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Chapter 1 — The Track
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Freddy found the first track at 04:40, forty minutes before first light.

He'd been moving parallel to the drainage line for an hour, working south from the overnight drop point, keeping to the sandy margin where the soil was soft and his boots made no sound. The bush was still. No wind. The kind of quiet that didn't mean safe — it meant everything else had already done its reading and gone still too. He moved at the pace the ground allowed, not faster, reading three metres ahead and listening behind him without turning. Old habit. The kind that had no off switch.

The northern sector at this hour had a specific quality he'd never found anywhere else — a density of silence that wasn't silence at all but the accumulated breath of everything that lived here, held between heartbeats. In daylight the mopane was noise and movement and the ordinary business of a functioning ecosystem. Before first light it was something else. He'd been moving through it for eleven years and it still registered as something he needed to pay attention to, not background. The moment it became background was the moment it could kill you.

He stopped.

Knelt.

The track was elephant. Left rear foot, partial. The heel pad had compressed the soil cleanly, edges sharp, which meant recent. He put it at two, maybe three hours old. That wasn't what stopped him.

What stopped him was the direction.

He stood and looked north along the drainage line. Looked south. Swept left into the mopane scrub, right toward the open ground. The torch stayed off — he'd been working in red-filtered light and his night vision was sharp enough. He crouched again and walked his eyes along the track line south, reading the faint compression in the sandy soil, the partial impressions where the ground hardened, the full prints where it softened again at a shallow pan edge twenty metres ahead.

The herd had been moving south-southeast. In a line.

Not the wide, slow drift of animals grazing across ground — that left a spread of tracks, random depth, the lazy geometry of animals going nowhere in particular. This was different. The tracks were concentrated in a corridor no wider than fifteen metres. Consistent spacing. The same bearing, held for as far as he could read in the low light.

He followed it south for two hundred metres, crouching at intervals, pressing his fingers into prints, checking depth against each other. The herd had been moving with purpose. No feeding sign. No branch stripping, no bark scrape, no smeared dung where an animal had paused to mark or feed. They'd been moving through, not across. And the corridor stayed consistent — he'd expected it to drift, to widen, to show the normal disorder of animals moving in the dark. It didn't. Fifteen metres wide from beginning to end, held to a bearing that a man with a compass would have been proud of.

He stopped again at a termite mound and looked back the way he'd come.

Elephants moved like this when they were going somewhere specific. Water. A mineral lick. A known route carved into muscle memory over decades, passed from matriarch to calf through the long education of following and watching and learning by proximity. He knew this ground. He'd walked this sector in every season, in every light condition, at every hour. He knew where the waterholes were, which drainage lines held water late into the dry season, where the mineral-rich substrate attracted game in the early mornings. There was nothing south-southeast that would pull a herd through this corridor at this hour, moving this tight.

He checked his GPS. Marked the waypoint. He took out a small notebook and sketched the corridor bearing relative to the drainage line, the approximate position of the termite mound as a reference point, the distance south to where the tracks had first registered as different from normal animal movement. Then he pulled up the terrain map on the GPS and traced the bearing with his thumb.

The corridor pointed toward the service road. The one that ran along the western boundary, used by maintenance teams, rarely patrolled after dark.

He put the GPS away and kept moving.

* * *
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He found the second anomaly six hundred metres on.

A break in the mopane, maybe eight metres wide. The shrubs on both sides had been cut back recently — not hacked, but trimmed. The kind of trimming that looked accidental from a distance. From here, up close, in the beam of a red-filtered torch, the cuts were clean and deliberate. Done with loppers, not a panga. Someone had widened the gap without making it obvious.

He examined the cuts more carefully. The stems had been taken at an angle that promoted lateral regrowth — new shoots already pushing from the cut points, pale and vigorous against the older wood. Whoever had done this hadn't just wanted a gap. They'd wanted a gap that would stay open without maintenance, that would look increasingly natural over time. That kind of thinking didn't come from a team working opportunistically at night. That came from someone who had looked at this landscape and planned months ahead. It came from someone who understood the bush well enough to use it against itself — to exploit the mopane's own recovery as camouflage.

The ground through the gap was churned. Not just elephant. Buffalo too, and zebra, overlapping tracks heading south in the same tight corridor. He crouched and worked across the width of the gap on his hands and knees, reading the layers with his fingertips as much as his eyes. The oldest impressions at the bottom were partially filled with wind-blown sand. The freshest were on top, sharp-edged, no more than a day old. This gap had been in use for months. Different species, same direction, same timing. Regular enough to establish a pattern. Regular enough that the animals had stopped treating the gap as an anomaly and had started treating it as part of the landscape. Just a place in the bush where the going was easier than on either side.

He pulled the torch from his vest and looked at the cut stems again, measuring the new growth against the cut surface with his eye. Six weeks minimum on the most recent trim. Possibly longer. Someone had come back and maintained this — had kept the gap open as the mopane pushed to close it, had done it carefully enough that the gap was never conspicuously clear, just marginally easier than the surrounding scrub. A recurring maintenance visit. A team who knew what they were doing and had the patience to keep doing it.

Freddy stood in the gap and looked through it.

On the far side the ground opened onto a flat pan, maybe two hundred metres across, pale in the darkness. At the far edge, where the pan met the service road, he could see the treeline.

He didn't cross the pan.

Instead, he worked around the eastern edge, keeping to the shadow of the tree line, moving slow. Took him fifteen minutes to cover the distance. He stopped twenty metres short of the road and went down on one knee.

He didn't need the torch.

The road surface told it clearly enough.

Tyre tracks. Wide wheelbase, heavy vehicle. A truck, not a bakkie. The tracks came from the north, stopped at the pan's edge, then continued south. On the road margin, where the gravel gave way to soft earth, he could see the compression of multiple vehicle stops. Not one trip. Several, spread over weeks, the older impressions already softened by weather but still readable if you knew what to look for. The kind of evidence that disappeared incrementally — one good rainstorm would soften the edges beyond reading, but no rain had fallen in eleven days.

A loading point.

He sat with that for a moment.

Controlled corridor. Widened gap. Loading point on the service road.

He thought about the animals moving south in a line, heads down, no grazing, no noise. Thought about what would move a herd like that without panic. Without scatter. Without any of the chaos that came when animals were pushed hard. He'd seen pushed animals — the elevated pace, the wrong spacing, the whites of eyes catching light, the lateral drift as the herd tested for weakness in whatever force was driving them. There was none of that in these tracks. The corridor said calm, purposeful movement, the kind of movement that came from an animal going toward something it wanted rather than away from something it feared.

Not pushed. Guided.

Something had been funnelling them. Slowly enough that they didn't break. Consistently enough that they'd learned the route.

He stood up. Walked the road margin north for fifty metres, south for fifty. Marked the GPS. Photographed the tyre compression with his phone, low flash, four angles. He spent time at the southern end of the loading area, where the ground was softer and held more detail. Two distinct tyre patterns here, overlapping — a wider vehicle and a narrower one, both heavy, both with significant load on departure. The outer edges of the tracks were deeper than the centre, consistent with a vehicle fully loaded on departure. Whatever left this loading point did so heavy. He photographed that too, crouching low to get the angle that showed the depth differential clearly, then standing to photograph the full extent of the stop area — the compressed arc where a vehicle had turned, the marks of a diesel drip on the pale gravel surface, dark and absorbed but still there if you looked.

The sky behind him was beginning to lighten, the black thinning to dark blue at the horizon. He had forty minutes before the game drive vehicles would start moving. After that the service road would carry traffic and any observation, he made would be in company he hadn't chosen.

He looked south along the service road.

Then north, back toward the corridor.

This wasn't a fence gap someone had found. This wasn't opportunistic. Someone had looked at this ground, measured it, decided it would work, and built something into it over months. Not infrastructure — nothing you could see from a helicopter or a road. Just a shaped absence. A gap trimmed back. A route reinforced by habit and repetition until the animals carried the route inside them and it required no further physical guidance to persist.

Someone was managing movement.

He took a knee again at the road edge, not because he needed to look at anything — he'd already seen everything there was to see here — but because he needed a moment to let it settle. Eleven years of reading ground and this was different from anything he'd read. Not in technique — the tracking was elementary, the evidence straightforward for anyone who knew what to look for. Different in what it implied. Different in the patient intelligence behind it.

He'd worked Kruger with the unit's anti-poaching operations across those eleven years. He'd seen organised syndicates — the networks that moved rhino horn and ivory, that used encrypted radios and inside contacts and vehicles with false plates. He'd seen operations that used inside information on patrol schedules, on waterhole cameras, on the movements of specific target animals. He'd worked those operations, helped dismantle two of them, watched a third collapse under its own weight when the money dried up and the inside contact got cold feet.

This wasn't that.

This was quieter. More patient. This had been built over months, possibly longer, by someone who understood animal behaviour well enough to exploit it without triggering alarm. No helicopters, no gunshots, no panicked animals scattering across open ground at midnight. The animals weren't stressed. They were habituated. That took time and consistency and a specific kind of knowledge — not just of the bush in general, but of this specific ground, these specific drainage lines, the way this specific herd used this specific sector.

He turned that over carefully. Habituation wasn't something you stumbled into — it required repeated exposure at predictable intervals, positive reinforcement, enough time for the behaviour to become instinctive. Six months at minimum. Possibly a year. Which meant this operation had been active and undetected in this sector for longer than was comfortable. He thought about the routes he'd run through this area. His own ops logs, consistent, documented. He would have crossed the corridor multiple times without recognising it because there had been nothing obvious to recognise — no fence cuts, no wires, no sign of forced entry or rapid movement. Just animals going where animals sometimes went. The kind of thing you noted and moved on from because the bush was full of apparently purposeful movement that turned out to be nothing.

He stood, brushed the soil from his knee, and turned north.

He'd need to walk the full corridor in daylight. Map it properly. Find the northern entry point and see what was up there — what was being used to initiate the movement, to start the animals in the right direction at the right time. There would be something. A feeding station, maybe. A water point. Something that made south-southeast the obvious choice often enough that the animals had stopped questioning it.

He wouldn't report it yet.

That was a decision he made without drama, without spending much time on it. He was aware it wasn't strictly the right call by the book — anything anomalous was supposed to go in at end of shift, logged against the sector, actioned by whoever was sitting above him in the chain. That was the protocol. The protocol existed for good reasons and he'd followed it for eleven years without much complaint.

But the protocol assumed the information would land somewhere useful. It assumed the system that received it would recognise what it was and respond proportionately. And right now, standing in the dark with the loading point behind him and the corridor ahead, he didn't have enough confidence in that assumption to act on it.

Reporting it meant it went up the chain. It went up the chain and someone decided what it was and how to handle it. And whatever decision came back down would be based on incomplete information, filtered through whoever happened to be sitting behind a desk when the report arrived. A desk on which there were many other files, many other priorities, and a timeline calibrated to budget cycles and administrative process, not to what was on the ground in the northern sector before first light.

He'd seen that process produce the wrong answer before — watched it happen in this unit and others, the chain of command absorbing field intelligence and returning assessments that bore no relationship to what was on the ground. He'd seen it happen once in a way that cost a man his life, though that was in a different context and a different country and he didn't think about it often. The principle was the same. The bureaucracy had its own timeline and it didn't adjust for urgency in the field.

He'd work the corridor first. Get the full picture. Then he'd decide what he was looking at and who needed to know.

He moved back into the mopane, heading north, and the bush closed behind him. The light was strengthening now, the shapes of trees separating themselves from the grey darkness, the first birds starting up somewhere to the east. A wood hoopoe first, then the liquid call of a woodland kingfisher that carried surprisingly far in the still air. A normal Kruger dawn — the slow ignition of the bush, everything waking on its own schedule. A lion calling far to the south, once, then silence. The drainage line catching the first light, the water dark and still between its banks, the surface beginning to show the pale reflection of the sky above.

Nothing about what he'd found tonight would appear in any of that. No evidence in the landscape, no disturbance to the herd behaviour that a morning game drive would read as anomalous. The animals that had walked this corridor three hours ago were somewhere in the sector now, dispersed, feeding normally, their purposeful south-southeast movement of the night erased by the ordinary business of dawn. No sign, no alarm, no disturbance to the ordinary pattern of the morning. The corridor sat quietly inside the ordinary landscape, invisible to anything that wasn't looking for it specifically. Which was the point. That was always the point with something built this carefully — it didn't hide by being absent. It hid by being indistinguishable from everything that was real.

The service road lay quiet behind him in the growing light. No vehicles. No sound.

Just the tyre marks in the soft earth, and the tracks of animals that had learned to walk in a straight line.
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Chapter 2 — The Silence
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He found her at 09:15, two kilometres north of the service road.

A white rhino cow. Three, maybe four years old. She was lying on her side in a shallow depression between two leadwood trees, partially screened from the air by the canopy above. Her legs were extended as though she'd simply lain down and not gotten up again. No disturbance around the body. No drag marks, no sign of a chase. From ten metres she looked like an animal asleep, and for one flat second his brain offered him that interpretation before the rest of it caught up.

Freddy stopped ten metres out and stood still.

Listened.

Nothing.

That was wrong.

A rhino down drew a crowd. It didn't matter how remote the location — within hours, sometimes less, the cleanup chain assembled itself. Vultures first, dropping from altitude, marking the site for everything else in range. Then hyena, then jackal, then the smaller things that followed in behind. It was loud and chaotic and visible from a kilometre away once it started. The noise of it was something you could hear before you could see, a specific frequency of activity that the bush generated around death and that carried on still air for a distance that always surprised people who hadn't spent time in it.

There were no vultures.

He looked up through the leadwood canopy at the sky. Clear. No circling. No birds dropping altitude in the distance. He turned a slow three-sixty, reading the skyline in all directions. Nothing. At this hour, with a carcass this size, there should have been a dozen birds on descent already. The absence of them wasn't neutral — it was a data point, and it told him something specific about the timeline.

He looked at the ground around the carcass. No hyena tracks approaching. No jackal sign. The soil was undisturbed in a twenty-metre radius except for his own footprints coming in. The grass around the body was pressed flat in the way of weight settling and not rising again, but there was no secondary disturbance — no scuff marks, no drag lines, no evidence of anything having arrived and fed or circled.

He checked his watch. 09:22.

Then he walked in.

* * *
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She'd been shot once, behind the ear. He found the entry wound without difficulty — a small, clean puncture, no tearing, no burning of the hide around the entry point. Professional range. Not close enough for muzzle signature, not far enough for the bullet to key. Someone had known the distance that produced that result and had worked from it deliberately. He'd seen enough entry wounds across enough species to read the signature of a round placed by someone who understood terminal ballistics. This was that. The wound was textbook — the kind produced by a marksman who had calibrated the relationship between distance and projectile behaviour until that calibration was instinctive.

He pulled a small flashlight from his vest and looked more closely, tilting the beam to get a raking angle across the hide surface. No stippling on the hide, no soot deposits. Clean skin compression at the entry point, no stellate tearing. She'd been still when it happened — feeding or at rest, not alarmed, not in motion. The entry angle suggested she'd been facing away from the shooter slightly, head lowered. She hadn't known he was there.

The horn was gone. Both of them. The anterior horn and the smaller posterior stub. He crouched at the face and looked at the cuts. Power tool. An angle grinder or a reciprocating saw — the cuts were fast and flat, no hesitation marks, no ragged edges where a panga had been used to finish what a saw started. The work had been done in under two minutes. He'd seen what a rushed team produced, the damage they did trying to work fast with the wrong equipment, the gouged bone, the ragged hide where the blade had slipped, the secondary cuts where a first pass hadn't gone deep enough. This wasn't that. This was practiced. Every millimetre of the cut surface showed controlled, consistent blade pressure — the work of a person who had done exactly this, with exactly this tool, enough times to have optimised every motion.

He stood and looked at the ground around the face. Blood had pooled and soaked in. Dry on the surface now, dark at the edges, still tacky in the centre when he pressed a twig into it.

Four hours. Maybe five. She'd died before dawn.

He walked a slow circuit of the body, expanding out in a spiral, reading the ground. The grass in a five-metre radius around the carcass was undisturbed — no trampling, no kneel marks from someone working close to the body. Whoever had removed the horn had approached from the north, worked quickly, and retreated north. He tracked the approach line and found the first boot print twelve metres out — partial, the ball of the foot, a large boot, deep-lugged sole. Then another, and another, until he had a clear approach and withdrawal line that led northeast.

He found the shooter's position on the second pass — a faint compression in the grass forty metres northeast, where someone had knelt or crouched. Single position. No movement around it, no cigarette ends, no cartridge case. They'd policed their brass. He found the depression in the flattened grass where a knee had pressed and held, and beside it a smaller impression that might have been a bipod foot, or might have been a stick used for balance. Couldn't be certain. But the position was clean and deliberate. Someone had chosen it in advance, which meant they'd been here before. They'd looked at this ground and decided that spot gave them the angle they needed and the cover they needed and they'd come back and used it. The grass at that position was pressed with the specific pattern of sustained weight — not the brief crouch of someone scouting, but the settled compression of a man who had lain there for long enough to let the grass accept his shape.

He measured the distance from position to carcass with his rangefinder. Forty-three metres. He held that number for a moment — close enough for certainty, far enough to be outside any reasonable detection range for an animal at rest in the dark. A distance someone had calculated, not stumbled onto. A distance that represented the operational planning of a person who had considered the shot geometry before arriving at this ground.

He straightened and looked back at the carcass.

Shot once. Horn removed cleanly. Brass policed. Position pre-selected. In and out before the scavenger chain assembled.

He stayed with that last detail. The timing implied they'd been watching the carcass long enough to know the cleanup chain hadn't started, which meant they hadn't left the moment the work was done. They'd stayed close, or one of them had, monitoring the site, waiting for confirmation that nothing had gone wrong. Only once they were satisfied had they moved out. That was discipline. The kind of discipline that required trust in the team and confidence in the plan. You didn't hold your position near a fresh kill in the dark without both. You didn't do it unless you'd been trained to do it, and trained repeatedly, until the discomfort of it was something you'd learned to inhabit rather than endure.

This was a team that had done this before. Not once before — many times before. The economy of it was what told him. Nothing wasted, nothing rushed, nothing improvised. Every action precise because every action had been refined. You didn't get this clean without repetition.

* * *
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He thought about the corridor. The trimmed gap in the mopane. The loading point on the service road.

Same sector. Same precision. Same absence of noise.

He took photographs of the entry wound, the horn cuts, the shooter's position, the approach boot print. Walked the perimeter again and marked three GPS points — the body, the position, the nearest point of the service road. Pulled up the terrain map and looked at the geometry.

The shooter's position sat on a natural approach line from the west. From the service road. Someone had come off the road, moved to the position, made the shot, moved back to the road. The total ground time would have been under fifteen minutes if the team was good. Under ten if they were very good. And they were very good — the evidence at the position said so, the evidence at the carcass said so, the absence of evidence anywhere said so most clearly of all.

He looked at the sky again.

Still no vultures.

That was the detail that kept pulling at him. Not the shot — he'd seen clean shots before. Not the horn removal — he'd seen professional extractions before. It was the silence. The way the bush around the carcass had not yet reacted. As though whatever had happened here had been too fast, too quiet, too contained to register.

A natural death made noise. An animal in distress called things in from distance. Even a lion kill — fast and violent as it was — left blood smell and panic energy that the bush read and responded to. The scavenger chain started assembling before the kill was even cold. It was one of the things you learned early out here, that death wasn't quiet. Death in the bush was loud and purposeful and efficient, a system that wasted nothing and acknowledged nothing. The chain assembled itself without being summoned and dismantled what had died with a thoroughness that left nothing behind on any meaningful timeline. You could lose a zebra to complete invisibility in forty-eight hours if the scavengers were working efficiently.

This had none of that. No chain, no noise, no smell that had yet reached far enough to call anything in. The leadwood canopy held the site in partial shade, which had slowed the decomposition slightly. But not this much. Not without the shot having been so fast and so precise that the animal had produced no biochemical alarm signal — no stress hormone release, no vocalisation, no shock response that sent chemical signals into the soil and the air.

Which meant the shot had been instant. No distress, no vocalisation, no flight response from the surrounding animals. One moment she was there and the next she wasn't. The bush hadn't received the signal because there hadn't been one to receive.

Freddy had known men who could do that. A very small number of men, trained to a very specific standard, who could make a shot that produced that result at that range in the dark. He'd trained alongside some of them. He understood what that training produced, what it required in terms of time and money and institutional commitment to develop. It wasn't something you found in the general population. It was something you found in a narrow cohort that had been selected, developed, and then — in most cases — eventually discarded by the institutions that had built them. Men who ended up in private security, in contracted field work, in arrangements that didn't appear in any official record.

It didn't come out of a poaching syndicate. It didn't come from a local gang with a contact inside the park. That kind of precision was acquired through a different school entirely, and it cost money, and the men who had it worked for employers who could pay for it.

Which raised the question of who was paying. And behind that question, a harder one: how long had they been paying.

He stood beside the carcass for another minute, not looking at her, looking north.

Somewhere up there was the northern entry point of the corridor. Whatever was being used to initiate the movement, to habituate the animals to the route. He'd planned to walk it today, map the full length, find the source.

He looked back down at her.

That could wait an hour.

He pulled out his radio and called it in — location, species, approximate time of death, condition of the carcass. Kept it factual. Gave no assessment. The response that came back was standard: acknowledged, team dispatched, secure the scene.

He acknowledged and clipped the radio back to his vest.

Securing the scene meant standing here until the response team arrived, which meant at least ninety minutes, which meant the corridor work didn't happen today.

He sat down in the shade of the nearer leadwood and put his back against the trunk and looked at the carcass from there. The flies had found her now, the first small black ones working the entry wound and the cuts. Small things. The beginning of the chain. In an hour there would be more of them and the smell would start to build and somewhere overhead the first vulture would make the turn and begin to drop and the ordinary process of the bush would reassert itself over what had been done here.

He thought about her age again. Three, maybe four years old. Old enough to have established her own territory, young enough that the horn mass was still building — the anterior horn probably two-thirds of its eventual weight, the stub barely worth the effort of cutting. The horn value at current market rates was substantial regardless of size. The sub-adult anterior horn was sixty, maybe seventy percent of its eventual mass — still worth more per kilogram than gold on the markets that absorbed it, and the markets that absorbed it had no interest in waiting for an animal to reach full growth before monetising it. The demand drove the math and the math drove everything else, all the way down to a shooter in a pre-selected position in the grass at forty-three metres at this hour making this shot.

That chain of causality ran a long way. It ran from this clearing all the way to a market on the other side of the world that Freddy had never seen and would never see, through a network of logistics and finance and corruption that was structured deliberately to be invisible at every link. You could find the shooter. You could find the team. If you were lucky and resourceful and had the right access you could find the next level up. But the demand — the thing that made the math work, that made it rational for someone to build this operation and maintain it and defend it — that was somewhere else entirely and it didn't care about any of this. It didn't care about the four-year-old rhino in the leadwood shade or the empty socket where her horn had been or the silence around her that was already beginning to break.

The silence wouldn't last much longer.

But whoever had done this would be long gone by now. Had been gone for hours. Back across the service road, back along whatever route they used, back into whatever they looked like when they weren't here doing this. Clean clothes. Normal faces. The professional composure of people for whom this was work, not crime — or not crime in any way they experienced it directly. The transaction happened somewhere else, in a different language, in a different currency, processed through layers of financial structure that had been specifically designed to make the connection between this clearing and that transaction untraceable. What happened here was just the supply end. Supply ends were always the most visible and the most disposable part of any chain.

He thought about the loaded corridor. The habituated herds. The clean shot and the clean cuts and the policed brass.

Two different things on the surface. Live animals moved south on a managed route. A rhino killed cleanly and stripped of value in the dark.

He didn't think they were different things.

He thought they were the same operation, running two streams. One that moved living product. One that extracted value from animals that couldn't be moved or weren't worth moving alive. Two income sources from the same infrastructure, the same access, the same inside knowledge of where animals were and when. The corridor served both — it brought animals into range of the loading point, and it brought the shooter into proximity of animals that would otherwise be spread across terrain too large to cover efficiently without generating the kind of movement that attracted attention.

It was elegant in the way that made him uncomfortable. Not the violence of it — he was past being made uncomfortable by violence. It was the thinking behind it. The patience. The understanding of the system being exploited, and the conviction that it could be exploited indefinitely if it was exploited carefully.

Which meant what he was looking at wasn't a poaching gang.

It was a business.
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Chapter 3 — The Body


[image: ]


He found the northern entry point at 14:30.

It was what he'd expected — a water point, hand-dug, fed by a buried pipe that ran west toward the boundary. Illegal infrastructure, built quietly, maintained quietly. The pipe was old enough to have grass growing over the disturbed soil. Someone had been patient about this. The trough it fed was concrete, low to the ground, sized for large animals. There were mineral licks on two sides, blocks of compressed salt and sulphur set into wooden frames staked into the earth.

He photographed everything. Marked the GPS. Estimated the pipe ran at least three hundred metres before it reached the boundary fence. On the other side of that fence was private land. A buffer zone, then a game reserve, then a road.

He crouched at the trough and looked at the mineral blocks. Both had been worked — the surface was rough and pitted where tongues had worn it, the edges softened by repeated contact. But the blocks were still substantial, maybe sixty percent of their original mass. They'd been placed recently enough that they hadn't been exhausted. Someone had timed the replenishment, had come back here at intervals to maintain the attraction point. That required access and a schedule, both of which pointed beyond opportunism. You couldn't replenish mineral blocks in a national park without a vehicle, without a cover story, without the kind of logistical arrangement that didn't assemble itself casually.

He stood and worked the ground around the trough in a methodical spiral. Elephant prints, rhino, waterbuck, impala. The usual mix, but concentrated — the compaction of the soil around the trough told him this was a frequently used point, the ground hardened by the combined weight of animals that had been coming here regularly for long enough to pack the earth. The tracks came from multiple directions — north, northeast, east — all converging on the trough and then departing south-southeast, toward the corridor. The geometry was consistent. Everything pointed to the loading point on the service road.

He found one set of human footprints in the soft soil on the western edge, boot-print, partial, the ball and toe of a right foot pressed deeper than the heel. Someone crouching or leaning forward. Recent enough that the edge of the print was still crisp — within twenty-four hours, he judged, possibly less. Large boot, size eleven or twelve. The same size he'd noted at the loading point on the service road. Either the same person, or the operation used personnel of similar build throughout, which was possible but less likely than the simpler explanation.

He'd been standing at the trough for two minutes, working out the timing — how long to habituate a herd to this point, how frequently you'd need to replenish the mineral blocks to keep them coming back. Six to eight weeks for the first reliable usage patterns, he estimated. Three months for the route to become habitual. Six months for it to be encoded deeply enough that the animals would use it in weather conditions or at times when they wouldn't normally move. That was the investment — six months of regular access before the corridor became self-sustaining. Six months of someone coming here with mineral blocks and a vehicle and a reason to be on this side of the boundary that nobody questioned.

He was calculating the maintenance schedule when he smelled it.

Copper and gut-smell. Carried on a light south wind.

He turned south and stood still for a moment, reading the air. The smell was faint but unmistakable, the specific combination of iron and putrefaction that nothing else in the bush produced. A large animal, dead, within sixty to a hundred metres. Recent enough that the smell hadn't dispersed fully, close enough that it reached him even in still air.

He left the water point and moved toward it.

* * *
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Dlamini was face-down in the grass sixty metres south of the trough.

Freddy recognised him by the vest before anything else — the green SANParks vest with the yellow strip across the shoulders, the radio still clipped to the left side. He was lying at a slight angle, arms at his sides, legs straight, as though he'd been laid out rather than fallen. But the grass around him told it differently — the flattened pattern of a man going down hard, the scuff of one boot dragging a short distance before the momentum stopped.

Freddy stopped four metres out and did not approach further.

He read the scene from where he stood.

Single shot, rear of the skull. Entry wound visible from this distance — the small dark puncture above the hairline. No exit wound on the part of the head he could see, which meant a subsonic round or a round that had fragmented, chosen to keep the scene contained. Dlamini's radio was still on his vest. His sidearm was still in its holster. His hands were empty.

He hadn't drawn. Hadn't reached for the radio.

He hadn't known it was coming.

Freddy stayed at four metres and looked past the body, looked at the approach lines, looked at the ground. The shooter had come from the north, used the trough as a reference point, closed to within fifteen or twenty metres before firing. The grass showed it — a faint single line of compression coming south from the direction of the water point, angling east to avoid the open ground, stopping at a natural screen of buffalo thorn. The compression line was distinct from Dlamini's own approach track, which came from the east. Two separate approaches, two separate people, only one of them aware of the other.

From that position the shooter had a clear angle on the back of Dlamini's head.

Dlamini had been facing south. Walking away. Had he heard something at the water point and walked toward it, then turned to leave? Or had he been walking the corridor, following the same tracks Freddy had followed this morning, and had simply arrived at the trough, assessed it, and turned south without knowing what was behind him? Either sequence produced the same result — Dlamini facing away, the shooter closing, the shot from the buffalo thorn screen at a distance that guaranteed the outcome.

Either way the result was the same.

He was here because he knew something, or because he'd been seen somewhere he shouldn't be, or because someone had decided he was a risk and passed that information to the right people. The operation didn't tolerate exposure. Freddy had understood that this morning, reading the precision of the rhino kill site, the policed brass, the managed corridor. The operation was careful about everything — about its infrastructure, its timing, its evidence. It would be equally careful about the people who found its evidence.

This was the same message, delivered differently. The rhino had been a business decision. This was also a business decision, made by the same logic, by people who had looked at the risk Dlamini represented and had calculated the cost of removing it against the cost of leaving it. The calculation had taken hours, or less. It had been made somewhere, by someone, and then communicated to a shooter who was already positioned in this ground.

He pulled out his radio.

Gave the location. Gave Dlamini's name. Kept his voice level. The response that came back was immediate this time — three voices over each other, someone asking him to repeat the name, someone else already calling for the reaction unit.

He gave the location again. Said he'd secure the scene. Clipped the radio back.

Then he looked at the body for a long moment.

He'd known Dlamini for four years. Not well — their operational areas overlapped at the boundary, which meant occasional radio contact, twice a year sitting together at the joint unit and SANParks briefings and not talking much beyond the operational necessities. Dlamini was quiet in the way that some men who'd grown up near the park were quiet, as though the bush had calibrated their instinct for silence early and they'd never unlearned it. He'd been a good tracker. Better than most. The kind of man who read ground the way other people read faces — not consciously but constantly, processing information that other people didn't know existed.

Freddy had watched him work a cold trail once, two years ago, a buffalo that had been poached and the carcass dragged. The trail was two days old, partially obscured by subsequent animal movement, degraded by a light rain that had softened the edges of everything. Dlamini had followed it for three kilometres through hard ground without losing it once, reading things in the soil that Freddy had to get on his knees to see. He'd tracked the drag line through a drainage crossing where it should have disappeared and picked it up again on the far bank from a single bent stem of grass. Freddy had said nothing at the time. He'd filed it.

That was probably why he was dead.

* * *
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Freddy looked north, toward the water point.

Dlamini had found the trough. He'd been here, walking this ground, following the same thread Freddy had followed from the service road north. He'd been close enough to the operation that the operation had decided he needed to be removed.

Which meant someone inside the park had known Dlamini was here.

Not guessed. Known. The shooter hadn't been waiting here by chance. You didn't set up a position sixty metres south of a water point on the off-chance a ranger walked past. You came here because you knew a ranger was going to walk past, and you knew approximately when, and you had time to choose your position, assess the ground, identify the screen of buffalo thorn that gave you cover and angle, and wait.

Dlamini's patrol routes were logged. All ranger's routes were logged — entered into the shared system at the start of each shift, tracked by GPS, accessible to unit command, section management, and anyone with the right access to the shared operations database. It was standard procedure. It was how you coordinated patrol coverage across a sector, how you made sure the ground was being walked without duplication.

It was also, if you had access, a map of exactly where every person in your sector was going to be and when.

He looked at the body again. Looked at the radio on the vest, the sidearm still holstered. Both left in place. Nothing that identified Dlamini had been removed, nothing that would have made identification slower. That was deliberate. They wanted him found. They wanted him found quickly and completely and with everything in place that would confirm what he was and who he was.

Dlamini had trusted the bush around him because there was no reason not to. His route was logged. His sector was cleared. Whatever was happening in this corridor, the official picture said this was safe ground on a routine day.

The official picture had gotten him killed.

He thought about who could access the patrol schedule. Unit command, SANParks section management, operations staff at a higher level. Maintenance crews who needed to coordinate with field movements. The shared system wasn't restricted the way a sensitive intelligence database would be — it was operational infrastructure, designed for broad internal access across both the SANDF unit and the civilian conservation structure, because broad internal access was how you ran coverage across terrain this size.

Which meant the pool of people who could have accessed Dlamini's route this morning and passed it on was not small. Maintenance coordinators, operations clerks, section management staff on both sides of the SANDF-SANParks interface. People whose access was legitimate and routine, whose log-in to the shared system would generate no flag because they logged in every day. The inside man had cover not because he'd hidden his access but because his access was indistinguishable from anyone else's. It was large enough to make any specific accusation premature. The inside man was inside, and that was all Freddy knew for certain.

* * *
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Freddy moved to the tree line east of the body and settled into its shade to wait for the reaction unit. Put his back to a knob thorn, which was uncomfortable enough to keep him alert, and watched the approaches.

Seventeen minutes until the unit arrived, minimum. Longer if they were coming from base.

The bush was quiet. A hornbill somewhere to the west. The light starting to angle, the shadows extending. A normal afternoon, if you didn't look at what was lying in the grass.

He thought about the morning. The corridor. The water point. The pipe running three hundred metres under the boundary fence to whatever was on the other side. He thought about the rhino cow and the policed brass and the shooter's pre-selected position. He thought about the level of planning that connected those three things — the same operational mind behind each, the same patience, the same refusal to leave anything to improvisation.

He thought about how all of it had been running quietly, without triggering anything, without producing a report or a response, until Dlamini had walked into it.

Or until someone had walked Dlamini into it.

The second possibility was the one he didn't want to follow too far yet. Because it meant the leak wasn't accidental — not a routine log accessed by the wrong person, not a systems vulnerability that anyone with sufficient technical access might exploit. It meant someone had looked at the patrol schedule, seen Dlamini's route, understood what that route would bring him into contact with, and made a decision. Had picked up a phone, or sent a message, or made a call.

Had told them where to wait.

The wind had shifted, coming now from the west, and with it the sound of a vehicle on the service road. The reaction unit, coming fast, the sound of the engine carrying further than normal in the late afternoon quiet.

He stayed where he was until they were close enough to see, then stepped out of the tree line and waved them in.

The first ranger out of the vehicle was young, and when he saw Dlamini he stopped walking and put his hand over his mouth.

Freddy let him have a moment.

Then: "Secure the perimeter. Nobody walks the ground until forensics gets here."

The young ranger nodded and turned away to give himself something to do.

* * *
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Freddy looked back at Dlamini one more time.

Shot from behind. Weapon chosen for silence. Brass policed. Nothing taken. No attempt to hide the body.

They'd left him here to be found.

That was the part that mattered. They could have moved him. Could have bought themselves days before anyone started asking questions about a missing ranger. Instead, they'd left him face-down in the grass sixty metres from the evidence he'd found, close enough that any competent investigator would connect the two. The proximity was deliberate. They'd left Dlamini where they'd killed him because they wanted the connection made. They wanted the park to understand that finding the water trough and the corridor had consequences.

They weren't hiding anymore.

They were telling him something.

He wasn't sure yet whether the message was meant for the park in general, or for whoever had been at the loading point and the trough before Dlamini arrived. The distinction mattered. A message to the park said: this is what happens when you get too close. A message to a specific person said: we know who you are and we know what you've seen. The first was a warning to an institution. The second was a personal threat delivered through a dead man's proximity to evidence. His own footprints were in the soil at the trough. Any competent tracker who came up here in the next twenty-four hours would read the same ground Dlamini had read, and would also read Freddy — where he'd stood, how long he'd stood there, what he'd looked at. The prints were timestamped by their depth and edge quality, readable to within a few hours by someone who knew what to look for.

He looked at the young ranger working the perimeter. Wide arc, systematic, not crowding the body. He moved with the careful deliberateness of a man who understood why the perimeter mattered. Dlamini would have approved of that. He'd had no patience for sloppy fieldwork. He'd expressed it only once in Freddy's presence — a quiet comment to a colleague who'd walked through a scene before it was documented, not loud, not angry, just factual. That mattered. This matters. Pay attention.

He looked north, toward the water trough and the pipe and the boundary fence and whatever was on the other side of it.

He needed to move faster than he'd planned.
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