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PROLOGUE

Terror is a wild animal trying to escape from my chest. The adrenaline coursing through my body sets my skin on fire. I can barely hear the others over the sound of blood rushing in my ears. They’re behind me, following me, but it doesn’t matter.

I have to get to the clearing.

Stumbling on the uneven ground, pain shoots up my body into my cheek. It’s hot, throbbing from where I was hit earlier. It’s gonna hurt like hell tomorrow. If I get through tonight.

Gasping for air, the night’s sticky heat fills my throat. Overhead, clouds cross the moon in patches of light grey and even the usual chorus of birds, cicadas and things I don’t even want to consider, are hushed.

As if they know to be quiet.

As if they know something horrific has already happened tonight.

Holding my phone like a torch, the light barely pierces the darkness. Thin branches whip out of nowhere and slice and slap across my arms and legs. I duck, just in time to avoid the thicker branch from the trees in the brush either side of the non-existent path I’m following. I tore through here twenty minutes ago, running for my life.

When everything I knew was torn apart.

Oh god, why did this happen?

Why?

My stomach twists in horror. I think I’m going to be sick. I stumble again and this time I fall, landing hard on the red earth. A hand reaches for me, I don’t know whose, but I shove it away. For a moment, I want to give up. Tears stream down my face and I sob, inhaling dirt and sand.

Coughing and spluttering, I scramble to my feet. I have to push on. I have to. Only then will it be over. The beam of light in front of me starts to judder erratically and it takes me a second to realise that it’s from how much I’m shaking.

I stop short when I hear a low growl. So do the others. We all listen. The possibilities are terrifying, but the silence is even worse.

But nothing is as bad as what I’m leading us all to.

When the growl moves away, I press on to the clearing, finding the small dirt track with kicked-up dirt and my footprints from before. Dark patches of earth that could be water. They’re not.

Clenching my jaw, I brace against what’s ahead, ignoring the pain radiating out over my cheek and I don’t know whether the taste of blood in my mouth is real or imagined.

I pause at the edge of the clearing – branches blocking my view. Sick to my stomach, my mind full of dread.

Of what happened here.

Of what I did.

And then … I just want it done.

I push into the clearing and come to a sudden stop. I take in the blood-smeared dirt, the broken branches, the gouges in the ground made by rocks that I can still feel beneath my fingers. But my mind is completely empty.

Just like the clearing.

And my voice sounds strange when I scream.

‘Where is it? Where’s the body?!’
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CHAPTER ONE

EMILY

Emily stood in the middle of Skukuza Airport and tried really hard to pick her jaw up from the floor. Eyes wide, turning in a circle, looking exactly like the tourist she was, Emily took in the thatched roofing, the circular open-air buildings and the cream tones that made the small South African airport look like a spa.

Aware she could be waiting for a while, Emily crossed to a nearby table, hauling her battered seventy-five litre rucksack by the strap, and collapsed into a chair.

Above her, a ginormous lightshade masquerading as a piece of artwork hung from the ceiling, and the surrounding warm earthy tones and natural materials soothed her after the epic journey she’d made all the way from Greece. The entire space felt organic, as if it were part of the wild world beyond the walls of the airport.

A wild world she’d soon get to experience herself in a trip that few of the ‘one percenters’ could even dream of affording.

For the last eight months, Emily had been spending her gap year between school and college as a private concierge at the Vandenburg Resort in Santorini, Greece. A staff member, a gofer, jumping when someone clicked their elegantly manicured fingers, ready to do whatever, whenever, for the wealthy guests.

But this time she was the guest.

Seven days at ultra-luxe safari lodge Snarehill Estate, thanks to the invitation from her one-time work bestie, Nia Monroe.

Looking back, how Emily had failed to see that the new girl she’d been asked to train at the Vandeburg Resort had been anything other than uber rich, she had no idea. Really, it should have been obvious that Nia hadn’t worked a single day in her life. But it had been impossible not to like her. Nia’s energy, wry humour and vibrant personality had been a refreshing change from the other staff, who were very focused on their work.

Nia had burst into Emily’s life in full technicolour and for six months, they’d worked hard and partied harder. And why not? They were in a sun-drenched paradise. University – real life – felt like a lifetime away. Emily had taught Nia everything she knew, and Nia had soaked it up like a sponge. They’d worked so well together that even Hugo – the son of the powerhouse owners, Mark and Darian Vandenburg – had refused to split them up.

Emily had been devastated when Nia announced that she was leaving after just six months. It had felt like she was losing a sister. And then on her last night on the island, Nia had hit her with a bombshell. One Emily was still reeling from.

Nia Monroe was an heiress in disguise!

(Not something Emily thought happened in real life!)

Nia had explained that her friend Hugo – and Emily’s boss – had put her on the staff rotation so that she could gain the experience she needed to work at her own family’s business. She had begged for forgiveness and promised to stay in touch. Which she had, off and on, via messages and video calls. And then a month ago she had texted out of the blue with an invitation that Emily could hardly believe.


It’s to say thank you! I wouldn’t have survived a week working at the Vs without you!




I want you to come on this holiday, not as staff, but as my friend.



My BEST friend.

To be fair, Nia was right, she wouldn’t have survived without Emily. But it had meant so much to hear that their friendship was important to Nia too.

And the holiday? Emily could hardly believe it. Nia had planned everything. The travel from Greece to Johannesburg via Dubai. And the flight from Johannesburg to Skukuza. All she had had to figure out was the vaccinations.

She’d winced a little at having to hand in her notice a month early in order to come. It was going to dig a hole in her savings but it was the holiday of a lifetime. She couldn’t pass it up.

She didn’t like lying to her dad, but he’d only surrendered his campaign to get her to return to the States for the three-week intensive extra-credit summer course he’d lined up for her, because having the Vandenburgs on her CV was undeniably a coup. But that wouldn’t extend to this. So, she hadn’t told him about the seven days she was about to spend in safari paradise.

A high-pitched scream cut through the quiet airport.

Emily spun round, heart in her throat. A few early arrivals for the next flight jerked up in alarm. A uniformed staff member peeked around the reception desk.

And there, in the middle of the airport, looking effortlessly cool in a black waistcoat and matching wide-legged trousers, in the highest stilettos Emily had ever seen and a pair of immensely oversized black sunglasses, was Nia Monroe.

Her perfectly balayaged hair was swept elegantly over her shoulder, large gold hoop earrings and a stack of three gold bracelets dripping from her wrist glowed against a buttery tan that had been a lifetime in the making.

‘You’re here! I can’t believe it!’ Nia screamed again, running towards her like an ungainly giraffe, as if she hadn’t seen Nia sprint across the sand in a similar pair of heels like a swan gliding on water.

In a heartbeat, she found herself swept up into the vortex that was Nia – and the only thing to do when that happened was hold on to your hat and hope you landed on your feet.

‘Darling! Did you have to wait long? I’m so sorry, I left as soon as I could. Was the flight terrible? Are you horribly jet-lagged? Do you need anything? What can I get you?’

Emily blinked at Nia and laughed.

‘I have missed you,’ she said, suddenly realising how much she’d needed this, giving Nia a hard squeeze.

‘Missed you too, beautiful,’ Nia replied, with a red-lipsticked grin, squeezing Emily back. ‘Now come on, grab your shit, and let’s get out of here.’

Ten minutes later, with her bags loaded in the back of a gleaming four-by-four, Emily and Nia were speeding down a wide road that stretched into the kind of landscape she had only ever seen on television.

She couldn’t take her eyes off it. Unlike what little she’d seen of Johannesburg, which had been all urban high-rise hotels and luxury apartment buildings, this was the South Africa she’d grown up hearing of. Grass and scrubland in various hues of dry greens and deep, burnished reds. Having seen nothing but the aqua blue of the Mediterranean and the blindingly white buildings of Santorini for the last ten months, it felt almost unreal.

‘I’m so pleased you could make it,’ Nia said.

‘Oh jeez. Such a chore!’ Emily replied. ‘You know my schedule was jam-packed.’

Nia grinned and popped her glasses on to her head, sweeping her hair back from her face. ‘Well, I’m thrilled you could fit me in.’ Her lips spread into a wide smile.

‘So, how’s Operation: Take Over going?’ Emily asked. They’d given Nia’s plan that official title three months ago, when she’d started planning her family ‘comeback’ in earnest.

‘Well, I’ve been given these seven days as a test run,’ Nia explained. ‘So I shall be your resort manager for the duration of your stay.’

‘Yassss!’ Emily said, clicking her fingers in support.

‘And while Liam thinks it’s only this one time, my grandfather has promised me that he’s open to a much longer, permanent position. As long as I ace it.’

‘Which you will, because you were trained by the best, obvs,’ Emily added with a grin.

‘Obvs!’ Nia replied, laughing. ‘I’m going to use these seven days to prove to my grandfather that I am the best person to run Snarehill.’

Nia pumped her fist in the air. Emily laughed, the wind whipping her hair about her face and felt the thrill that she got just from being near Nia.

It wasn’t long before Nia pulled the car off the main road and down a dirt track.

‘Hold on to your teeth, lady, it’s a little bumpy.’

‘Is this something you need to fix?’ Emily asked, speaking carefully so as not to bite her tongue.

‘Nah, just adds to the charm,’ Nia said, laughing as Emily nearly hit her head on the roof of the car.

The road twisted and turned around bushes and trees, but every now and then Emily saw glimpses of the sprawling Snarehill Estate in the distance.

A glimmer of glass amongst a tree and a flash of wood panelling told Emily that she was seeing one of the estate’s six large guest treehouses, which were dotted around a central communal compound that housed the restaurant, spa and treatment area, entertainment centre and bar, swimming pool, plunge pool and fire pit. Because, you know, treehouses within spitting distance of Kruger National Park weren’t enough.

Finally, they turned into the gateway of the fenced area and the ground beneath them turned into a smoothly paved drive that circled around a romantic fountain.

Emily wished the gasp she tried to swallow was caused by the gleaming structure that dominated the beauty of the land. But it wasn’t.

Standing at the top of the stairs, in front of two doors that wouldn’t have been out of place in a palace, was …

Prince Charming much?

Piercing blue eyes and slightly curly sandy hair. He was tall. Probably about six foot two, Emily gauged. (As someone who had been patted on the head so many times she’d got the ‘short’ message, she knew about heights.) Cheekbones? Check. Chin dimple? Devine. He had that ruddy English complexion that made Emily’s pulse flutter.

‘Who’s that?’ she asked, half cringing from the breathiness of her voice.

‘That? That’s Alex Averill. My boyfriend,’ Nia replied smugly.

Oh.

‘He’s a duke,’ Nia whispered in Emily’s ear.

‘Mm-hm,’ was all Emily could reply as she stuffed her knee-jerk response to him so far down that hopefully soon she wouldn’t remember the way that her heart had thumped and her cheeks had flushed, just by looking at him.

NIA

Nia checked her watch. Shit, she was behind schedule. She should have sent someone else to pick up Emily, but she’d wanted to see her again. It was such a relief to have someone here on her side. Someone else on her side, she mentally corrected as Alex opened her car door.

‘Baby!’ she cried, jumping out of the driver’s seat and into his arms. She grinned at his stupidly handsome (to some) face that was trying very hard to frown at her disapprovingly. It was just too much fun flirting with him, when she knew how much it would annoy him.

Nia couldn’t push him too far, though. She needed him and the status he bestowed upon her in the eyes of her grandfather through their hastily scrabbled-together, convenient and very fake relationship. The grandfather who had been watching their every move like a hawk. Which was why she’d had to lie to Emily about it. As much as Nia hated doing it, she couldn’t afford for anything to jeopardise the opportunity he’d finally given her.

No, she self-corrected. The opportunity I made happen!

‘Darling,’ Alex said in that upper-class British accent of his before he placed a kiss on her cheek.

‘Oh, Alex, I love it when you talk posh to me,’ she teased, letting him go as Emily rounded the back of the car.

Something settled in her chest as her two best friends finally came together in the same orbit. She was absolutely sure that they would get on. And, more importantly, she knew that with the two of them here, she’d finally get what she wanted.

To be part of her family.

‘I’ll just get my bag,’ Emily said hesitantly.

‘No! No, not your job. There are staff for that,’ Nia insisted, as Kali appeared right on cue to retrieve Emily’s large rucksack. ‘Kali, this is Emily. Emily, this is Kali, my right hand here at the estate.’

Kali gave Nia a delighted smile, her eyes glittering against the warm walnut of her skin. She knew how important this was to Nia. All the staff did, and their support meant everything.

‘Nice to meet you,’ Emily said, shaking Kali’s hand.

‘And as we’re doing introductions, Alex, this is my bestest friend, Emily. My saving grace at the V’s resort and the reason we’re all here now,’ Nia said, pulling Alex towards Emily, whose hand she grabbed. ‘Emily, this is my boyfriend of four months, Alex Oxbrook.’

Alex’s thin-lipped smile as he greeted Emily was a bit strange and Nia was about to knock him for it when he caught sight of her shoes.

‘You drove? In those?’ he demanded.

‘Yes, Alex, and I can walk and chew gum at the same time, too, you know,’ Nia teased.

‘And if they’d got caught?’

‘On what?’ she asked.

‘The pedal?’ Alex said, clearly wrestling with whatever bug had crawled up his backside that morning.

‘Don’t be silly. Emily was there and would have saved us both,’ Nia replied with all the confidence of always having been able to rely on someone else to pick up the pieces.

Emily smiled a little awkwardly just as Nia’s alarm went off on her smartwatch.

‘We’re late! Come on,’ she announced, and she dragged them both into the grand entrance to Snarehill, the estate where she had lived until the age of eight before her mother had run off with the neighbour’s husband and decided that her daughter was one accessory too many. After that, Nia had been sent off to various boarding schools, only returning for summers and winters. But she refused to think about that right now. She needed her game face on.

‘OK, ready for the pre-flight check?’ she asked over her shoulder, referring to the rundown she and Emily would do before the beginning of every booking at the Vandenburg Resort.

‘Take it away,’ Emily replied.

‘So … the guest list for the test tour, heavily negotiated with my grandfather, has been balanced between us,’ Nia explained. He had put his foot down and refused to ‘let her loose’ on fee-paying customers. She’d accepted his decision without argument. The trick with him was knowing which battles to fight. That was not one she would have won.

‘I have invited you, obviously,’ she confided, bumping shoulders with Emily, ‘and you,’ she said to Alex as they took the glass walkway that skirted the external wall of the main building. ‘And then there’s Hugo,’ she added.

‘Vandenburg?’ Emily asked, a little surprised.

‘Yeah. That’s OK, right? I mean, I know he was your boss, our boss, but he was a family friend first, and his name and opinion carry a lot of weight with my grandfather.’

Hugo Vandenburg’s rave review of her time in Santorini was also one of the only reasons her grandfather had allowed her to run Snarehill for the week.

‘Of course!’ Emily rushed to reassure her.

‘Great. He’ll be arriving at eighteen hundred.’

‘Check,’ Emily said.

Nia shot Alex a dark look when he started to laugh, which he turned into an apologetic cough.

‘And then there’s Willow.’

‘Willow?’ Emily asked with a frown.

‘A lifestyle influencer with more than a million followers.’

‘Wasn’t she a guest at the resort?’ Emily asked.

‘I don’t think so,’ Nia lied, knowing full well that Emily wouldn’t approve of her having tapped up a Vandenburg guest to help her cause. But she couldn’t have missed such an amazing opportunity. Getting Willow to visit – and therefore promote – Snarehill was one of the key parts of her plan to refocus the lodge in a more female-orientated ‘wellness’ direction. Not that her grandfather saw it that way. But he’d shrugged and told her it was her money to waste.

And he wasn’t being euphemistic. Nia had everything riding on this. She’d gone all in with this deal, putting the family trust fund that she was due to inherit on the line too. This was her last chance. If she failed to impress her grandfather, failed to prove that she had settled down and grown up enough to secure a management position in the family business, she’d be cut away from it all. The family, her inheritance, everything.

A little like what had happened to her mother.

The thought that she was somehow following in her mother’s footsteps sat uneasily in her gut. Because she was nothing like the woman who had chosen a man over her own daughter. She’d never abandon the people she loved.

‘OK,’ Emily said, bringing Nia back to the present. ‘Hot social media personality on board? Check.’

‘And now,’ she said continuing with the guest list, ‘we have my grandfather’s visitors. He’s invited the Bekkers and the di Rossis, two regulars to the estate, and both as difficult and demanding as each other.’ If she could prove herself to them she could do it to anyone.

‘Both couples are close friends of Elizabeth’s,’ she explained.

‘Urgh,’ said Emily, very familiar with Nia’s difficult relationship with her grandfather’s second wife. Elizabeth was not only the same age as Nia’s mother but had married John an indecent six months after his first wife had died.

‘The Bekkers are a Dutch couple, old money and no children.’

‘Check, check, check,’ Emily said, her hand ticking things off an imaginary list.

‘The di Rossis are Italian, new money, two perfect children, doing perfect things.’

‘Check, check, check,’ Emily said again, instantly understanding from their shorthand developed over the six months of working together.

‘Check,’ Alex said, drawing confused looks from both girls. ‘Sorry, I was feeling a little left out,’ he explained with a helpless shrug.

Nia shook off his interruption even as her mouth dried a little at the thought of the next guest. ‘And then there’s Jacob Anders, a business associate of John’s.’

He was also the father of the boy Nia had loved for as long as she could remember. A boy she’d thought had loved her back. Until last year.

Until she’d overheard them arguing about her.

She’s just like her mother, Theo. That mess at Hastings proves it. She’s a waste of space and an embarrassment to John and I won’t let her be an embarrassment to this family. You’re too young to understand how this will impact your life. But it will. Go to university. You’ll see. You have a bright future ahead of you. So, stop fooling around and break it off.

Nia’s stomach twisted at the memory. She’d never thought Theo would end things with her. But he had. He’d broken off their relationship and her heart.

So, she’d severed all contact.

Blocked and deleted.

But she wasn’t that same girl any more – naively trying to get attention any way she could, acting out in a desperate attempt to get the smallest scraps from the family table. This was the new Nia Monroe. Here to prove that she was every bit as good as them. Prove it to them all.

‘And how is Liam taking all this?’

Emily’s question made Nia’s stomach twist in a different direction.

‘He has accepted my “interim management” under sufferance,’ Nia explained. Which was the best she could hope for, because if he knew what was really going on – that her grandfather was giving her this opportunity to prove herself worthy of becoming the full-time manager of Snarehill, effectively replacing Liam – it wouldn’t be a battle, it would be a war.

‘But,’ Nia said, drawing to a stop, knowing that Emily hadn’t seen it yet, ‘you’re not here to be my work wife this time. This is why you’re here.’ She took Emily by the shoulders and turned her to face the best view in the entire estate.

Emily’s gasped ‘oh’ was everything Nia had hoped it would be.

The perfectly manicured garden stretched out all the way to the end of the estate, surrounded by woodland and brush on either side. Nestled amongst that woodland were the six treehouses that made the estate most of its money. And now they’d hit that perfect afternoon golden sunlight that made the entire estate look magical.

Nia looked out over the view, trying to see it through Emily’s eyes for the first time. But everywhere she looked were memories. Good, bad, perfect, it didn’t matter.

This was her childhood, her home, her future and she wouldn’t let anyone take it from her. Not even her own family.
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CHAPTER TWO

ALEX

Even though he’d seen this view several times since he’d arrived two days ago, it still caught Alex by surprise. He’d have sworn he could feel the heat radiating from outside, despite the ten-centimetre glass and air-con. Slashes of green, earthy reds and dusty browns were like a collage beneath a denim-blue sky. It was incredible. And very different to the view from his family’s own estate back in England.

Elizabeth Monroe’s cut-glass laughter drifted along the corridor from the salon where she and the other guests had congregated. Alex met Nia’s gaze over the top of Emily’s head. He nodded to Nia and mouthed, ‘Can I have a word?’

Nia nodded and told Emily to go on ahead.

Alex waited until Emily was out of earshot.

‘Are you sure about this?’ he asked.

Nia’s eyebrows rose. ‘About my plan for Snarehill domination?’

‘No, about her,’ Alex said looking at Emily, who was disappearing around the corner. She was short, nearly a foot smaller than he was, her brown hair shorn bluntly into a line just below her chin. He didn’t know what he’d expected from the girl Nia had told him so much about, but it wasn’t that she’d look so … wholesome.

‘Emily?’ Nia asked, confused. ‘What about her?’

Alex winced, very aware of how what he was about to say was going to sound. But it wasn’t as if he didn’t have first-hand experience of what he was talking about.

‘Nia, throwing someone like her – someone who doesn’t have the kind of money you’re used to – into that group of people? How do you know she’s not going to take advantage of this situation?’

‘I know her, Alex,’ Nia replied. ‘She wouldn’t do anything like that.’

Alex bit his teeth together. He’d thought exactly the same thing. And he’d been wrong.

‘I just … want to make sure you know what you’re doing,’ he said.

Understanding dawned in Nia’s gaze. She put a hand on his arm. ‘I get it. I do. But Emily’s not like that. She’s not like Paul.’

Alex flinched at the name of the scholarship student who had befriended him under false pretences and caused nearly irrevocable damage to his family and their reputation. And even two years on, Alex still felt the sting of humiliation and betrayal at what had been done to him, and then the crashing shockwave of guilt for what Nia had had to do for him.

‘It’s OK, Alex. I know what I’m doing,’ Nia replied confidently.

He believed her. But whether he believed that Emily wasn’t out for everything she could get from Nia was another matter.

‘Come on. We have to get in there, before Emily gets eaten by the lions.’

Alex rolled his eyes and followed Nia down the glass corridor that wrapped around the entire building. Beneath him, dark wooden flooring gleamed and once again he was struck by the feat of engineering that had not only modernised the original estate but done so in a way that suited the world it inhabited. His family had land and property – responsibility and duty, his father’s voice echoed in his mind – but this was something else entirely.

Alex caught glimpses of the paved pathways in the manicured lawns that would lead the guests to the treehouses that Snarehill Estate had become famous for. Designed to feel a part of the surroundings, but private from other guests, last night he’d felt like he was sleeping out in the open. Even in the midst of extreme luxury he’d felt that simmering threat of the wild, barely metres away from where he slept. An untamed animal world that kept to no human laws.

‘Alex,’ Nia hissed from the end of the corridor, hurrying him with her hand.

He joined her, holding the crook of his arm out for Nia to take. When she smiled at him thankfully, he smiled back, a genuine one.

‘OK,’ he whispered to her, bracing himself. ‘Let’s do this.’

They rounded the corner and entered the salon and were met with welcome cries and excited cheers so forceful it almost forced Alex back a step.

‘Ahh, the happy couple!’

Elizabeth Monroe saluted them with a raised martini from where she was standing, framed perfectly between two of the steel frames for the bifold glass doors that reached all the way to the ceiling several floors above, effectively making the salon a glass atrium.

Nia’s step-grandmother looked immaculate – provided you didn’t get close enough to see the tiny pinch-marks left behind by the various lifts and tucks she’d had. Ice-blonde hair scraped back displayed chiselled facial features that would never be tight enough for Elizabeth. Diamonds glinted from her tennis bracelet and matching earrings.

‘We’re just so thrilled to have you as part of our family, Alexander,’ she said, the coral-lipsticked smile matching the trace she’d left on the glass.

‘Thank you, Mrs Monroe,’ Alex replied, as though this exchange wasn’t purely for the benefit of the guests who had just arrived. Alex was beginning to realise that a lot happened for the benefit of the guests.

The salon was a strange mix of old-colonial and modern with glass doors that opened directly to the outside. The welcome breeze took the sting out of the oppressive heat as well as making the most of the incredible view beyond. There were coffee-coloured leather Chesterfields and rattan ceiling fans, and brass fixtures and fittings decked out an old-fashioned bar-top, from which cocktails, champagne and beers were served around the clock.

‘Alex,’ John Monroe said, clicking his fingers to get his attention, ‘there’s someone I’d like you to meet.’

Alex felt Nia flinch beside him but soothed her with a reassuring squeeze. ‘I’ve got this,’ he assured her before crossing the room to meet the man John was talking to.

Despite being in his mid-seventies, John Monroe was a formidable character. Tall and broad, the man could probably bench-press Alex if he wanted to. A lifetime in the South African sun had given his naturally pale skin the rough texture of crinkled leather, sun-spotted and marked. His hair, still a sandy red, was only lightly shot through with silver.

‘Alex, this is Ugo di Rossi; Ugo, this is the Duke of Oxbrook.’

‘Actually, sir, that’s my father,’ Alex interjected.

John waved him off as Ugo looked him up and down as if he was sizing up a piece of meat. Stifling a familiar swell of indignation, Alex remembered that this – his title, his family’s notoriety – was, in fact, precisely why he was here.

You’re having a laugh.

That’s what he’d said to Nia when she’d called with her ‘big favour’.

‘It’s just a week in person and a couple of months either side, to make sure it doesn’t look fake,’ Nia had said.

‘You want me to be your what?’

‘Boyfriend. It’s the only way my grandfather will take me seriously. You know how much he loves that English titled crap. And if he believes that I’ve settled down with you—’

‘But you haven’t!’

‘And hears how well I did with the Vandenburgs, then he’ll give me a chance with the estate. And then once he’s made me manager, we’ll wait a couple of months and stage a devastating break-up. HashtagSoSad,’ Nia had replied, grinning.

And when he’d paused, she’d hit him with, ‘You do owe me, remember?’

He did. He owed her big and he’d do whatever it took to repay her. Even if it meant pretending to be her adoring boyfriend.

With one ear on the conversation that Alex was apparently only required by John to witness rather than interact with, his gaze drifted around the room.

Emily was talking to Willow, the influencer who seemed to have had her phone surgically glued to the palm of her hand. His gaze snagged on the way Emily tucked her short brown hair behind one ear. He wondered whether Nia could really trust her. Emily’s eyes flicked to his and held his gaze for a moment, the half-smile on her lips dropping when he failed to acknowledge her. His conscience kicked in a little too late, but she’d already turned away by the time he tried to smile back.

‘Make it again,’ Liam Monroe, clearly annoyed, ordered the woman behind the bar.

Alex frowned at the exchange. He didn’t think much of John’s son. Liam had inherited his looks from his father, and the worst personality traits from his mother. Spoiled, lazy and aggressively arrogant, Liam was only two years older than him and Nia, but was in fact Nia’s uncle – not that Nia ever called him that. Liam had been managing the estate for a few years and failing miserably from what Alex could see.

A presence in the doorway to the salon drew his attention to where Moses, the estate’s field guide and tracker, stood. Alex had met the tall, bespectacled man last night and had the impression that Moses was a lot more integral to the running of the estate than his title suggested.

‘Mr Anders,’ announced Moses.

Alex, expecting to see a white South African man in his late fifties, was surprised to find someone their age, tall with dark-brown hair.

‘Theo?’ John asked, apparently also surprised.

‘Hi, John. Dad couldn’t make it, I’m afraid. So … I’m here in his place,’ Theo replied, his tone clipped, hard and unwavering, as if he were braced for something.

And when Alex looked over to Nia, he thought he saw why.

EMILY

Nia looked as if she was about to murder someone. No, not someone. Theo Anders. Frowning, Emily tried to remember whether she should know that name. It wasn’t as if Nia had told Emily a whole lot about her life, given that at the time Nia had been hiding a considerable part of it from Emily.

‘That won’t be a problem, will it Nia?’ John announced.

‘Of course not,’ Nia said, pulling an expert smile into place, before turning and leaving the room presumably to make whatever changes would be necessary by the alternate guest.

Theo made to follow Nia, but John beckoned him over to what was looking a little like the men’s side of the room.

‘Ohmygod, I just can’t get enough of this place. It’s so modern safari, am I right?’ Willow squealed beside her.

‘Right,’ Emily agreed, even as she caught the way Liam, sitting at the bar, bristled.

A thousand silver bangles slid down Willow’s arm as she raised her phone to take a selfie.

‘Want one?’ she asked Emily.

‘Sure?’ Emily replied, not quite sure that she did want to see herself next to the stunning lifestyle guru. In the screen of Willow’s phone Emily looked pale next to Willow’s delicate bronze tones and the glossy dark layers that fell elegantly halfway down Willow’s back were so much prettier than the blunt bob that, until that moment, Emily had quite liked.

Nia returned just then to let everyone know that their suites were now ready.

‘We’ll meet back here at six thirty for drinks before dinner, where we’ll officially be kicking off the start of the next seven days!’ she announced brightly. And perhaps it was only because Emily had worked with her for six months, trained her even, that Emily noticed the slight strain around Nia’s smile.

‘Ms May?’ asked Kali, the staff member who had taken her bag earlier. ‘May I show you to your treehouse?’

‘Sure,’ Emily replied, leaving Willow with a little wave.

Emily followed Kali out into the garden she’d seen earlier. Feeling self-conscious as she followed Kali, struggling to adopt the attitude of guest rather than staff, she caught up to walk beside her. Kali was taller than Emily and her hair was styled into thick twists that brushed the elegant angles of her cheeks and fell to her jawline. Emily was about to ask how long Kali had been working for the Monroes when she came to a sudden stop.

From this angle, the grounds opened up to reveal a sunken seating area and an enormous firepit just in front of them. Off to the left were several wooden buildings that Emily realised must be the spa and treatment areas. She caught sight of an infinity pool and plunge pool just before the land dropped away to reveal great plains as far as she could see.

Kali looked over her shoulder and paused to let Emily catch up.

‘Everyone does it the first time they see this view.’

‘It’s stunning,’ Emily said.

‘We think so,’ Kali confided with pride.

They continued down the stone path towards the treehouse that Emily had been eager to see since the moment Nia had described them.

Nestled in amongst the trees, so not technically a treehouse – but only if you were picking bones about it – grew a building of dark steel, wood and gleaming glass. Emily’s footsteps raced across the deck that wrapped around the structure, which faced away from the heart of the lodge.

It was the kind of view that made her stupidly giddy. The ground dropped away into brush, where a muddy river wound around clumps of trees and stretches of grassland. In the hazy distance loomed mountains made of clean lines and covered in dense green trees, so different from the jagged, imposing white-capped ranges of Europe.

Emily itched to get her camera from her bag and take a thousand pictures.

‘You’re lucky, Ms May. This is one of my favourite suites. As it’s close to the riverside, you get to see more wildlife,’ Kali said.

‘Really?’

Kali laughed at her eagerness. ‘Most you’ll hear more than see, but you’ll definitely see some warthogs and vervets. Please, please,’ she stressed, ‘don’t feed them. Not even once.’

‘Understood,’ Emily replied.

‘Would you like me to show you around your suite?’

Emily smiled. ‘Thank you, but I’m sure I’ll find everything I need.’

‘The suite’s control panel is beside the door,’ Kali explained. ‘You can connect your phone to it via the lodge’s app to control room temperature, music, entertainment and WiFi access. And if you need anything, just press the bell symbol and it will connect you straight to me. Dinner will be served in the dining room, which is next to the salon where we met.’ Kali bobbed her head and disappeared, leaving Emily, alone, in …

The most amazing room EVER!

She squealed and fell back on the canopied king-sized bed that sat squarely in the
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