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      Damian startled awake when the plane dipped and steadied just long enough to relax him only to drop again. Without thinking, he snatched his laptop before it slid off the tray table. The sudden movement caused a sharp stabbing pain from his rib cage through the rest of his body. With a groan, he grabbed his side while his other handheld the laptop in position. His neighbour seemed oblivious to the plane’s erratic movement or his fellow passengers’ reactions. He was still asleep.

      Damian might’ve laughed at the futility of trying to hold battered ribs together if it didn't hurt so much. He closed his eyes to get through the pain.

      Two more years. Only two more years.

      Damian kept reminding himself of that particular goal throughout the eleven-and-a-half-hour flight from London to Johannesburg.

      He leaned forward as he tried to find a more comfortable position, but it wasn’t easy in an aeroplane seat. It wasn’t designed for big guys like him or Ryan Foster, his teammate next to him. It was even more uncomfortable when you had to fly with two bruised ribs and a cut the size of a fifty-cent piece just above your ribs. And then he didn’t even consider the cut above his eyebrow or the blue eye, all thanks to his opponent’s eager introduction.

      The Springbok captain didn’t get the worst of that altercation. Today, Jason Oakley now knew how it felt to face a few Springboks—especially a few Springboks who were unhappy to see how the Kiwis manhandled their captain. They took revenge—within the rules, of course. None of them wanted to damage their reputation or that of their temporary team. They certainly wouldn’t do it while the Barbarians were in control against the mighty All Blacks, who, until the day before yesterday, had been on the winning side eighteen times in a row.

      Damian shifted to his right, wincing with every breath. Despite a strong pain pill shortly after dinner, sleep kept eluding him. The few minutes he dozed off didn’t count for much.

      Damian’s gaze dropped to his laptop. It wasn’t just his injuries or the cramped space that kept him from sleeping. The situation affected his father, the family farm, the rest of his relatives, and his own plans for the future.

      Perhaps he should not have accepted the Barbarians’ invitation. He certainly wouldn’t have if he was aware of the developments at home. Unfortunately, he had already agreed to play for the Barbarians when his father regretfully informed him about what was happening.

      He couldn’t wait for the next two years to fly by. He loved rugby, but times like these made him long for the day when he could hang up his boots. He had a great career but would rather spend time on the farm than travel the world to play rugby. Then, he could deal with problems like the ones they currently had before they got out of hand.

      He studied the documents the lawyers had forwarded to him. Had he known about the situation before they left for the annual European Test series, he could’ve met the lawyer in person to discuss things. He hated having to rely on faceless documentation to fix the situation.

      He was being unfair. Damian had recommended the law firm himself, after attending a few of Jacob Brown’s lectures on environmental law.

      However, he wanted to be there to defuse the situation himself. It’s as if his father and the lawyers took everything out of his hands. Damian hated it. It was his farm, his vision, his dreams. It was his job to fight for it, not a clean-shaven young man who probably got his law degree last year and joined the family’s law firm at his father’s insistence. He wanted to fight, not leave it up to L.M. Brown.

      The lawyers and the hotel group that wanted to build their monstrosity on the traditional tribe’s land would soon find that out. Even if it meant he had to attend a meeting in his condition soon after he arrived in Johannesburg, Damian would do it. He was ready for a fight. It might not be so bad that the lawyers had scheduled the preliminary court case for Wednesday. The sooner they could get it over with, the better, especially while he was in a fighting mood.

      His laptop’s screen saver activated automatically. Damian stared thoughtfully at the photos that appeared one after the other on his screen. Most of the pictures he took were on Nyathi, of nature and the animals.

      He had big plans for the farm. But none of that would matter if he couldn’t stop the land next to Nyathi from being sold. He needed to find a way to help the tribe without them losing their land. But how?

      If that purchase goes through and the hotel group continues with their plans to set up a holiday resort, it will adversely affect the water and ecosystems on Nyathi and the other farms on the water vein.

      His favourite place on Nyathi was the waterhole where the black-faced Impalas and other goats he bred drink water. It was almost on the border between the two estates, just on the other side of the fence, where the hotel group intended to set up a hotel and casino. How badly would this harm Nyathi’s breeding programmes? Damian shuddered to think about it.

      The lights in the cabin came on, rousing him from his reverie.

      Damian sighed in relief. The flight was coming to an end. It had been a hell of a long night.

      He glanced at his still sleeping teammate sitting next to him.

      Damian wished he could let his young teammate sleep longer. His mother firmly believed that sleep brought healing, but he doubted it would help in Ryan’s case. How did you help someone who has had to suffer such a significant loss? Damian had no idea. His usual encouraging vocabulary was missing at this moment.

      Until now, they had been rivals in the local competition and had only played together as Springboks in the last few weeks. With next year’s season, Ryan was set to join the Wild Dogs, with Damian taking on the role of his captain. However, Damian was coming to the end of his career, with only two more years of active rugby ahead of him, whereas Ryan was still in his prime at twenty-three.

      The young prop still had a lot to play for. But how do you motivate and inspire someone who had suffered such a significant loss at such a young age?

      How must it feel to lose your wife and child in one day? Damian couldn’t even imagine. He must find a way to get the younger man out of his dark hole of depression. He still had to figure out how he would accomplish that.

      He nudged Ryan’s shoulder lightly as the flight attendants appeared at the top of the aisle with their trolleys. “Wake up, Sleeping Beauty.”

      Ryan jerked awake. He stared at Damian with a dazed expression. Then he blinked his eyes a few times. His massive hands swept over his ferocious beard and face before disappearing into the long hair that was already tangled and messy.

      When Damian laughed, Ryan gave him a dirty look. “What?”

      “You look like a caveman.”

      During the tour, the entire Springbok team accepted the challenge of growing their hair, beards and moustaches. Ryan’s grew faster than many of them combined. He looked rough and rude, as a former Afrikaans comedian had loved to say. His jet-black hair already reached down to his shoulders. The equally dark eyebrows and beard were bushy and similarly unkempt.

      Ryan didn’t smile back. He glared at Damian and growled, “Leave my hair and beard. I’m going to keep it.”

      Damian grinned. “Maybe you should. You’re going to scare the opposition just by looking at them.”

      “Huh?” grumbled Ryan. He opened the window cover and stared out, clearly not in the mood for talking.

      Damian glanced at the photos on his screen for the last time, then shut down his laptop and stored it in the seat pocket in front of him. When the flight attendant stopped beside them with the trolley, he bumped Ryan’s arm again to get his attention.

      They shared breakfast in silence. Damian was by now used to Ryan not talking much. He also learned that, although Ryan now looked like a waffling Tarzan with his new look, the man was intelligent. Ryan studied teaching before he got married and had to stop his studies in his second year. Since then, he played rugby full-time.

      If Ryan wanted to study teaching, it meant that he might form a bond with the other young players and become their mentor. The young players were so unsure of management’s expectations of them. Ryan was not much older than them but was sensible and calm. He might be the designated person, which could also help him. That might be where his answer lay in helping Ryan. But that’s next year’s problem.

      Damian himself had a bigger problem to tackle before he could focus only on farming for a month. He couldn’t wait to get back on the farm.

      

      Lynn suppressed a yawn and wiped her face with both hands.

      Her father and the other partners assured her that her case was watertight, but still, she wanted to ensure that she would give the best options for the client.

      She was in the office early and worked through the documentation, her arguments and the proposed plans three times, if not more. All that was still missing were the parties’ signatures before the application went before the court.

      She hoped the Coopers and the traditional leader would accept the proposals. She doubted they had any other choice.

      The most important person to convince was Damian Cooper. He was the only one of her clients she had not met in person yet.

      A movement at the door caught her attention. She looked up as Mark Bailey plastered his tall body against the door frame. Lynn smiled as he winked mischievously at her.

      The man was barely twenty-two and a supreme flirt. When she met him for the first time two months ago, she thought he was a typical young man in his early twenties. That first day, barely two months ago, she didn’t take him seriously when he came with Daniel to deliver the documents.

      However, he took the wind out of her sails during their second meeting. She summed up Mark wrong. Lynn thought he was a typical rich man’s son who received too much money from his trust funds. But the truth was far from it. The man’s brain was as sharp as his sense of humour. He had many secrets that he kept from his teammates and the press.

      Lynn was even more impressed with his summary of the situation and his suggestions for proceeding.

      No matter how innocent, he didn’t stop flirting with her during those conversations. Until he found out she didn’t fall for it.

      She was surprised how quickly he found a soft spot in her heart. She felt protective towards him, as she would over a younger brother if she had one. There were times when his innocence came out strongly when he tried to be good-natured, but she still got to know his soft side.

      That’s why she ignored this wink. She had already learned to pay closer attention to that muscle next to Mark’s right eye, which jumped when he was tense.

      It was a big step for him. Today, he would reveal information that may surprise even his bosom friend. Not everything, only a small step that could change the dynamic of his friendship with the Coopers. It all depended on how Damian Cooper would react.

      “Are you ready for this, Mark?” she asked. “This is a big step.”

      He straightened, his carefree attitude forgotten, and walked over to her desk. He sank into the chair across from her before nodding. “If it can help the Coopers, I’m ready.”

      “And if they want to know more? If they want to know what your motivation is?”

      “I informed Daniel last night, but I was vague. I only mentioned what we had already decided on. You know, the tax matters, among other things.”

      “And what was Daniel’s reaction?”

      “Surprised, but not as shocked as I thought he’d be. Maybe he suspected something since I spend so much time with Nicholas and Nathan. It’s a relief to talk to him openly about what I’m planning for the future and my involvement with the Wild Dogs.”

      “It’s good. I’m curious, though. How did you get to the topic?”

      “Daniel made it easy when he discussed his plans and what he wanted to do. I took the opportunity. The result is that Daniel, another of our university friends, Grant Willoughby, and I will start a company. Daniel specialises in property investment, and Grant studied property development. He is currently a building contractor at his father’s company. They have experience, and I have the financial background. We get along well and understand each other’s vision. Daniel now knows I am a businessman who invests in young companies and wants to help them grow.”

      “It’s easier because you’re still so young yourself,” mused Lynn.

      Mark nodded. “I know how it feels to start at the bottom of the ladder, and no one wants to take you seriously. So, once we discussed our plans, it was easier to tell Daniel about my intended investments.”

      “What are you going to tell Damian?”

      “The same. I have the money, and I believe in Damian’s vision.”

      “You sound ready for Damian Cooper. The man is a pain with all his questions.”

      Mark scoffed. “Don’t let him hear it.”

      “I’m not afraid of him,” she snapped back.

      “Maybe not now, but I imagine the sparks will fly between you.”

      “Why would it? What I do is for his benefit.”

      Mark laughed. “I know, but I have a hunch. You’re both pretty hard-asses.”

      “Then he has to stay out of my way,” Lynn grumbled and shoved a file to Mark. “I changed the wording as you requested. If you are satisfied, and Damian agrees, we can sign it today.”

      Mark took the file and read through its contents quickly. He handed the document back to her. “I am satisfied.” He suddenly grinned, all seriousness forgotten. “But I don’t think Damian would sign today if I summed him up correctly. Give him a chance to process it. I’m in no hurry.”

      “Have you heard anything from Daniel?”

      “The plane just landed. Damian still has to finish a press conference, but Daniel will let me know when they leave the airport.”

      “That’s fine. I want to review the documents one more time…”

      “Relax, Lynn. You are prepared. Let’s get a cup of coffee for now. I’m sure your cute secretary will make it for us.”

      It’s Lynn’s turn to laugh. “Poor Chané. If you flutter your eyes at her, she melts. Her words, not mine,” she added. “She will walk on hot coals if you just look at her.”

      “What can I say?” said Mark with a smirk and shrugged. “Come on, I’m thirsty. Let’s get something to drink before the Coopers descend on us.”

      Lynn sighed. It didn’t help to argue with Mark. He was right; she was ready. She followed him to the conference room where Chané was preparing everything.

      Chané might stare at Mark like a teenager in love, but her secretary was usually very competent. Lynn could count on Chané that nothing went wrong today.

      

      After landing, Damian and the other three Springboks met a representative of SARU. He was grateful to find the two golf carts to transport them to the press conference venue. His ribs hurt, his body was tired, and he was irritated.

      “I have to change before we get to the venue,” he informed the representative. “Please drop me off at the dressing room closest to the venue.”

      The man nodded and did as Damian asked. Damian got out cautiously, wary of the sharp stabbing pains accompanying every movement. He grabbed his bag containing his formal Springbok jacket and shirt, then thrust his laptop into Ryan’s hands. “Please keep it. I’ll join you soon.”

      He wrestled with the duffel bag and backpack in the cramped cubicle, gritting his teeth as every movement made his chest tighten and ache, slowing him down. Damian completed the task, accompanied by a lot of groans and curses. He was out of breath when he finally finished and stormed out of the booth.

      The SARU representative stood with arms crossed, his impatience clear on his face. Without a word, Damian pushed the bag and backpack into the man’s arms.

      The man had no choice but to grab it before it fell to the ground. He could barely hide his annoyance when Damian wrapped one arm around his ribs, took a deep breath, and then hesitantly raised the other arm to comb his hair with his fingers.

      Damian frowned as he looked at himself in the mirror. His eyes were red from the lack of sleep, and the shiner didn’t help to make him look better.

      There wasn’t much he could do about it. At least he had his hair and beard cut at the hotel on Friday morning. Otherwise, he would have looked even rougher than Ryan.

      When he turned around, the man stared at him as he lowered his hand and exhaled. However, he still had one arm folded over his body. “Sorry,” he mumbled. “I didn’t think it would be such a struggle.”

      “What’s wrong?”

      “Two bruised ribs,” Damian explained as he held his hand to the bag and backpack.

      More indulgent, the man shook his head. “Go ahead in the meantime. They are waiting for you. I’ll keep it for you."

      "Thank you."

      Carefully, he put on his jacket and left the dressing room. It's just silly to wear a long-sleeved shirt, tie and jacket. Good grief, it's December, and it's scorching hot. Couldn’t the rugby unions cut them some slack? Damian swore the temperature outside was over thirty degrees, and it wasn't even      ten in the morning yet.

      Fortunately, the press conference didn't last long. The media covered the tour details when the bulk of the Springbok team arrived two weeks ago. They had a few questions that Damian dealt with quickly, and they were able to adjourn. The camera crew followed them as they left the security area, where the SARU man was waiting with their luggage.

      A few enthusiastic supporters awaited them. Between handing out autographs and chatting with the supporters, Damian searched for his brother among the people waiting for their loved ones in the arrivals hall.

      Damian grinned when he saw Daniel leaning against a pillar with a baseball cap drawn low, trying to look inconspicuous. There was no way his younger brother could get lost in a crowd, certainly not with his body and handsome looks. The twenty-two-year-old was already popular with the fans, especially the girls.

      When Damian finally got away, he took his laptop from Ryan and greeted the other players, he then moved in Daniel's direction. His brother immediately straightened and hauled Damian in a hug that would make any bear proud.

      Damian inhaled sharply and groaned, "Slow down, dude."

      Daniel stepped back and regarded him with a frown. "What's wrong?"

      "Injured ribs," Damian grunted out.

      "What?" Daniel looked shocked. "When? You were on the field until the final whistle."

      Damian took a few deep breaths before he answered, "Last scrum. That damn Kiwi. I should've known he would play dirty when they couldn't win."

      "Oakley?" Daniel asked as he took Damian's backpack and bag from him.

      "The very one."

      "He's an asshole," grumbled Daniel. "Why didn't you leave the field?"

      "And give him that satisfaction?" Damian shook his head decisively. "Never, well not if I can help it         ."

      "Flipping hell, Damian. I don't think I could do that," Daniel breathed admiringly.

      Damian stepped out into the bright sunlight and blinked. He glanced at Daniel as he answered, "You will when your team needs you."

      Daniel was one of Damian's biggest admirers, but the feeling was mutual. Damian had just as much respect for his younger brother. Daniel was a natural captain and had already been earmarked to take over the Wild Dogs' captaincy from Damian in two years. In his first year in senior rugby, he made his mark on the field for the Wild Dogs and the Springboks.

      It would be nice to run together on the field for the first time in their lives next season.

      In the next two years, he would give Daniel and his other young teammates the necessary guidance to lead the Wild Dogs to further heights before he retires. That's why he signed with the Wild Dogs in the first place.

      Daniel was just as deep in thought as Damian as they walked to the car. Damian was half-annoyed when Daniel fiddled with his cell phone and sent a few messages before getting into the car. These were probably messages to that young girl hanging on his arm the last couple of months before they left on tour—the poor girl    . Damian wondered if the relationship would last. Not the way      he knew his brother. He and his bosom friend were equally bad. But that's okay. That's how it should be. They were still young. There was plenty of time to get serious.

      Damian included himself in that intention. There was no way he was getting serious about a woman anytime soon, let alone starting a family. He hardly had time for a date.

      Besides, he couldn't care for a wife and a family right now. Every penny he earned went into the farm and the breeding programmes. He couldn't afford a woman in his life.

      That's okay, too. Damian was happy on the farm. He needed nothing more.

      “Sorry," muttered Daniel as he wormed his tall frame into the seat. "I just quickly let them know that we are      leaving      now. The parents will meet us at the lawyers.”

      Damian nodded, too uncomfortable to speak. He moved the passenger seat slightly backwards and leaned back. Under normal circumstances, he would have appreciated his brother's exuberant greeting, but he did not today.

      He tried mentally preparing himself for that moment when he had to greet his parents. The Coopers all loved to give hugs. His father was usually as enthusiastic as Daniel. Damian considered warning his father. He didn't think he would survive another enthusiastic greeting without fainting.
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      Damian’s eyes flew open as Daniel shook his arm. He must have dozed off, as it felt as if the ride only lasted a few minutes. “We’re here. You can go in while I find a parking space.”

      Damian blinked a few times and wiped his face and hair with one hand to get rid of the last sleep fog.

      The stubble rasping under his hand felt strange. He wasn’t used to it yet.

      He glared at the building, his jaw tightening. He wasn’t in the mood for a long-winded meeting with high-profile lawyers. Tired and out of sorts, he knew better than anyone—this wasn’t a mood where anyone should push him.

      Today’s meeting might not have been such a good idea. It would’ve been better if the lawyers had scheduled it for later this afternoon or tomorrow after a good night’s rest. Usually, the jetlag didn’t affect him as it did today. He was used to jetlag, but the pain and discomfort didn’t make it easy. It made him grumpier than usual.

      On the other hand, it might be better if they did it now. The jetlag would kick in later, and he would be out of it.

      The sore ribs and the fact that he couldn’t throw himself into the farm with all his heart and soul, as he had hoped, would make him grumpier.

      Damian grumbled under his breath as he opened the passenger door. He barely listened to Daniel’s instructions as he retrieved his jacket and laptop bag from the back seat.

      He glanced at his watch. They were already half an hour late. Picking up his pace, he hurried in the direction Daniel had indicated.

      Damian blinked to get used to the dim light inside the reception area. He eventually focused on the receptionist, who straightened up behind the counter. She smiled flirtatiously, folding her arms under her chest to accentuate her figure.

      Nothing irritated Damian more than women who flaunted themselves. He usually avoids them like the plague. Especially those who flutter their eyelashes and coo in sweet little voices, “Mr. Cooper! Welcome to…”

      “I’m late for a meeting. Can you direct me there?” Damian interrupted her curtly. He probably sounded just like his nickname: Buffalo. He was used to it. He blew out a slow breath through his nose, shifting his weight. He had no patience for drawn-out flirtations—or any flirtation, for that matter. Especially not from women like her..

      The woman’s face tightened, and she stepped back. It seemed she got the message as her voice sharpened when she gave the instructions. “Walk straight down this corridor. Turn right. There is a reception area at the end of that corridor where they are waiting for you.”

      “Thank you,” Damian muttered, more composed now. He immediately swung around in the direction the receptionist had indicated. Damian tucked his laptop under one arm and tried to pull on
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