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Faculty of Social Anthropology, University of Bordeaux, Nouvelle-Aquitaine, South West France
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It was the not knowing that had eaten into him, little by little.

Eventually, Leo de la Court had looked up one day and realised that this life was over. He made a promise to himself then, that if he ever had children he would teach them how to manage their emotions. How he would do that he did not know, as he did not have a clue how to manage his own. Perhaps, by the time he did have children of his own, he may have opened up a little. Back into the person he used to be, before he met her and when his brother was still alive.

How he could achieve that, he did not know either. Up until now, emotions were something to be pushed down, helped by copious amounts of alcohol.

Not any more, he decided as he held the letter from John Thorne, his former army commanding officer, tightly in his hand. It was literally a lifeline that could not have come sooner. He wondered, not for the first time, at Thorne’s uncanny ability to reach out when he was most needed. Because Leo knew that as well as his growing dependency on alcohol, his wife’s betrayal had festered an anger in him that he struggled to control.

This letter may be the way to achieve that control. Perhaps the only way.

Thorne understood that, because he understood him. At least, he understood the person he was when he had been under Thorne’s command in the army. He had left that life to return to his first love of anthropology, sliding comfortably into a life as a Senior Lecturer and then as a Fellow at Bordeaux University.

At the time it was a good decision. It was a prestigious university, originally founded in 1441. In 2014 it had merged with two others and was now the third largest university in France. Leo was on his way to becoming a full-time professor, a long held dream. His published research papers were gaining recognition and he was working on a definitive work that would see him achieve his ambition within the next two years.

Then, everything had suddenly changed. His wife had murdered his brother and it broke him. He had shattered into tiny pieces and he had stayed shattered.

Until today, when Thorne threw him a lifeline.  

The anger was still in him, amid sadness and regret. How deep, he did not know.

The anger was aimed entirely at himself.

“Are you sure?” his Principal, Sebastian Bouchard asked, not unreasonably, whilst reading his resignation letter that same week. Leo had wasted no time. Lifelines did not come often in his experience.

“One hundred per cent, Sebastian,” Leo had smiled as he sat opposite Bouchard in the man’s large, bright office that overlooked the quadrant below. “I am giving you three months notice. I know it is sometimes difficult to fill these roles.”

“What will you do?” Bouchard asked tentatively, with a concern in his voice that touched Leo. He had always been supportive, even at the worst of times.

“I am returning to the army. I’ve received a letter from my former Commanding Officer, John Thorne. He is heading up a small UN peacekeeping corps in Africa,” Leo had answered quietly. “It will be a complete change, although I will not be totally abandoning my academic skills. My knowledge of anthropology was useful to the military before.”

A different focus now; peace after violence.

Three years in the army after graduating and his subsequent role as a research fellow had seen him settled and married to Ann, a woman he adored and who, he thought, loved him. However, it seemed that there was much he had not known about her and it was that which had caused him the most grief. Guilt over his brother’s sudden and brutal death had been slowly eating away at him ever since that terrible day.

Leo and Tomas were very alike. Both had thick dark hair and green eyes. Leo liked to wear his hair a little longer and favoured stubble or sometimes, a full beard, if he became too distracted to care, whereas Tomas was always clean shaven. Tomas was five years younger and had a completely different personality to his older brother. Where Leo was studious and put duty before himself, Tomas always chased after fun and distraction. In the days that followed Tomas’s murder, Leo had spent a lot of time thinking that he had not paid attention to whatever was going on in his life. His work had often taken priority at the expense of his marriage, as he worked towards his academic goal and the knowledge of what had been happening behind his back during that time had since slowly torn him apart.

They had been a handsome couple. Everyone said so. Ann also had dark hair, which she wore loose. Her green eyes were cat-like and flashed when she was angry. She had a temper, it was true, but in the early days of their romance, they were both so caught up in each other that he did not really notice it. Perhaps she had been more interested in his money and his title; another thing to berate himself for.

The de la Courts came from old French aristocracy. Records showed that at least one of their distant grandmothers had attended court as a lady in waiting to the then-Queen. There were first born sons scattered throughout their noble line. For Leo though, who could call himself a Comte if he wished, which he did not, that was in the past and best forgotten. The fewer aristocrats in modern France, the better. History showed that nothing of any good had come from it, after all. Despite his denial however, he had inherited the bearing of the upper class and his education had ensured his speech was very precise. He carried himself with a straight back and only spoke when he had something to say. Tomas had always been the one quick to laugh, whilst Leo always felt his father’s disapproval at his own frivolousness, when and if it happened.

As children, Leo and Tomas liked nothing better than to spend their time in the large attic of the manor house in Picardy that they called home. Passed through the generations, the land had, in times past, been farmed by tenants and the house itself had had a number of servants, according to official records. Leo remembered the day when he had read that, in one of the documents stored in the loft after the death of his parents. It had left him feeling extremely uncomfortable, though Tomas had rather liked the idea. This then, was the family Ann had found herself in. He had been sure she had loved him, but the last few years had given him much to think about and the thought of his brother shot to death and his wife in prison was the stuff of his nightmares.

After he left the army and returned to academia he had kept in touch with John Thorne, who he had liked and respected enormously; perhaps more than the often-absent overbearing father of his childhood. He had taken solace from the thoughtful letter Thorne had written him after Ann’s trial, but had not taken him up on his offer to visit him, as it would have reminded him of happier times that he could not bear, or perhaps did not deserve, to relive.

“Indeed, the army needs anthropologists,” Bouchard smiled now. “A little socio-cultural knowledge never goes amiss. You will be sorely missed, Leo,” he said, genuinely. And then, his voice low, “It was a terrible thing.” Principal Bouchard had known Leo’s younger brother and he had been shocked by the manner of his death. “I did hope you would become one of our more progressive professors,” he murmured sadly.

“In another time, perhaps,” Leo had replied softly, the dream gone now.

Bouchard sighed and placed the letter of resignation on top of the pile of paperwork in front of him.  He reached out his hand. “Time to move on then,” he said, smiling. “I wish you well, my friend.”

They shook hands, Leo a little too choked to speak, but no words were needed. His students were sad. He had been an unusual lecturer, to say the least. His love of his subject had always shone through, no matter how many demons sat on his shoulder. He had never been late for class and had sat well into the night on many occasions, marking and grading essays. His young charges were the future; a future that he had not been able to see for himself.

Until now, perhaps.

True to his word, Leo worked his notice and three months later, he said his goodbyes and walked out into the sunlit university quadrant for the last time and into the world, with hope in his heart.
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Two years later – Liberia, West Africa

“Today’s multidimensional peacekeeping operations are called upon not only to maintain peace and security, but also to facilitate the political process, protect civilians, assist in the disarmament, demobilization of former combatants; support the organisation of elections, protect and promote human rights and assist in restoring the rule of law.” - United Nations.
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For a peacekeeper, the man loved to brawl, Leo thought to himself as he stood watching the large dark-skinned man barrel through a group of new recruits. Fortunately, he was training them. It did not do to fight with the local population, though the opportunity was certainly there. Putting all that raw energy to good use had been one of Thorne’s first tasks.

“But we’re peacekeepers!” one recruit had whined after being slammed into the ground once too often for his liking that morning.

“We’re targets,” the large dark-skinned man replied loudly. “You’ve got to learn to after yerselves. Get over it.”

Leo had been watching quietly from the doorway across the compound.

Isaac Ballard was becoming disillusioned and, as his Captain, Leo found he did not know quite what to do about it. It was true, the blue helmets did attract negative as well as positive attention and it appeared to be getting under Ballard's skin. Isaac had a simple philosophy in life; respect had to be earned and that worked both ways. The three principles of peacekeeping – consent of the parties; impartiality and non-use of force except in self defence, and defence of the mandate, did not always hold.

Isaac understood poverty and he fitted in well in the third world regions they were assigned to. Brought up in the outer Paris suburbs where unemployment was high, poverty and violence had been the norm. He had moved from infantry to peacekeeping as the result of an injury to his shoulder that would never fully heal. He had never thought he would be accepted into the blue helmeted elite group under the command of the respected John Thorne, but the man himself had sought him out. At first, Isaac had thought it was because of the colour of his skin, for once perhaps a positive thing, even if only to drive up diversity quotas. But Thorne had apparently seen more in him; a young man who had struggled to move himself out of the poverty of his young life in those dismal Parisian suburbs.

Leo, as well as being Isaac’s captain, was a well educated man. Isaac didn’t even know what ‘anthropology’ was but he soon found out this man was no university bookworm. Word was, he had been a soldier. Isaac didn’t know what to make of that. Thorne obviously appreciated his skills with the local communities though and Isaac respected that.

After a few clashes and despite their ranks, they had settled into a respectful understanding, which had surprised both of them. It had surprised Isaac, because this man was a world away from him. He was articulate and smart and obviously came from money. It had surprised Leo, because Isaac was self-made and driven by purpose. He had been like that once. Isaac had a sense of humour that Leo actually understood, which surprised him further, as he thought he had no humour left in him to be able to recognise it in others. Isaac had corrected that assumption by laughing loudly and frequently at his brief, dry comments.

Leo had really been in no fit mental state when he had arrived in Africa. Isaac had watched as he lost himself in melancholy and drink. He saw too that he could be cautious and reckless, fearless and fearsome in equal measure. He had been difficult to figure out but he apparently held duty above all else. He was a good captain, as it turned out and the men seemed to respect and trust him. Isaac, who chose his friends cautiously, had watched and gradually gravitated toward him.

Leo had resisted all friendships before finally giving in one night, after Isaac had pulled him from a self-inflicted fight in a bar. Leo had explained, through a haze of anger and sadness, that he had found “anniversaries” the worst to endure, as the two people who had shattered his life so efficiently had many between them. Apparently this particular night was his wife’s birthday and also their wedding anniversary. A “double whammy,” he had slurred. He had called her a gold-digger but then, looking stricken and with tears in his eyes, he said she would have made a beautiful Comtesse. After that, he said no more, but Isaac realised these two people Leo spoke of were no longer in his life. One day, Leo may tell him more, but that particular night, he had dragged him out of the bar, thrown him in their truck, broken someone’s nose when they returned for another go and put his foot on the accelerator. Back at their base, he had somehow got Leo past the guard and poured him unconscious into bed, pushing his damp hair out of his eyes and patting him gently on the cheek before pulling a sheet over him.

Leo had stared at Isaac the next morning when he had come quietly into his room with breakfast. Isaac had kept his mouth shut and remained loyal. No-one was aware of the shenanigans of the previous evening. Leo had realised that he had gained a friend. Later, when it happened again, he would realise he had gained a brother. A mutual respect was formed.

From then on, Isaac would recognise the onset of an anniversary, or a particular trigger and he would be prepared. His friendship with Leo would be reciprocated many times, quietly and unassumingly, as they learned to trust each other. Soon, their friendship was like an old, warm, favourite sweater; an analogy Isaac had exclaimed one rather drunken night when he realised they could understand each other without words. It was an analogy that Leo could not argue with.

The bulk of their tours of duty had been in Africa. Peacekeeping was an immense challenge. For every positive, there was a negative. They had experienced sickness, hostility, and seen some terrible things, frequently suffering the realisation that sometimes, there was nothing that could be done. They were often seen as outsiders, to be scrutinized and often held up to ridicule. All the while, never fully trusted.

It was a two week vacation back in France that changed Isaac’s life and his perspective and would pave the way to a new beginning for them both.
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CHAPTER THREE
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“Are you serious!” Leo asked, staring at Isaac.

During the second week of their vacation, they had stumbled upon a bar with a large piece of land at the back. The crude sign by the door had intrigued them in such a place - “Zoo.”

It was hot and they were badly in need of a beer, so they had looked at each other, shrugged and gone inside. Now they stood looking at two metal cages on the edge of the land at the back of the bar.

“Never been more serious in my life,” his friend replied firmly.

“You want to buy a zoo?”

Ignoring the question, Isaac stepped closer.

Inside each cage was an adult male lion, both laid out lethargically at the edge of their cages, seeking any shade that was on offer against the fierce sun. They were dusty and somewhat dishevelled. Smaller cages around the perimeter held other animals; mainly monkeys. Surprisingly quiet monkeys with sad eyes.

“They ain’t even got names,” Isaac growled, taking them all in, before staring back miserably at the lions. This ‘zoo’ was the saddest thing Isaac had ever seen, and he had seen some sad sights in his life.

Leo turned in a slow circle, taking the scene in fully.  “Very well then,” he replied, his mouth curling into a smile.

“Really?” Isaac said, his eyebrows arched toward his hairline.

“Do you wish me to call you an idiot?” Leo replied, turning to face him.

Isaac frowned. “Not particularly.”

“Then we should put our heads together, before we change our minds,” Leo replied, much to Isaac’s delight.

“I like the “our,” Isaac grinned.

“Very well then,” Leo said again. “We should find somewhere to discuss this. Preferably not in front of the owner,” he added, looking back at the building where the owner could be seen leaning against the door frame, watching them, a cigarette drooping from his mouth.

Isaac clapped the smaller man on the back and they both retreated to a nearby bar they had been using during their vacation to make plans. After much discussion, a call to John Thorne had them heading back to the first bar a few days later and cornering the owner.

Isaac made the man an offer he could not refuse; a mixture of cash and intimidation that had Leo tilting his head in quiet amusement and respect for his big-hearted friend. Thorne’s contacts had led to calls to the Born Free Foundation. Well-oiled wheels started to turn and the two big cats were confiscated, with local residents and media support, and the zoo was closed down.

It turned out both lions had been born in a travelling circus that had been liquidated and the bar owner had bought them on impulse as an attraction. The lions were twelve years and sixteen years old respectively and he had kept them for the past three years. Local residents had not been happy and it did not take much to get their support. The lions had not been mistreated as such; the bar owner had fed them as correct a diet as he wanted to pay for. However, despite their reprieve from the circus, they had continued to be exploited and their natural needs had been sorely neglected.

They were first moved to a refuge, before travelling by road into Germany where they were flown to Johannesburg. From there, they were flown by charter flight to their new home, an enclosure within a reserve that received and repatriated such animals.

Isaac had suggesting naming the young lion Leo, until he received an unimpressed glare from his friend and he had thus decided on Caesar, as he had a regal look about him, despite his circumstances. Leo had named the older lion Caligula as he looked “somewhat mad.” Isaac had roared with laughter at that. “You’d look mad too if you’d had his life!” he had replied.

When they returned to duty, Thorne, Leo and Isaac were eventually able to make the trip to watch their release into a larger enclosure on the chosen reserve.

As each lion stepped onto grassland for possibly the first time in their lives, it had been the most touching thing the three men had ever witnessed.
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All in all, the positives did often outweigh the negatives in their peacekeeping profession and sometimes, when things were going well, small victories were relished, with the hope that they would lead to greater ones. Sometimes they were heroes. Lately, despite Isaac’s disillusionment, they had had a run of positive outcomes and all was going well. That was until Thorne announced that he would be retiring in six month’s time.

That night, Leo and Isaac had drunk a little too much in the local town and had staggered back to their barracks under the watchful eye of Thorne, who appeared the following morning on the balcony of his HQ, seeking them out.

“You two, up here now!” he had called down to them.

Once inside his office, he pinned them with his steel blue gaze, leaving them standing to attention a little longer than usual, before taking pity on them and pushing a folder across his desk toward them.

“I have a proposition for you,” he stated, leaning back in his chair to watch their reaction.

Frowning, Leo reached out and picked up the folder, flipping it open. After a few moments of watching him read, Thorne leant forward and began to speak.

“Botswana, Gentlemen,” he said, as Leo placed the folder back on Thorne’s desk and flipped over a page to reveal a map. Isaac leaned over to study the map.

“Land is being grabbed by hedge fund investors, without the knowledge of the local communities, who are being displaced because of subsequent land development,” he told them.

“Land is going reasonably cheap,” he continued, stabbing a finger on a report in the folder. “It’s time to buy before restrictions come into place.”

Thorne pointed out a large piece of land that bordered a large river. “This is the piece of land I have scoped on behalf of my financial backers. The auction for this land is in six weeks. It will give us time before the rains come next year to get some work done to make it habitable for us.”

“You talk like you’ve already got it,” Isaac huffed, straightening up.

“For what purpose, precisely?” Leo asked, not waiting for Thorne to respond to Isaac’s comment; wanting to be clear.

“A game reserve, Gentlemen. We will establish a conservation area with the aim of sustaining and conserving wildlife and protecting local communities. I have twelve backers. Three of them will be co-owners,” Thorne replied.

“Who are they?” Leo asked, surprised at this sudden turn of events in Thorne’s life.

“I am sorry, Leo, I can’t tell you. They wish to remain anonymous, but the twelve will form the operating board. However, day to day running and decisions will be mine. The three co-owners will be silent partners.”

He was met with stunned silence in return.

“What is so special about this particular piece of land?” Leo had enquired.

“It has water. Lots of it,” Thorne had answered simply. “Quite a commodity in Botswana, believe me.” Thorne sat back and watched the various emotions flashing across his best men’s features. He held his breath. “If you wish to invest, the offer is there for both of you, Gentlemen,” he added, breaking the silence. “The auction is to be held in London but it will be live, on-line,” he continued. “But I want to be there in person. The three co-owners will be following the proceedings; London is their domicile.

“Leo, I’d like you to be part of this, as Head Ranger,” he added, warming to his subject. “It is important that this reserve is part of the whole community. Your skills as an anthropologist will be invaluable. Isaac, well, you know why I’d like you there. The Born Free Foundation still talks about you,” he laughed.

While his men were engrossed in the report, Thorne reached for a folded document on his desk.

“This is an outline of our land which includes an initial drawing of where our base will be situated. The base will be built on one and a half acres. The closest town is Maun, which will supply most of our basic needs and is roughly an hour’s drive from the base,” he said, as he unfolded the map across his desk and pointed to an irregular rectangle. There were several black outlined squares and oblongs within the rectangle which caught their attention. Leo and Isaac now leaned over the map.

“Our base compound, Gentlemen. The business end. A main administration lodge here,” Thorne said, pointing to the large outlined square on the left of the rectangle. “For an office, kitchen, lounge and storage.” He moved his finger horizontally along the perimeter line, from west to east, to several independent square outlines. “These are accommodation lodges for our main staff, which would include you two. A medical facility, here” he added, moving his finger a little further. “Animal facility and stables,” he continued, his finger moving down vertically following the narrower part of the rectangle. “We will be leaving these trees,” he added, indicating three intersecting circles at the front perimeter,” he finished, looking up. “For aesthetic purposes,” he smiled. “We don’t want it to look too much like an army base, do we? And, here,” he pointed to an area about a mile away, “Will be our hotel and education centre where our paying guests and our visitors will be lodged.”

“How long have you been planning this?” Leo asked suddenly, straightening up.

Thorne rubbed a hand across his jaw. “Quite a while, I admit. I’m not getting any younger.”

“That explains your co-operation with Isaac’s little zoo enterprise,” Leo replied. “It all seemed to go almost too smoothly.”

Isaac hummed in agreement.

Thorne laughed. “I must confess, I had connections. And it did make my mind up about you two,” he added with a smile. “I never took you for animal lovers.”

“It was about injustice,” Leo replied quietly. “And a little bloody mindedness,” he added, looking at Isaac, who grinned at him.

“A little bloody mindedness isn’t always a bad thing,” the big man shrugged.

“It was more than that,” Thorne replied quietly. “I’d like you two onboard.”

“So if you get this land, we all leave together?” Isaac ventured after a moment.

“That’s about the size of it,” Thorne replied. “Your tour of duty is up when I retire, so you can either sign on again, or leave.”

Thorne stood and walked over to the large cupboard by the door, where he kept his wine. Having spent a large part of his student vacations working on French vineyards, Leo knew his wine and appreciated Thorne’s taste. He and Isaac shared a look as their boss poured three glasses and brought two of them over.

“The world’s population is rising,” Thorne sighed, returning for his own glass. “There will be a growing demand for food. Asia is moving away from rice and demanding a more protein-enriched diet and more farmland will be needed to produce meat; much more land will be required to raise cattle than to grow rice. Irrigated land will be a precious commodity and this land I speak of,” he said, firmly, leaning over and tapping the folder, “has that in abundance. This is the chance to protect that land from developers and investors or it will be lost. There are also large hotel groups prowling the region. This is an opportunity to save the land, help the animals and the local farmers and the indigenous communities. Their help will be vital to our survival as a concern. It will be an immense but rewarding challenge.” He sat back in his chair and put the glass to his lips, before putting it down, untouched. “It’s the final frontier of commercial market development, Gentlemen,” he added quietly. “A chance to buy at a reasonable entry price and pioneer the creation of a sound operation from an early stage.”

Isaac looked at Leo and they both grinned at each other.

“You had us at, “I have a proposition,” Isaac laughed.

“We’re in,” they both said together.

“Since you put it so eloquently,” Leo added, raising his glass.

Thorne growled at them for making him work for it, before smiling and reaching for his glass and joining his men in a toast;  “To the future, together,” he said, as three glasses clinked together with purpose. “Whatever it may bring.”

By the time Thorne locked the door of his wine cupboard, one of the shelves was completely empty. He watched fondly from the window as his men wove their way back to their rooms, arms wrapped around each other’s shoulders.

“To the future, Gentlemen,” he said, quietly.
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Six weeks later, at the beginning of December the early morning plane touched down at a grey and misty Heathrow Airport. The auction for the land that Thorne and his associates were interested in was to be held in central London. It was freezing, as Isaac pointed out almost immediately, wrapping his scarf completely around the lower part of his face. “No-one should suffer such a change in temperature in one day,” he grumbled, having left the heat of Africa for an English winter in full flow.

There was two inches of snow on the ground but the city had seen worse and it had a vibrant pre-Christmas buzz. As they rode further into central London in a black cab, the large stores lining the streets were all dressed brightly for the festive season, each seemed to be vying with the next one for attention. Already, the crowds were out in force and the traffic was heavy. The famous red double-decker buses splashed colour where otherwise there was little.

“Everyone ‘ere wears black,” Isaac grumbled.

Thorne and Leo shared a look. “Perhaps they are all in mourning,” Leo muttered quietly, not a great Anglophile at the best of times.

“Come now, Gentlemen, London has its good points.” Thorne grunted, staring out of the steamed-up window, “But for the life of me, I cannot think of one at the present moment.”

They all laughed as the cab pulled up in front of their hotel, the prestigious Dorchester on Park Lane in the city’s Mayfair region.

“I need a double brandy,” Isaac said, as he threw open the cab door and clambered out, slinging his overnight bag over his shoulder. “Maybe even a triple.” he added, now trudging toward the hotel entrance as Thorne paid the fare.

“Right behind you,” Leo called out, pulling Thorne along with him.

The auction was to be held the following morning in the Dorchester itself, where they had  booked two rooms. Leo and Isaac were sharing, thus allowing their boss some privacy if he needed to make any calls to his backers during their stay. It would be an early start, but that did not stop them doing a little sightseeing and later going out for the evening and melting seamlessly into the evening crowds. Later, they talked tactics for a while at a nearby steak and lobster restaurant while having dinner before heading back to their hotel, where Thorne took his leave and Leo and Isaac called in at the bar for one last drink.

They were just about to turn in themselves, when Leo noticed a man at the far end of the bar who seemed to be covertly watching them, a frown etched on his face. Whenever Leo made eye contact, the man looked away, ensuring that only the side of his head was visible but Leo heard the clipped drawl that smacked of self-importance when the man ordered a straight double whisky. Isaac was in mid-sentence when he noticed Leo was
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