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Zaruba, Africa

1936

The lion came out of the tall grass like a thunderbolt.

Safari Joe Remington spun at the sudden roar, bringing up his Model 1896 Krag-Jørgensen carbine rifle as the massive beast exploded from the brush, barely twenty feet away. Dust and dry grass flew into the air. The lion’s yellow eyes burned with fury as it charged straight toward him.

“Move!” Joe barked.

Behind him, a terrified porter stumbled backward, dropping a crate into the dirt. The lion closed the distance in two enormous bounds.

Joe fired.

The blast shattered the morning silence. Smoke curled from the rifle barrel as the lion twisted violently in mid-charge, slammed into the earth, and rolled through the dry grass only a few feet from Joe’s boots.

For several seconds, nobody moved.

Then the porters erupted into excited chatter.

Joe Remington lowered the rifle slowly. His weathered face was calm beneath the brim of his sweat-stained pith helmet. Tall and broad-shouldered, with brown hair, sunburned skin, and sharp blue eyes, he looked more like a hardened soldier than a professional hunter. A faded revolver rested low on his hip beside a heavy hunting knife worn smooth from years of use.

“Well,” he muttered, staring down at the dead lion, “that was unpleasant.”

One of the native guides approached cautiously, his eyes wide with admiration.

“Bwana Remington kills the devil cat again.”

Joe cracked open the rifle and slipped in fresh cartridges.

“Yeah, well, next time I’d appreciate the devil cat staying dead farther away from me.”

Several of the men laughed nervously.

The camp stood near the edge of the Scorpion Desert, where the jungle slowly surrendered to dry rock and endless sand. Beyond the distant ridges lay the forbidden interior of Zaruba, a savage and largely unexplored land whispered about in dockside taverns from Cairo to Cape Town. Men spoke of lost temples hidden beneath the sands, vanished tribes guarding ancient treasures, and cities swallowed whole by the desert centuries ago.

Joe Remington usually ignored such stories.

Usually.

A sudden drone echoed overhead.

Joe looked upward as a sleek gray aircraft swept low across the desert sky, its polished wings flashing in the sunlight.

“The Gray Lightning,” one of the porters whispered.

Joe narrowed his eyes.

He recognized the aircraft immediately. Jack “Lug Nut” Curtis was one of the few bush pilots crazy enough to fly regular routes over Zaruba. If Lug Nut were here, trouble usually followed close behind.

The DC-3 banked sharply before disappearing beyond the distant cliffs.

Joe watched it vanish.

Then he noticed something else.

Smoke.

Thin black smoke curling upward far out in the desert.

Not campfire smoke.

Engine smoke.

One of the guides saw it, too. His expression darkened instantly.

“The badlands,” the guide said quietly. “No caravans travel there.”

Joe slid the rifle over his shoulder.

“Looks like somebody did.”

The old guide grabbed his arm suddenly.

“No, Bwana Remington. That place is cursed.”

Joe gave the man a faint grin.

“Funny thing about curses,” he said. “They always seem to happen where somebody’s hiding something.”

Far beyond the rocky ridges, hidden deep within the burning wastes of Zaruba, Nazi Colonel Franz Reinhardt’s convoy crawled slowly through the box canyon toward a destiny none of them yet understood. The air was thick with tension and the promise of danger. Each soldier was acutely aware of his surroundings, and the whispers of the desert echoed in their minds. They were venturing into the unknown, where legends lived and death awaited those who dared to trespass.

As the sun dipped lower in the sky, casting long shadows over the landscape, Joe Remington felt the pull of the adventure ahead. His heart raced with the thrill of the hunt and the mysteries that lay in wait. He knew that the desert had secrets—secrets he was determined to uncover.

Remington swung into his off-road vehicle, an all-terrain 4x4 nicknamed Rhino—a brute of a machine fitted with a ‘smash’n bash’ bumper and heat- and puncture-resistant tires built for unforgiving ground. The engine came alive with a deep, throaty roar that rolled across the savanna. Dust erupted behind him as he tore through the rugged terrain, the suspension biting into rocks and ruts without hesitation. The horizon stretched wide and empty, the sinking sun spilling molten orange and gold across the land. He grinned as the wind cut through the open cab.

Out here, everything felt alive.

By the time he reached base camp, the light had softened into long shadows.

That was when he saw it.

Taji.

He was locked in a chaotic struggle with a wild plains zebra—stripes flashing as it twisted and darted in frantic bursts, kicking up clouds of dust. The animal moved like pure instinct given form, all speed and defiance.

“Remington, a little help here!” Taji called out, half urgency, half disbelief, as he tried to guide it toward a makeshift corral.

Remington killed the throttle, leapt down, and was moving before the engine fully settled.

“I’ve got it—distract it!” he called.

Scooping up a handful of grass, he stepped into the open, waving it low and steady.

“Hey, easy... come on, easy now.”

The zebra hesitated. Its head snapped toward the movement, ears twitching, instincts battling curiosity. For a brief second, everything slowed.

That was all Taji needed. He moved in carefully, reading the animal’s rhythm, guiding rather than forcing, step by step, until the zebra finally yielded and slipped into the corral.

Silence followed—broken only by heavy breathing and the soft stamping of hooves against dirt.

Then Taji let out a breath and broke into a grin.

“We did it.”

“Still full of spirit!” Remington laughed, wiping the sweat from his brow. “Just another day in the field.”

He glanced back at the Rhino, the great beast standing broad and unmoving against the fading horizon. The machine seemed to embody the very essence of the savanna—powerful, majestic, and timeless. As the sun began its descent, the air filled with a golden hue, transforming the landscape into a living canvas of orange and purple.

As they settled beside the campfire to catch their breath, the sun dipped low across the African plains, casting long shadows through the tall grass. The warmth of the flames danced against their skin, a comforting contrast to the cool evening breeze. Remington reached for a canteen, took a long sip of water, and savored the moment of stillness. It was a rare luxury in this untamed world, where the wild reigned supreme.

The wilderness spoke all around them—birds crying overhead, leaves whispering in the warm wind, and, somewhere far off, the deep roar of a lion rolling through the dusk. Each sound was a reminder that they were mere visitors in this vast expanse. Remington smiled to himself, knowing that, in this symphony of life, every note held significance, every rustle of grass told a story, and every call of the wild was a thread woven into the tapestry of his adventure.

Moments like these reminded Remington why he had chosen this life. Out here, every trail held a mystery, every hunt became a story, and every sunset felt like the closing page of another hard-earned adventure. He leaned back against the cool earth, gazing up at the emerging stars, twinkling like diamonds scattered across a velvet blanket. The constellations whispered secrets of ancient times, tales of explorers and dreamers who had roamed these very lands.

In the distance, a flicker of movement caught his eye. A herd of elephants crossed the horizon, their silhouettes majestic against the twilight sky. Remington felt a rush of exhilaration at the sight. Here, every breath was filled with possibility. Every heartbeat resonated with the pulse of the earth. He was not just an observer; he was a part of this grand narrative, a character in a story that unfolded with each passing day.

As the fire crackled and the night deepened, Remington made a silent promise to the wild. He would continue to explore its depths, to learn its mysteries, and to honor the spirits that had come before him. Tomorrow would bring new trails, new challenges, and new stories waiting to be written. With the Rhino by his side, he felt invincible, ready to embrace whatever the African plains had in store.

The night wrapped around them like a cloak, and, as he closed his eyes, Remington drifted into dreams filled with adventures yet to come, the wild calling him ever onward.

Dusk settled over the campsite, painting the sky in deep purple and fading orange. Joe Remington stepped from his tent, the cool evening air brushing against his skin—a welcome relief after a long day crossing the rugged trails of Zaruba. He took a moment to breathe in the earthy scent of damp earth, the remnants of the day’s sweat and exertion slowly melting away with each gust of wind.

The crackling of the campfire drew him closer, its warm glow flickering like a beacon against the encroaching night. A few fellow hikers had gathered, their laughter mingling with the sounds of nature—a symphony of chirping crickets and the distant rustle of leaves. Joe felt a sense of camaraderie wash over him. The shared experiences of the day bound them together like the firewood they had collected.
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As he settled onto a log, the flames danced before him, casting playful shadows on the faces of his companions. They exchanged tales of their favorite trails, each story more embellished than the last. Laughter rose like smoke into the twilight. Joe couldn’t help but smile, feeling a warmth that had little to do with the fire. They spoke of the beauty of the Zaruba landscape—the jagged cliffs, the hidden waterfalls, and the wildlife that seemed to watch them with curious eyes.

But as the night deepened, a hush fell over the group. The stories gave way to a comfortable silence. Joe leaned back, gazing at the stars that began to emerge one by one, punctuating the dark canvas above. They seemed closer here, as if the mountains had lifted the veil of the sky just for them. He felt a profound sense of peace, a connection to something larger than himself.

Yet, in that stillness, a faint rustling in the underbrush caught his attention. The others noticed, too. Their eyes widened with curiosity. Joe’s heart quickened as he turned his head, the flickering light casting eerie shapes among the trees. Was it merely the wind playing tricks, or was something lurking just beyond the firelight?

The atmosphere shifted, tension threading through the group. They exchanged nervous glances. The laughter of moments ago faded to whispers. Joe strained his ears. The rustling grew louder and more deliberate. It was as if the forest itself was holding its breath, waiting for them to make the next move.

“Probably just a monkey,” someone finally said, trying to break the tension.

But Joe knew better. The sound was too heavy, too deliberate for a small creature. He felt a primal instinct stir within him, a call to adventure mixed with caution.

With a determined nod, he stood up, feeling the weight of his companions’ eyes upon him.

“I’ll check it out,” he said, his voice steady despite the flutter of nerves in his stomach.

The group murmured in agreement, their trust in him palpable.

As he stepped away from the warmth of the fire, the cool air wrapped around him like a cloak. Shadows flickered, merging with the dark shapes of the trees, and he felt a surge of adrenaline. Each step into the woods was a step into the unknown, the thrill of exploration igniting his spirit.

The rustling grew louder, a heartbeat in the silence of the night. Joe moved cautiously, every crack of a twig beneath his boots echoing in the stillness. He could feel the pulse of the forest around him, an ancient rhythm that quickened his blood. Whatever lay ahead, he knew he was ready to face it, for, in that moment, he was more than just a hiker—he was a seeker of stories, a brave heart in the wild.

He gave a sharp whistle.

A moment later, Buckshot burst through the trees, the blue Australian Cattle Dog bounding toward camp with ears high and tail wagging furiously. Joe laughed as the dog skidded to a stop in a spray of dirt.

“Well, there you are, partner.”

He knelt and scratched Buckshot behind the ears while the dog leaned happily into the touch, his warm body radiating a palpable joy. Joe could feel the bond between them deepening, a silent understanding forged in countless adventures.

“C’mon,” Joe said, pulling open the tent flap. “Let’s settle in before dark.”

Buckshot trotted inside obediently, his paws padding softly on the canvas floor as Joe moved toward the fire pit nearby. The campfire crackled steadily beneath the towering trees, its glow flickering against the surrounding wilderness. Joe tossed another pair of logs into the flames, watching sparks spiral upward into the darkening sky like tiny stars fleeing to join their celestial kin.

The sounds of the night slowly emerged around them—the distant call of an owl, the wind whispering through the trees, and the soft rustle of unseen creatures moving beyond the edge of camp. Each sound was a reminder that they were merely visitors in this vast, untamed world.

“Just us tonight, huh?” Joe muttered to Buckshot, who rested beside the fire, eyes reflecting the flames with quiet alertness.

The dog’s presence was comforting, a steadfast companion in the solitude of the wilderness.

Joe took a drink from his canteen before reaching into his pack for a weathered notebook. He spent several minutes jotting down memories from the day’s journey
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