
Passing The Torch

Editor's Cut



    
        
          Passing The Torch  Editors Cut

        

        
        
          Hamilton Wilde

        

        
          Published by Hamilton Wilde, 2025.

        

    

Hamilton Wilde 

––––––––

Copyright © 2026 Hamilton Wilde

Published by Brickhill & Wilde Publishing.



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      PASSING THE TORCH  EDITORS CUT

    

    
      First edition. November 20, 2025.

      Copyright © 2025 Hamilton Wilde.

    

    
    
      ISBN: 979-8232164102

    

    
    
      Written by Hamilton Wilde.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  


Table of Contents

Title Page

Title Page

Copyright Page

Copyright Page

Dedication

Epigraph

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Chapter 18

Chapter 19

Chapter 20

Sign up for Hamilton Wilde's Mailing List

Also By Hamilton Wilde

About the Author



  	
  	
			 

			
		
    This is a work of fiction, but the crisis it depicts is real. Rhino poaching remains one of the gravest threats to these ancient animals. If this story moved you, consider supporting anti-poaching efforts and wildlife conservation organizations working to protect endangered species around the world. The men and women who stand on the front lines of conservation work face real dangers and make real sacrifices. This story is dedicated to them.

      

    



  	
        
            
            "Until he extends the circle of his compassion to all living things, man will not himself find peace."— Albert Schweitzer
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Mali — Three Months Earlier

The sun in the Sahel was a tyrant. It didn't just shine — it poured itself out of the sky in a molten, vengeful tide, hammering the bleached earth until the very air fractured. Heat-shimmers danced like malevolent spirits over the distance, turning the mud-brick compounds into shivering mirages that seemed to taunt the men watching them. Corporal Steven Keele lay as still as the dust caked into his skin, his body just another feature of the desolate landscape, indistinguishable from the rock and the pale, desiccated earth around him.

The stock of his HK417 was a brand against his cheek. The smell was familiar: warm metal, sun-baked rock, the sharp sour tang of his own dried sweat. He had stopped noticing it years ago, the way you stopped noticing the particular weight of a scar.

Five years in the French Foreign Legion had sanded him down to his essentials — patience, endurance, a cold and focused economy of violence. Two combat deployments had then forged those essentials into something harder. Patience was no longer a virtue; it was the currency he spent to stay alive, a coin paid out minute by agonising minute into the indifferent Malian heat. The Legion had a saying about patience that his instructor had beaten into them during basic: a man who moves too soon wastes everything that came before. Steven had spent five years learning what that cost looked like in practice. He had watched good men die because they moved thirty seconds before they should have. He had watched operations unravel because someone couldn't hold the stillness for one more minute. He could hold it now. He could hold it longer than anyone in his squad and he did it without effort, which was the only way stillness counted.

"Bâtard Six, targets moving to secondary structure. Hold position."

His squad leader's voice was a ghost in his earpiece — a dry crackle almost swallowed by the relentless vibrating hum of insects that seemed to rise from the ground itself.

Steven clicked his radio twice. His world shrank to the six-times magnified circle of his scope, fixed on a dark doorway at the edge of the compound. *Hold. * The word echoed in the stifling stillness, and in that vacuum of action, the email found him again.

He'd read it that morning on a shaky satellite link, crouched in the diesel smell of the FOB with his coffee going cold beside him. His father did not email. His father sent static-crackled calls, brief and instrumental, information transferred and connection terminated. An email from Ian Keele was a flare in the night sky — something had shifted, something had changed, or something was about to.

Steven,

Your contract's up soon. Time to think past the Legion. The work here in Kruger is changing. It's not just desperate men with rifles anymore. It's professional. Ex-military, funded by syndicates. We're getting old. My shoulder hasn't been right since that fall last year. Wendell's eyes aren't what they were.

The team needs young blood. Hugh's daughter, Grace, she's stepped up. You'd barely recognise her. Tough as nails, smart, a born leader. But I look at her sometimes and I see the target on her back. I can't protect her forever.

Thought you might want to join her. The fight's here, son. And it's real.

He had read it three times before the briefing. The third time he read it slowly, the way you read something you're trying to find a reason to argue with and can't. His father never asked for things. Ian Keele offered, suggested, informed — but the word *want* in a letter from him was as close to asking as the man had ever come in Steven's memory. Which meant it wasn't really a letter about Kruger at all. It was a letter about whether his son was coming home.

He had been in Mali for eleven months of his final contract year. Before that, two years in the eastern DRC embedded with a UN protection unit that was theoretically there to protect civilians and practically there to demonstrate international presence, which was a different and more depressing thing. Before that, the first two years — training, the march, the assignments that built you into the thing the Legion needed you to be. He had not been home in five years except for the funeral. His mother's funeral, three years ago, where he had stood in his dress uniform in a Johannesburg church and felt the gap between who he was in that room and who he was the rest of the time as a physical sensation, like standing on a seam in the earth. He had flown back to his posting four days later because his leave was limited and because staying any longer in that house with his father's grief had felt like something he didn't have the tools for yet.

The tools, he thought sometimes, were what he'd actually come home for. Not the war — the tools. The ones that might help him stand in a room with the people he loved and not feel like a man visiting from a country that didn't exist on any map.

"Movement."

The professional in him spoke before the thinker. Three figures emerged from the compound's shadowed entrance, AK-47s slung with the casual arrogance of men who believed themselves safe. They were laughing, sharing some joke, the sound carrying faintly on the hot dust-laden wind. Amateurs. Comfortable. The most dangerous thing a soldier could become.

"Stand by. Green light on my mark."

What followed was a brutal seventeen-minute symphony of controlled violence. Breaching charges bloomed like orange flowers against the compound walls, their concussive thumps punching the air. Staccato fire — the precise three-round bursts of his Legion squad — answered the panicked, wild spraying of the militants. The smell of cordite and churned dust, thick and acrid, coated his throat and settled in the back of his teeth. He moved through it the way he always moved through it: one sector at a time, clearing left to right, every room a contained universe with its own threat calculus. Room one empty. Room two: one hostile, one round, move. Room three: two hostiles behind a table that would not stop what he was carrying. Move. He didn't feel it while it was happening. He felt it an hour later, in the debrief tent, when his hands finally stopped being tools and became hands again.

When it was over, twelve militants were down and the stolen UN supplies were recovered. A textbook counter-insurgency operation. Find, fix, finish. But as Steven policed his brass, the hot empty cartridges clicking against each other in his palm like metallic insects, the familiar emptiness yawned wide inside him. He was a hired gun fighting for a flag that wasn't his, for a government that wouldn't remember his name next week. That had been enough, once. In the first year it had been more than enough — the structure of it, the purpose of waking each morning with a clear task and the training to execute it. The Legion had given him that when he'd had nothing else to hold onto. He was grateful for it. He was also done with it.

But Kruger? His father's life's work? The vast red-earth landscape of his childhood summers, smelling of wild basil and damp earth after the rain? That wasn't a job. That was a cause. That was a fight you could feel in your bones.

The image that came to him — unbidden and precise as a rifle's zero — was a girl of sixteen, drowning in a black dress at his mother's funeral, her hand a small white-knuckled fist in her father's. He'd seen her once after that, at her university graduation, the same watchful quality in her eyes. Nothing in either picture aligned with the hardened operator his father now described. But Steven knew better than most that war — any war — was a forge. The battlefield didn't matter. It consumed the soft and remade the survivors in whatever they had most of. He had gone into the Legion with his father's stubbornness and his mother's patience and the Legion had kept both and sharpened them until they were something he barely recognised as his own. Grace Carter had gone into the bush with whatever she had most of. His father's letter told him what the bush had made of it.

He wanted to see that for himself.

That night he cleaned his rifle.

The FOB was quiet, the generator's hum a steady, diesel-scented backdrop to the dark. Most of the team were asleep or as close to it as men in a forward operating base ever got — that particular light-switch quality of soldiers' sleep, present and absent simultaneously, one loud noise away from operational. Steven sat on his cot with the HK field-stripped across a cloth on his knees, running the bore brush through the barrel with the slow, practised rhythm of a man who had done this ten thousand times.

The ritualistic swipe and swirl of the cleaning rod. The sharp chemical tang of Hoppe's No. 9. The reassembly with its series of satisfying, precise clicks. It was the only thing that had ever truly quieted his mind, and tonight his mind needed quieting.

He was going home. He had decided during the debrief — not during it exactly, but in the moment afterward when his squad leader had given the standard post-operation assessment and Steven had listened and filed every note correctly and felt, with absolute clarity, that he had heard this particular debrief for the last time. Not because it was bad. Because it was finished. Because there was another debrief in another country waiting for him, one that had his father's name attached to it and a war with a point he could hold onto.

The email was already typed and sitting unsent in his drafts folder, twelve words to his father: *Contract up in August. I'm coming home. Put me to work. * He would send it in the morning. Tonight, he needed to sit with it first — with the weight of what he was walking toward, which was also the weight of what he was walking away from.

Five years. Two wars that weren't his. Enough dead to fill a small town. He had not come through those years unmarked — nobody did, regardless of what they told themselves. He had come through them functional, which was the correct ambition and the one the Legion explicitly set. Function was the standard. Flourishing was your own business, to be conducted in whatever time remained after the job was done.

He wondered sometimes what flourishing looked like. He had not had a long enough stretch of peace to find out.

He finished the reassembly, set the rifle down, and opened his laptop. The blue light was sterile and lonely in the dark tent. He didn't open the email. Instead, he went to a folder he rarely opened — photographs, fewer than a hundred, spanning the years before he'd enlisted. He found the one he was looking for without much searching because he'd looked for it before, more than once, in other dark tents in other bad places.

A waterhole at dusk. Red earth, the colour of old brick, curving around the water's edge. A baobab in the middle distance, its trunk impossibly thick and pale against the deepening sky, its branches spread like the roots of something growing downward from the heavens. The light was that particular African gold that photographers flew ten thousand kilometres to find and that Steven had grown up taking entirely for granted. He had not taken it for granted since. Distance had clarified it — the specific quality of that light, the way it made the red earth glow from within, the way it turned the waterhole's surface to hammered copper. He had tried to explain it to men in the squad who had never been to Africa and found he couldn't. Some things required the ground beneath your feet.

He had taken the photograph himself. He was fourteen. He couldn't remember what camera.

He looked at it for a long time. Then he closed the laptop, opened the email, and sent it.

Dad, * *Contract up in August. I'm coming home. Put me to work. * *— Steven

He lay back on the cot, his clean rifle beside him in the dark, and for the first time in five years he did not dream of desert.

He dreamed of the deep, rumbling thunder of elephants — felt more than heard, a vibration in the red earth, moving through him like something ancient reminding him it was still there. In the dream he was fourteen again and standing at the edge of a waterhole at dusk and the herd was coming in from the east and he could feel them before he could see them, the ground carrying news of their approach the way water carries sound. He stood perfectly still. His father stood beside him. Neither of them spoke. There was nothing to say that the evening wasn't already saying.

He woke before dawn, and for one disoriented moment he didn't know which country he was in.

Then the generator coughed, and the Malian heat settled back onto his chest like a hand, and he knew.

Three months, he told himself. Three months and the hand would lift.

Outside the tent, in the flat pre-dawn dark of the Sahel, the FOB was beginning its morning routines — the first movements, the first voices, the smell of bad coffee from the mess. He lay and listened to it and thought about a waterhole at dusk and the particular quality of light that couldn't be explained to someone who hadn't stood in it.

He thought about his father's shoulder that hadn't been right since the fall.

He thought about Grace Carter's white-knuckled fist in Hugh's hand at a funeral fifteen years ago, and what the bush had made of her since.

He got up. Made his bed with the precision the Legion had drilled into him until it was reflex. Laced his boots. Picked up his rifle.

Three months.

His father had written: *I look at her sometimes and I see the target on her back. I can't protect her forever. * That was not a man describing an operator. That was a father describing a fear he couldn't solve from where he was standing. Ian Keele did not admit to fears he couldn't solve. The admission itself was the ask.

Steven understood, with a precision that surprised him, that his father wasn't asking him to come home to fight a war. He was asking him to come home and stand between something he loved and what was coming for it.

He could do that. He had been trained to do exactly that, and then trained again, and then trained once more, until the training stopped being something he did and became something he was.

He shouldered his kit. Walked out into the Sahel pre-dawn.

Three months.
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The Ground

Hugh stopped at the clinic on his way back from the northern sector. He told himself it was on the route. It wasn't quite, but the detour was only twenty minutes and Sarah didn't track his movements, which was one of the reasons they had lasted twenty-five years.

The clinic occupied what had once been a farm supply store on the edge of a small settlement eight kilometres from the park boundary. Sarah had done little to beautify it from the outside — the corrugated iron roof was still the same sun-bleached rust, the sign above the door hand-painted and slightly crooked. Inside was a different matter. She had spent a year making it a place where a frightened child could be brought and feel, immediately, that someone competent was in charge. It smelled of antiseptic and the particular powdery sweetness of children's medicine, and despite the cracked linoleum and the mismatched chairs in the waiting room, it had the quality of somewhere that knew exactly what it was for.

His boots were still dusty from patrol when he pushed open the door. The nurse at the front desk — a young woman named Priya who had worked here two years and still looked faintly startled whenever Hugh appeared — told him Sarah was finishing with a patient. He said he'd wait. She brought him coffee without being asked, which meant Sarah had told her to, which meant Sarah had heard his truck in the lot.

He stood in the narrow corridor outside the consulting room and drank the coffee and looked at the children's drawings pinned to the wall. Crayon animals, mostly. Some anatomically ambitious, some that could have been anything. All of them fierce with colour.

The door opened. A mother came out carrying a sleeping toddler, her free hand holding a prescription script. She looked at Hugh — at his field clothes, the dust, the size of him filling the corridor — and gave a small, uncertain smile. He stepped aside. She left.

Sarah appeared in the doorway, making a note on her tablet. She finished the note before she looked up. That was Sarah. The note was for the patient and the patient came first, even when the note was complete and her husband was standing four feet away.

"You look like the bush," she said.

"I was in the bush."

She stepped back and he followed her into the consulting room. She took her chair behind the small desk. He didn't sit — the patient's chair was too low and too small and they both knew he'd perch on it awkwardly. He stood, which was how they usually talked when he came here. Her behind the desk, him on his feet. It had its own shorthand.

She handed him a second coffee she'd already poured. He took it.

"Northern sector?" she asked, returning to her tablet.

"Mm."

"Find anything?"

"Old sign. Three weeks minimum. They've shifted the route again." He drank. "Colin's team picked up fresher tracks near the Luvuvhu yesterday. They're running the new corridor."

Sarah nodded, making another note — not about him, about the next patient, planning ahead. He watched her and thought, not for the first time, that she was the only person he knew who could be genuinely present in a conversation while simultaneously doing something else entirely.

"Grace deploys tomorrow," he said.

Sarah's pen stopped for a fraction of a second. Then continued.

"With Colin," she said. It wasn't a question.

"Three days. Northern sector. His team has the best interdiction record in the park." He heard himself using the same words Grace had used in the argument that morning, and felt the particular discomfort of being caught borrowing his daughter's logic.

Sarah looked up. She had her reading glasses on, which meant he got the full weight of her attention over the top of the frames. That look had never not worked on him.

"And?" she said.

"And nothing. I'm telling you she deploys tomorrow."

She held his gaze for a moment. Then she put the tablet down and took her glasses off and set them on the desk, which meant they were done with the clinical portion of the conversation.

"You've spoken to her about it," Sarah said.

"This morning."

"How did that go."

Not a question. She already knew.

"She's going," Hugh said.

"Yes." Sarah picked up her own coffee. "She is." She looked at him steadily over the rim. "Hugh. She's ready. You trained her. I trained her. Between us we covered every contingency we know how to cover. At some point the training either holds or it doesn't, and you hovering over it changes nothing."

"Colin's team are green."

"Colin has twenty years."

"His team are green."

Sarah was quiet for a moment. That specific quiet — not conceding, not disagreeing. Processing.

"Call Wendell," she said finally. "He'll talk sense to you."

"Wendell agrees with you."

"Of course he does." The faintest trace of something moved across her face — not quite a smile. "We usually do." She stood, picked up the tablet, replaced her glasses. The next patient was waiting. "She'll be fine, Hugh. And if something goes wrong — which it won't — she'll know what to do. Because we taught her."

He put the empty cup on the desk. She was already moving back toward professionalism, toward the next small life that needed her. He recognised the shift and didn't try to extend the conversation past its natural end.

"Drive carefully," she said, not looking up. Already reading the next file.

He left.

In the truck, pulling back onto the dirt road toward the park, he thought about what she hadn't said. She hadn't said *I'm not worried. * She had said *She'll be fine. * Those were different things, and Sarah never used words carelessly.

He drove back to camp with both hands on the wheel and the red dust rising behind him.

"Absolutely not."

The words left Hugh Carter's mouth like gunshots, flat and final. He slammed his chipped enamel coffee cup down on the rickety operations table. The bitter, tar-black liquid sloshed over the rim, spreading across the worn wood. The familiar, humid air of the Kruger bushveld, thick with the scent of dust, wild sage, and the imminent promise of rain, felt suddenly suffocating.

Across from him, Grace didn't flinch. She just looked at him with that stubborn light her mother deployed when she knew she was right and he was being an unreasonable fool. The morning sun cut through the slats of the tent, illuminating dust motes around her like fireflies.

"Dad," she said, her voice dangerously calm. "Colin is a twenty-year veteran. His team has the best interdiction record in the entire park. This is an incredible opportunity."

"His team are kids," Hugh countered. "Fresh out of training. Green. Untested."

"Like I was two years ago?" she shot back, her eyes flashing. "Like you were when you started? You told me yourself you got lost for six hours on your first solo patrol and ended up in Mozambique, drinking warm beer with a border patrol who found you weeping under a baobab tree."

Wendell, observing from his worn camp chair in the corner, cleared his throat diplomatically. "LT, Colin's record speaks for itself. Grace needs to work with other teams, learn different approaches and leadership styles. She can't stay under our wing forever."

"She's been on active duty for two years," Hugh protested. He gestured at her, his hand calloused and scarred. "She's proven herself a dozen times over. She's saved lives, stopped poachers, earned her place. Why does she need to prove herself to some new hotshot and his crew of trainees?"

"Because," Grace said, her voice dropping to a quiet, firm tone that stopped him cold, "I need to prove to myself that I can lead. That I'm not just the LT's daughter who the old team protects. I need to know if I can do this on my own. Without you."

The unvarnished truth lay bare between them. She was right, and they both knew it. The protective cage he had built around her was now the very thing she needed to break.

For two years, Grace had operated under the protective, and at times suffocating, umbrella of his original team. They'd trained her, supported her, and yes — protected her more than they would any other rookie. She'd more than earned her place a hundred times over. But she'd always had them watching her back, a safety net she no longer wanted, and frankly, no longer needed.

"Three-day operation," Grace continued. "Colin's team is tracking a specific syndicate cell in the northern sector, near the Luvuvhu River. In and out. Low risk. I'll have my radio. If anything goes wrong —"

"If anything goes wrong, you could be dead or captured before we can even get a vehicle started," Hugh said, the fear a cold fist around his heart. The northern sector was remote, rugged. He could picture the thick mopane woodlands, the dry
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