be
waiting for me.”

Dave stared across the table, a stunned,
disbelieving look on his face. He leaned forward and his voice
rose. “Listen here. If you go ahead with this harebrained scheme,
you’d better understand it will be the end of our
relationship.”

People around them were beginning to stare.
Amanda stood up and reached for her bag. “I understand that
perfectly. Now, if you don’t mind, I’d like to leave.”

On looking back, she had no regrets.
Marriage with Dave would not have worked and he was too possessive
to be content with friendship. Just as well things ended the way
they did.

Throwing back her bedclothes, she slipped
out of bed and padded across the room to the balcony overlooking
the waterhole. She breathed deeply, drawing in the crisp, morning
air. Nothing had ever looked more beautiful. Mist rose from the
water in a shimmering haze, pink and mauve water lilies dotted the
surface, and kingfishers flashed in and out of the reeds like so
many jewels. Further away, a hippo surfaced to snort before sinking
into the depths once more.

Amanda wondered what the day would bring.
She was due to meet Johanna at the pens at seven to get acquainted
with the small animals and learn how to care for them. That was
something she was definitely looking forward to. She was less sure
about the shareholders meeting.

Memory of Greg’s late night call came back.
“Amanda? Sorry to be phoning at this hour, but I’ve decided to call
a shareholders meeting. I’d like you and Basil to meet me in my
office tomorrow. At nine, if that suits you.”

“Tomorrow?”

“Yes. I know its short notice, but
something’s come up that needs sorting out. The sooner the
better.”

“Oh! What’s the problem?”

There was a short silence then Greg’s voice
came again. “It’s too complicated to go into details now. I’ll
explain tomorrow. Will nine be okay?”

“Nine’s fine.”

Although curious to know what could have
cropped up other, more troublesome, thoughts kept sleep at bay. The
memory of Johanna’s words niggled at her mind. “I can’t help
thinking Emily’s death was not an accident.” Amanda mulled over
the phrase then gave up wondering. Grief for her friend had
probably made Johanna imagine things. There could be no other
explanation.

Then there was Greg. There was no denying
that her heart had thumped at the sound of his voice. Watch it, she
told herself. Falling for Greg Anderson would lead nowhere.
Johanna’s comments came back. “Greg isn’t the marrying
kind.” And, “...he was engaged once, but it didn’t work out.
The girl wanted him to move to the city.” If she had any sense,
she would put Greg Anderson right out of her mind.

Basil arrived three minutes late for the
meeting. He sauntered in, greeted Amanda then flung himself into a
chair. “What the hell is all this about?”

“Something came up—” Greg
began.

“This is ridiculous!" Basil cut in.
"Amanda has only just arrived. She needs time to settle. Whatever
is bugging you can wait a couple of days, surely?”

“No, it can’t. Amanda needs to know
what’s going on. We all need to know. That’s why I called this
meeting. We need to face the problem and decide what to do about
it.”

“What are you talking
about?”

“Our financial position.”

“Oh, come on,” Basil said, “That’s
nothing new. You know our finances have been shaky for some time.
But they’ll improve. Given time, they always do.”

“Not this time,” Greg countered. “The
bank manager phoned yesterday and drew attention to facts that
really shook me. I had no idea things were as bad as they
are.”

Amanda looked from one to the other. “I
haven’t a clue what’s going on. What exactly is our financial
position?”

“Bad,” Greg told her. “The finances
have been shaky for some time but, right now, they’re at an all
time low.” He gestured toward a document on the desk. “If you want
details, I’ll let you have them.”

“I will want them. But an overview
will do for now.” She turned to Basil. “Maybe you can put me in the
picture?”

“Sure. First, Kwezi Ranch is a
valuable property, so there’s no danger of going insolvent, at
least not in the short term. The problem is that the lodge isn't
bringing in enough to cover costs.”

She frowned. “I’m surprised to hear that. I
was under the impression the lodge is almost always fully
occupied.”

“It is,” Basil assured her. “But costs
have escalated, and Emily would not raise tariffs. The poor dear…
she had very little business acumen.”

“That’s not true,” Greg said. “Emily
was more astute than you think. What’s more, I agree with her. If
tariffs go up, the occupancy rate will fall. That would be even
more damaging.”

“So what’s the solution?” Amanda
looked from one to the other, aware of a growing
tension.

“Allow me to answer that,” Basil burst
out. “There is a solution. I’ve suggested it more times than I can
remember, but it’s like hitting my head against a wall.” He turned
to glare at Greg. “You and Emily would never listen, but things may
be different now.”

A muscle twitched in Greg’s cheek. His lips
tightened, but he made no attempt to answer.

“What is your suggestion, Basil?”
Amanda asked. “I’d like to hear it.”

“Hunting. Hunting brings in big money,
and Kwezi has everything necessary for a hunting ranch. All it
would take is a bit of advertising. That’s it. Problem
solved.”

She turned to Greg. “What do you say to
that?”

“It would mean closing the Lodge. You
can’t have eco-tourism and hunting on the same ranch. It’s either
one or the other.”

Basil's voice rose. “And you know damn well
which is more profitable.”

Greg leaned forward in his chair. “That’s
debatable. There is another way of generating more income—one,
incidentally, that Emily approved.”

Amanda raised an eyebrow. “And what is
that?”

“We could build more bungalows. I’ve
calculated that eight more would do the trick. I propose that’s the
route we take.”

“I propose we switch to hunting.”
Basil turned to Amanda. “Well, my dear, you’ve heard both sides of
the argument. As Greg and I are on opposite sides of the fence, you
will have the casting vote. So, what will it be—hunting or more
bungalows?”

Amanda felt both men’s eyes on her. Basil
was smiling, but he sat hunched forward and his clenched hands
betrayed his tension. Greg fixed her with a steady gaze. His face
was expressionless, but he could not quite hide a hint of worry in
his eyes.

“Do you really expect me to make a
decision about such an important issue with so little information?
I need time to gather more facts before I’ll be anywhere near ready
to cast a vote.”

Greg nodded approval. “That’s a sensible
decision. There's no need to put it to the vote today. Can we get
together again in say… ten days? Meanwhile, if there is anything
you want to see, or know, all you have to do is…”

A knock cut off the rest of Greg’s words. A
moment later the door burst open and Paul came in. “Sorry to
interrupt, but a ranger has just reported another poaching
incident. An elephant this time. The carcass was found a few
kilometers from the fence.”

Greg swore under his breath. “An elephant!
The bastards are getting more daring by the day. Get the ranger and
tracker into the van. I’ll see to rifles and ammo. Come on, come
on, let’s go.”

Amanda sprang to her feet. “Where are you
going?”

“To the kill. If we hurry we may catch
the poachers before they disappear.”

“I’m coming too,” she
announced.

Greg stopped in mid-stride. “No, you’re not.
Don’t even think of it.”

“Yes, I am. Will you please stop
telling me what I can and can’t do?”

“Don’t be ridiculous! This isn’t a
joyride. If we run into poachers things could turn ugly. A woman
would be in the way.”

“I won’t get in the way.”

“Well, you’re not coming. That’s
final.”

“No, it’s not. A minute ago you said I
could see anything I wanted. Well, I want to see what’s going on. I
am going and that’s final.”

Greg gave a snort of impatience. “We’ve
wasted enough time arguing. We leave in five minutes. If you’re not
in the van by then, we’ll leave without you.”

“I’ll be there.”

It meant a wild rush to grab jacket and hat,
but when Greg opened the Land Rover door, Amanda was in the
passenger seat. Paul, a tracker and the ranger who had made the
report, climbed into the seat behind them. A moment later, they
were on their way, hurtling down the road. Greg sat crouched over
the wheel, foot pressed on the accelerator. Ignoring potholes, he
sent the Land Rover crashing over saplings, bouncing over boulders,
dodging trees and veering off the track now and then. Amanda braced
herself as best she could, but in spite of her efforts found
herself bouncing up and down and flung violently from side to side.
Once, as her head struck the window, she let out a cry then bit her
lip to stifle it. The last thing she wanted was to let Greg know
she was uncomfortable and beginning to wish she'd stayed at home. A
sideways glance allayed her fears. If Greg heard, he gave no sign.
On they went, deeper and deeper into the bush, past a herd of kudu,
splashing through a stream, narrowly missing a family of
warthogs.

Vultures swarmed over the carcass, but the
ugly birds flapped away as the vehicle pulled up. Amanda's stomach
turned at the sight. Flies buzzed everywhere settling in dark
clouds over gaping holes where the tusks had been hacked off.

Greg swore again. “The bastards! Whoever did
this was not after meat. This is the work of a professional,
someone who knows how to get ivory onto the black-market.”

The men stood back as the tracker circled
the carcass then, as he pointed to the ground, Greg called them
together. “Our man’s picked up tracks. They’re headed that way
towards the fence.”

“Is there a chance we’ll catch them?”
Paul asked.

Greg shrugged. “Not likely. They’ve had a
fair start and the fence is at most five kilometers away. Still,
they were carrying ivory. That will slow them down, so you never
know. Let’s move.”

His voice was curt as he turned to Amanda.
“It’s not safe to stay here, and lagging will slow us down. So make
sure you keep up.”

She nodded. She should have stayed home, but
it was too late for regrets. “Don’t worry. I’ll be there, right
behind you.”

“Good. Come on then, let’s
go.”

They set off at a trot, the tracker leading
the way, the rest following in single line. Despite her stout
boots, Amanda found herself slipping and sliding as they padded
over the rough terrain. Her skin was soon covered with a film of
sweat, and, as the pace increased, her breath came and went in hot,
shallow pants. Now and again, Greg turned to make sure she was
keeping up and, now and again, he called a halt as the tracker took
time to make sure they were on the right track.

The spoors led to a stream where they
stopped to quench their thirsts. “How are you doing?” Greg asked,
as they set off once more.

“Fine. I’m doing fine” The trouble was
she didn’t feel fine. She felt hot and sweaty and tired. And itchy,
where some insect had bitten her. What she wanted more than
anything was a bath and to lie down on cool, clean sheets. They
trotted on, down a valley, up the other side, through a thicket of
trees and on onto a plain of tall, waving grass. The sun beat down
mercilessly. Quite suddenly, just when Amanda was beginning to
think she could not take another step, they reached a
fence.

Paul pointed. “It's been cut. Look at that
hole.”

Greg got there first. He stared at the
tangle of wire and road beyond then threw up his hands. “Too late.
All we have are vehicle tracks. Not another damn thing.”

They milled about for a while, staring at
the gap in the fence, examining the tracks then turned and set off
back the way they had come.

* * * *

Every muscle in Amanda’s body ached when she
took the last few steps and dropped onto her bed. She lay there for
a long time without moving. It had been a mistake to go. She was
ready to admit that, but felt a certain satisfaction in knowing
that she had not made an utter fool of herself. She had not
complained, or lagged behind or resorted to tears.

What’s more, she had shown Greg Anderson
that she was tougher than she might look.

 


 



Chapter Five

 


The days sped by, one after the other. One
morning, when Amanda stopped at the reception desk she found Gloria
bubbling with excitement.

“Guess who’s flying in today?” she
asked then, without waiting for a reply, went on, “Terry Blackburn.
Isn’t that wonderful? I’ve seen every movie he’s ever made, and
now—can you believe it—he's coming here for ten whole days. He’s
bringing his manager, hairdresser, masseur and goodness knows who
else. Oh, and his wife. They’re taking over the entire lodge. Oh
my, it’s all so exciting.”

“Have you told the rest of the staff?”
Amanda asked.

“Oh yes. When Terry’s manager phoned,
he read a list of Terry’s favourite
foods, and told me to make sure we’re stocked up with his choice of
wines.”

“Really?”

“Yes, and it’s as well he did, because
it’s not the kind we usually keep.” Gloria giggled. “It’s very
expensive, but I don’t suppose you can expect a star to drink any
old wine. Especially a star as famous as Terry
Blackburn.”

It was difficult to get away. Gloria
chattered on, naming every Terry Blackburn movie she’d ever seen,
but at last, Amanda made an excuse and slipped away. She wandered
into the kitchen where she found Johanna banging pots and pans
about, and muttering to herself.

“Hey, what’s wrong? Why are you in
such a bad mood?”

“Why shouldn’t I be, with all the fuss
that’s being made over the new guests? They haven’t set foot on the
place yet, and I’ve had Gloria running in and out telling me what
to do and what not to do. Anyone would think I don’t know how to
run my own kitchen.”

Amanda laughed. “Gloria didn’t mean to upset
you. She just wants to make sure everything runs smoothly for the
Blackburn crowd.”

Johanna tossed her head. “Well, let me tell
you, I’ve been doing this job for fifteen years. I’ve seen a lot of
celebrities come and go and, up to now, no one has complained about
the food I serve. I don’t see why this bunch should be
different.”

“I’m sure they’ll be more than
satisfied.” Amanda paused as a thought struck her. “Would you like
a hand? I don’t have much to do till late afternoon.”

Johanna’s face creased into a smile. “That
would be wonderful. James is an excellent chef, but he tends to get
flustered under pressure. And there’s bound to be a bit building up
by the time the day's over.

“What’s on the menu?”

“Green asparagus then a choice of
warthog, gemsbok, or guinea fowl with an assortment of vegetables.
Dessert will be chocolate mousse topped with cream.” Johanna
smiled. “I hope that will satisfy Mr. High-and-Mighty.”

The afternoon passed swiftly. Amanda watched
with admiration as Johanna called the staff, gave clear
instructions then supervised the preparation of the meal. Amanda
kept busy running errands and helping wherever an extra hand was
needed. At five o’clock, she waved goodbye and, armed with a basket
of milk-filled bottles, set off for the pens.

This, she decided, was her favourite time of the day. As the sun sank below the
horizon, the sky filled with pink and purple and gold. Birds
chattered and chirped and, somewhere high overhead, a fish eagle
called.

The animals came running to meet her—a small
elephant surrounded by tiny impalas, roans and sables, all jostling
each other in their eagerness to be first in line for a bottle.
When their bellies were full, they scampered about kicking up
heels, like so many children letting off steam.

“You little darling, you’re getting
quite fat,” Amanda told Nelly, as she bent to pat the small
elephant. “Just look at you. You’re as round as a barrel. No, you
can’t have more. You don’t want to get an upset tummy, now do
you?”

Nelly’s trunk floated up towards Amanda’s
face, but she wasn’t paying full attention.

“Hey, what’s wrong, baby? What’s
worrying you? What do you see?” Amanda turned and the breath caught
in her throat. There, leaning against the gate, was Greg
Anderson.

Amanda straightened conscious of her grubby
hands, untidy clothes and windblown hair. She probably looked a
sight. The knowledge brought a sharp edge to her voice.

“How long have you been
here?”

“Long enough to see you’re doing a
good job with the small animals.”

The unexpected praise brought a flush to
Amanda’s cheeks. She knew she was doing a good job. Johanna had
told her so but, coming from Greg, the compliment meant more.

“Thank you. But you haven’t come all
this way to tell me that, surely?”

“No. I’ve come to ask if you can give
a hand with our new guests.”

“Oh! The Blackburn crowd? What do you
want me to do?”

Greg sighed. “Quite a lot, I’m afraid.
They’re a difficult bunch. Keeping them happy will be a full time
job.”

“I don’t understand. What do they
want?”

“Someone at their beck and call
twenty-four hours a day. Terry’s manager, Roy, made that plain the
moment he stepped off the plane.”

Amanda frowned. “That’s crazy. Why should we
treat them differently from any other guest?”

“Because they’re paying for it.
They’ve taken over the entire lodge and didn’t quibble about the
price. Right now we can do with that kind of money.”

“Oh!, Okay… So how can I
help?”

“Keep Terry happy on the game drive
tomorrow. Find out what he drinks and pack plenty of it in the cold
box. Make sure we don’t run out of ice. Ask Johanna to pack a
basket of snacks. Make small talk when the man looks bored, and
don’t forget to keep your eyes skinned for game. Terry’s going to
be a very disappointed lad if he doesn’t get to see the Big Five,
all in one day.”

“The Big Five?”

“Elephant, buffalo, lion, rhino and
leopard.”

“Is that possible?”

“Possible, but not likely. They’re all
there, out in the bush somewhere, but that doesn’t mean we’ll get
to see them. Still, we’ll do our best.” Greg raised an eyebrow. “Do
you think you can cope with that job?”

Amanda nodded. “No problem. What time do we
leave?”

“Ten sharp. I suggested an early
drive, but Roy had a fit. Terry, apparently, needs his beauty
sleep.”

At ten, Amanda was ready and waiting, but it
was almost ten-thirty before Terry, accompanied by a slim blonde,
strolled towards the Land Rover. Tall and broad-shouldered, with
dark hair and perfectly proportioned features, he really was a very
good-looking man. The woman at his side looked as though she had
just stepped off the ramp at a fashion show. She wore a pale lemon
dress, a wide brimmed hat, high heel shoes and far too much
makeup.

“Hi there!” Greg greeted. “Terry,
Sylvia... meet Amanda. Amanda is here to make sure we have a smooth
ride.” He opened the vehicle door. “Who’s for sitting up
front?”

“Oh, I will.” Sylvia said. “I can’t
bear to sit anywhere else. Terry prefers the back. Don’t you,
Darling?”

She turned to Greg. “Give me a hand, will
you? It’s awfully high.”

Greg held her steady as she lifted first one
leg then the other and slid into the seat. Her skirt slipped up
exposing an expanse of thighs. It obviously didn't bother her for
she appeared in no hurry to pull it down.

“Thank you,” she murmured. “Such
strong hands!”

Greg smiled. “My pleasure. I hope you enjoy
the drive.”

“Oh, I will. I’m sure I
will.”

Terry showed no aversion to climbing into
the back and, once settled, seemed pleased enough with the
arrangements. He turned to smile. “What’s a pretty girl like you
doing out here in the back of beyond?”

“Why shouldn’t I be?”

“It’s too far off the beaten track.
Maybe a great place for a holiday, but a girl with your looks
shouldn’t be stuck out in the sticks like this.

“That’s nice of you to say so, but I
happen to like it here.”

Terry shook his head in disapproval. “Waste…
waste… you could have a great future in front of the bright lights.
Maybe you’ll change your mind. Maybe you’ll get tired of this dump,
and when you do, you just let old Terry know. It’d be my pleasure
to get you an audition.”

It was meant as a compliment. Amanda knew
she should have been grateful, but all she felt was a flash of
anger. What right did he have to call Kwezi Ranch a dump? She bit
her lip, biting back the sharp reply that was about to burst out.
Terry Blackburn was a client. A paying client, she reminded
herself. There was no point in upsetting him.

They set off at a leisurely pace, stopping
now and then to give Terry the opportunity to take photos. His
camera was seldom out of his hands and, as the morning wore on, he
took shots of giraffes, warthogs, hippos, a couple of rhinos and,
rarest of all, a leopard lazing in a tree.

“Leopards are nocturnal,” Greg told
him. “You're very lucky to see one.”

Terry’s pleasure did not last long. “What
about lions?” he kept asking. “When are we going to get to see
lions?”

“We’re bound to come across one sooner
or later,” Greg said. “But this is a big ranch. It may take a while
to find them.”

 



Visit: http://www.smashwords.com/books/view/108038
to purchase this book to continue reading. Show the author you
appreciate their work!
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