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CHAPTER 1 - The Snare Line
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The wire was nineteen-gauge. That was the first thing Grace noticed when Freddy crouched and lifted it from the red dust — not its age, not how many had been set, but the gauge. Nineteen-gauge snare wire was cheap, widely available, and specific to a purpose: something mid-sized. Not elephant. Not buffalo. The setters were thinking impala, maybe kudu. They were thinking efficiently, which was always the worst kind of poaching to deal with, because efficiency meant volume, and volume meant there was more line out here than the three they'd already found.

"Fourteen meters apart," Freddy said. He didn't look up. He was reading the ground the way other men read text — laterally, without effort, meaning accumulating from context rather than individual characters.

Grace was behind him by four paces, which was where she stayed on foot patrol. Not because Freddy had asked. Because she'd learned, in the years since Hugh had brought her into this particular geography of consequence, that Freddy's four-pace radius was not a comfort preference. It was a working radius. People inside it became noise.

She said nothing. The rangers, Dlamini and Cele, worked the perimeter in the oblique formation Freddy had set before they'd left the vehicle at the access road. Nobody had spoken much since then. It was five forty-three in the morning, and the Kruger in this hour was the kind of quiet that informed rather than comforted — insects calibrating, birds sequencing through their warnings, the grass registering movement in ways that had nothing to do with wind.

Grace had been doing this for long enough that she'd stopped processing the bush as scenery. It was data. The presence of certain birds meant no large mammals had moved through recently. The behaviour of certain insects told you about water proximity, about temperature gradients, about whether a carcass was nearby in a state of decomposition. The absence of things was as informative as their presence — and right now, the absence of impala sign along the drainage line they were following was telling her something that had nothing to do with natural behaviour and everything to do with the three snares they'd already pulled from the perimeter sector this month.

Animals learned. Not in any way that could be dignified with the language of strategic thinking, but they learned at the level of route and reflex — they stopped using waterholes where they'd seen others go down, they stopped moving through corridors where the smell had changed, they stopped feeding in areas where something undefined had registered as dangerous. That learning was useful until the network adapted, and networks always adapted, and then the animals were learning the wrong lesson about where it was safe, and the wire went in somewhere they'd thought was clean.

Freddy straightened. He pointed left, a direction with no apparent landmark, then moved.

Grace followed.



The impala was sixty meters farther into the mopane scrub, and it had been fighting the wire for at least six hours. Grace could read that in the wound before she was close enough to smell the blood: the laceration had the depth of repeated struggle, not initial contact. The animal had pulled, released when the pain spiked, then pulled again as the adrenaline normalized and flight instinct returned. It had done this many times. The wire had tightened each time, working through skin, through subcutaneous fat, finding the periosteum beneath.

It was a young female. Roughly two years old, Grace estimated — not yet at prime breeding age, but close enough that losing her had a downstream calculation attached to it that went beyond the individual.

The impala saw Grace and lurched. The wire held. She lurched again, fell sideways, found her legs, stood again — all three that could take weight — and faced them with her ears pinned and her breathing going in and out of her like a bellows someone was working too fast.

"She'll fracture it," Grace said.

Freddy had already stopped moving.

Grace unslung her pack, crouched, and opened it without taking her eyes off the animal. The dart gun was at the bottom, secured in its case, and she unlatched it with the familiarity of someone who has done a thing enough times that the hands know the sequence without instruction from the brain. She loaded a Telazol dart — concentration calculated for body weight she was already estimating from the animal's height at the shoulder, her condition, the stress response that would affect absorption time.

"Back two steps," Grace said.

Freddy and the rangers moved without comment.

The shot was clean. It always was. The dart hit the hindquarter, the impala lurched once more, and then the drug began its work — the thrashing slowed to stumbling, the stumbling to swaying, and the animal went down on her side with the particular slow inevitability of deep sedation, all that desperate energy given up in increments.

Grace moved to her before the legs stopped cycling.

The wire had gone through to the periosteum on the lateral aspect of the left foreleg, just proximal to the carpus. The bone itself was intact — Grace ran her fingers along it while the animal breathed in long, laboured pulls, the dart site already showing the slight welt of the injection. Clean penetration. Periosteum intact. No tendon involvement at the primary wound site, though the secondary lacerations from the wire's movement over six hours had created a pattern of damage that was going to require attention in a sequence: debride, flush, assess for infection load, dress, monitor.

"Dlamini," she said. "Water. The large bottle."

He brought it. She flushed the wound, watching the effluent, reading colour and viscosity. No obvious sepsis yet, but six hours in the bush, in red dust, with an open wound and a stress response suppressing the immune system — the window was narrowing.

She worked in the order she always worked: function first, comfort second, documentation last. The wire came off with cutters, extracted in the direction that caused least additional trauma to the wound margins. The impala breathed. The bush settled around them. Somewhere two hundred meters away, a hornbill made its case for territory, then gave up.

The wound margins were clean enough that primary closure wasn't indicated — a packed wound in this environment, with the dust load and the thermal cycling and the animal returning to uncontrolled terrain within the hour, would be a liability. She dressed it open, layered, with materials that would hold through normal movement and shed contamination rather than trap it. She'd seen vets who dressed bush wounds the way they dressed clinic wounds, with the same materials and the same protocols, and those animals came back to her later in much worse condition, or didn't come back at all.

Context mattered. The treatment had to survive the environment it was returning to, not the environment it was being applied in. That distinction was one of the first things Wendell had told her, years ago, standing over a buffalo with a gut wound in conditions that had made the teaching almost comically difficult. She'd been annoyed at him for choosing that moment to be pedagogical. She'd been wrong to be annoyed.

Freddy said nothing. He had positioned himself at the eleven o'clock position relative to Grace and was watching the treeline with the patient stillness of a man who has learned that the thing that gets you is rarely the one you were watching for.

Grace dressed the wound. Antibiotics, broad spectrum, injected. Vitamins for the stress load. She noted the vitals, the respiration rate, the pupillary response. She documented everything in the small notebook she kept in the left breast pocket of her field shirt, not because the paper record was primary — Werner would pull the digital logs from her vest-mounted GPS and bio-monitor — but because the act of writing forced a second reading, and a second reading sometimes caught what the first missed.

Sepsis risk: moderate to high. Required: secondary examination in forty-eight hours minimum. Wound classification: traumatic laceration, full-thickness, grade two. Prognosis with treatment: good. Prognosis without: she wouldn't be able to walk within a week.

Grace wrote this down.

Then she waited.



The reversal agent brought the impala back in stages — first the breathing normalizing, then the small involuntary muscle contractions that meant the nervous system was re-engaging, then the head lifting, the legs finding their sequence again. Grace stayed beside her during all of it, not for comfort — the animal didn't know she was there in any way that translated into reassurance — but because a sedated animal in the recovery phase was a vulnerable animal, and vulnerable animals attracted things, and Grace had learned to take that seriously.

The impala found her feet. Stood for a moment with her legs braced wide and her head low, still processing. Then some signal fired that Grace couldn't observe, and the animal moved off into the mopane scrub at a trot, the dressed wound a small white flag disappearing between the grey trunks.

Grace watched until she was gone. Then she stood, rolled her shoulders, and said to nobody in particular, "Four more snares minimum. Check the secondary drainage line south of here."

"Already have two rangers on it," Freddy said.

She hadn't heard him radio anyone. She hadn't heard anyone move. That was Freddy's particular talent — not the violence, which was real and controlled and something she'd seen deployed with the deliberateness of a surgical instrument — but the quiet coordination, the management of space and information that happened below the threshold of observable action.

"Good," she said, and began repacking her kit.

She was on the second buckle when Freddy said, "We have company."



The man was young. Mid-twenties, Grace estimated — though stress aged people irregularly, and she'd learned to be careful about reading age from faces that had spent time doing hard things. He was wearing a faded blue shirt, work trousers, boots that had been good quality once. He'd come back to check his snare line at first light, which was exactly when Grace would have come back to check a snare line, had she been running one, because first light was when you could move and see without a torch and before the reserve's patrol cycles picked up frequency.

He'd walked into Cele and the second ranger at the drainage line, and they'd brought him back without incident, which meant he hadn't run, or hadn't had time to, or had calculated correctly that running would make things worse.

He looked at Grace. Then at Freddy. Then at the ground.

"Sit," Freddy said. A single word with no heat in it. The young man sat.

The rangers secured his hands — not cruelly, with a zip tie, standardized procedure — and Cele began the documentation process: photograph, identity if available, GPS coordinates, time stamp. Grace watched from a few meters away, finishing with her pack, not because she was uninvolved but because her involvement would come in a specific sequence and this was not yet her part.

His name, when he produced it from a worn ID card that he'd apparently been carrying loose in his trouser pocket, was Sipho. He confirmed nothing else voluntarily.

Freddy crouched to his level. This was also calculated, Grace knew — the physical reduction of height, the removal of the dominant posture, was not kindness. It was a technique for opening communication that Freddy had learned in circumstances where the quality of communication was the difference between outcomes.

"How many lines?" Freddy asked.

Sipho looked at him.

"We're going to find them," Freddy said. Not as a threat. As information. "How many."

A pause. "Six."

"When did you set them?"

"Three days."

Grace noted this. Three days. That meant any animal caught in the first two days had been in the wire for longer than she'd estimated for the impala. She recalculated. If there were animals still in the other lines—

"Move," she said.

Both men looked at her.

"If there are animals still in the remaining lines, we don't have time for this sequence right now." She looked at Freddy. "Process him. I'll go with Cele."

Freddy held her eyes for a moment — not challenging, just reading — and then nodded once.

Grace went.



Two more animals. One kudu bull, young, caught at the shoulder — the wire had gotten above the foreleg and the struggling had been more damaging for it. She worked on him for forty minutes in the growing heat of the morning, the bush now fully alive around her and indifferent to the emergency she was managing at its centre. He was heavy under sedation, his shoulder wound complex, and she had to extend the debridement further than she'd have liked because the tissue damage had gone deeper.

He'd survive. The shoulder would be compromised. He might not be able to run at full speed for the rest of the season, which meant he was exposed in ways that changed his odds, which meant the wire's effect was not limited to this morning but extended forward through time in a chain of reduced probability that ended, eventually, at a lion or a leopard that found him slower than they'd expected.

Grace dressed the wound and noted the prognosis accurately.

The second animal was a jackal, already dead. It had been dead for at least a day, the wire around its neck, and there was nothing to do for it except document it, which Cele did with the thoroughness Grace required of everyone who worked these sweeps with her. Dead animal: species, estimated age, wire gauge, location, time of discovery, likely time of death. All of it mattered. All of it fed into pattern analysis that Werner managed at the operations end — movement of snare materials, sourcing, distribution, the logistics of a supply chain that most people refused to acknowledge as such because acknowledging it required acknowledging scale.

She stood over the jackal for a moment. Small animal. Narrow face. Already flattening into the earth.

"Document the wire," she said to Cele. "Sample it. Full procedure."

"Yes, Dr. Carter."

She moved to the final two snares, both empty. Set them as having been tripped without capture — something had sprung them, either small game or environmental pressure — and photographed the anchor points. Then she walked back.



Sipho was sitting against a mopane trunk when she returned, wrists secured, Freddy standing four meters away not watching him — which was the most effective form of surveillance Grace had observed, the kind that communicated to the watched party that flight was not an option without the watcher having to say so.

She crouched in front of Sipho.

He was looking at the ground still. She waited until he looked up.

"The impala in your first line had been in the wire for six hours," she said. "Six hours is the threshold at which permanent tendon damage becomes likely. She was three hours from losing the use of that leg." She paused. "The kudu in line four had tissue necrosis beginning in the shoulder wound. He'll have reduced mobility for the remainder of the season, possibly permanent. The jackal in line two is dead. It died yesterday, approximately."

Sipho said nothing.

"I'm not telling you this to punish you," Grace said. "I'm telling you because the people who run the networks you work for tell you the risk is minimal. That the animals suffer for a short time. That the wire is quick." She watched his face. "It isn't quick, and the suffering is not minimal, and the reason they tell you otherwise is because it costs them nothing for you to believe it."

A long moment. Somewhere in the scrub the hornbill started again.

"How much?" Grace asked. "Per animal."

He looked at her, evaluating. Then: "Depends."

"On what?"

"Species. Size." A pause. "Horns."

"What do you get for an impala?"

He didn't answer.

"What do you get for a kudu bull?"

Still nothing.

Grace straightened. She'd gotten what she needed — not the numbers, which she could triangulate from other data — but the confirmation of a grading system, which meant the operation had enough organization to assign differential value by species, which meant it was not opportunistic. It was directed. Someone upstream was requesting specific animals or specific materials and the network was organized to fulfil those requests.

That someone was not in this clearing. That someone was probably not in this country. That someone was receiving product through at least three layers of insulation between themselves and the wire, and the wire was what Sipho handled, and Sipho was what the rangers would process, and the processing would generate data that Werner would use to work backward from the wire toward the person who'd never touched one.

It was a long chain. Every link in it was a human being making a calculation about what the risk was worth. The wire was nineteen-gauge. The impala had been in it for six hours. The jackal was dead. These were the consequences at Sipho's end of the chain. At the other end, the consequences were financial returns and zero criminal exposure and the ability to repeat the exercise next quarter.

That asymmetry was not an accident. It was the design.

She said to Freddy, "Everything he gives you goes to Werner tonight."

Freddy said, "It will."

She looked at Sipho once more. Not with contempt — contempt was a response to something personal, and this was not personal. It was structural. He was a node in a system, making a calculation about risk and return that made sense given the information and options available to him, and the information was corrupted and the options were limited and the people who had arranged both of those things were not in this clearing.

"The rangers will process you properly," she said. "That's a legal matter." She picked up her pack. "What happens in the wire is mine."

She left him there, and she did not look back, because there was nothing behind her that required her attention right now, and everything ahead of her did.



The vehicle was a Land Cruiser, white, reserve markings, with the kind of accumulated dust on the side panels that told you it had been used every day for months. Grace got in the back with her kit bag and her notebook and her field recorder, and Freddy drove them back toward the southern camp without being asked.

The bush moved past the windows. The light had come fully now, the morning heat building in layers — first the ambient warmth, then the radiant heat from the red dirt road, then the specific heat of the vehicle's interior where the ventilation was never quite adequate. Grace didn't open her window. She was writing.

Everything she'd documented this morning would go into the operations log that Werner maintained, and Werner would cross-reference it against the pattern data for the sector, and what came out of that cross-referencing was something that looked like mapping but was actually prediction — not where poachers had been, but where the network would logically operate next, given terrain, given patrol coverage, given the economics of what had been found versus what had been set. It was the kind of analysis that required someone who understood that a snare line was not a crime scene. It was a data point in a supply chain, and supply chains had logic, and logic could be followed forward as well as backward.

Werner had been following this particular chain for four months. Grace trusted his conclusions the way she trusted her own clinical findings — not because she deferred to his judgment but because she'd seen his methodology, and his methodology was sound.

Her phone vibrated.

She looked at the screen. A text from Werner, which was unusual — Werner preferred the encrypted channel, which required her to be at a workstation. A text meant either he was in transit himself or the message was flagged for immediate delivery.

The text read: Call when you can. Not urgent but don't leave it overnight.

Grace looked at the road ahead. They were twelve minutes from the camp.

She put the phone in her pocket and went back to her notes.



The southern camp was a collection of structures that had grown around a functional need rather than a design principle — the operations room, the medical and veterinary facility, storage, accommodation for rotating staff, a comms array that Werner had rebuilt twice in three years because twice the previous configuration hadn't met his redundancy requirements. The whole compound was enclosed within a perimeter fence that was not decorative.

Grace went to the vet facility first. She had field samples to process, documentation to complete, a wound assessment on the impala that she wanted in the system before end of day so that the monitoring protocol could be initiated. Dlamini, who had ranger-training in basic animal health, would run the secondary check in forty-eight hours with the coordinates she'd already entered into the system.

She processed everything in the order it needed processing. This was not efficiency as a personality trait — Grace was aware, dimly, that people described her as efficient the way they described weather as unremarkable, as a substitute for attention — it was the result of understanding that the cost of disorder was not aesthetic. It was outcomes. Documentation done incorrectly meant treatment protocols initiated on bad data. Bad data meant animals that should have recovered didn't, or animals that should have been flagged for secondary examination weren't, or patterns that should have been visible in the aggregate remained invisible because the data points were wrong.

She had seen what happened when the chain broke. She had seen it enough times that she'd stopped finding the individual instances tragic and started finding them informative, which was perhaps the most useful thing veterinary work in the field had done to her thinking, and possibly also the thing that made her hardest to be around.

Werner called while she was finishing the sample labelling.

She answered on the second ring.

"How was the sector?" he asked. This was not small talk. Werner wanted the summary because the summary would affect how he weighted what he was about to tell her.

"Six snares. Two animals treated, one fatality. One individual detained and handed to the rangers. Dlamini has the secondary monitoring protocol for the impala. The kudu bull is a longer-term concern — reduced mobility, possible lion exposure, I've flagged him for quarterly check-in if we can relocate him."

"I'll note it," Werner said. She heard the sound of typing. "I have something from the Southeast Asia intelligence stream. It came through the Continuum channel, not Legacy, so Hugh has already seen it."

"What is it?"

"Thermal imaging anomaly, Sumatra. Leuser ecosystem, western boundary. Two signatures. Large, distinct. The imaging was processed three weeks ago but flagged low confidence because the analyst thought it was orangutan — wrong size. It was re-reviewed this week by someone at the university of Riau who was looking for something else entirely and happened to have the data."

Grace stopped labelling.

"Two signatures," she said.

"Correct."

"What size."

"At the resolution we have — one point two to one point four meters at the shoulder, estimated. One larger, one smaller."

She was quiet for a moment. Outside, she could hear Freddy's vehicle being parked. A bird on the roof of the storage building was doing something rhythmic and unproductive.

"The Sumatran rhino has been functionally extinct in the wild since 2019," she said. Not as a statement of belief. As a framework she was about to test.

"That's what the records say," Werner agreed.

"Two signatures. Male and female, given the size differential?"

"Consistent with that interpretation."

"Where exactly in Leuser?"

"I'll send you the coordinates. Grace—" A pause. Werner didn't pause without reason. "Hugh wants a call with you and Wendell tomorrow morning. Not the full team. Just the three of you."

She understood what that meant. Full team calls were logistics. Three-person calls with Hugh were decisions.

She understood something else, too. Wendell being included meant there was a medical dimension to whatever Hugh was considering. Wendell thought in terms of animals — their physiology, their stress responses, what sedation protocols worked in tropical heat versus the controlled conditions of a reserve, what extraction looked like for a large mammal in terrain that had no roads and no existing infrastructure. Hugh wanted that thinking in the room before anything else was decided.

Which meant Hugh was already past the question of whether the thermal signatures were real. He was at the question of what, if they were real, could actually be done about it.

"What time?"

"Seven."

"Fine," she said. And then, because she was already following the chain forward, already seeing what two heat signatures in the right location implied if they were what they appeared to be: "Werner. What's the window on the data?"

"The thermal imaging is three weeks old. Movement patterns in the region suggest—" Another pause. More careful, this time. "If they're real, and if they're a breeding pair, the female would be at the optimal window in approximately four to six weeks."

Grace set down the sample label she was holding. She looked at the wall of the vet facility — the protocols chart, the medication inventory, the laminated reference guides that she'd compiled and updated over seven years because the ones that came with the facility had been wrong about enough things to be dangerous.

Four to six weeks.

"Send me everything you have," she said.

"Already done."

She hung up, and stood in the quiet of the facility for a moment that had no productive content, that was simply the gap between what she'd understood this morning to be her work and what she was beginning to understand it might become.

The impala would recover. The kudu bull would probably manage. The jackal was dead and documented and Werner would find the snare material's sourcing eventually and it would connect to something that would connect to something else.

That was all known.

What was in the Leuser ecosystem was not yet known. It was a thermal anomaly and a size estimate and a three-week-old data set and the professional opinion of a wildlife biologist in Riau who had noticed something while looking for something else.

It was also, if it was what it appeared to be, the worst possible kind of discovery: the kind that creates obligation.

Grace picked up her pen and went back to work. She had two more hours of processing to complete before she could look at Werner's files.

Two hours was not four to six weeks.

She could work with two hours.

She was wrong about the bull.

She knew it at approximately four in the afternoon, which was eleven hours after she’d dressed the wound and written prognosis: good in her notebook with the precision of someone who had earned the right to that assessment. She’d earned it. The assessment had still been wrong.

The fever reading Dlamini sent her from the secondary check was 40.8. The wound margin he photographed was hot, red at the edges in a way that her dressing should have prevented and hadn’t, because she’d made a call about contamination load that she’d made correctly forty times before and this time, on this animal, in this sector, with the dust composition particular to the drainage line’s clay substrate, had been wrong by a margin that was now the bull’s problem and not hers.

She pulled up the treatment protocol and revised it for oral antibiotics, adjusted the concentration, sent it back to Dlamini with instructions she wrote twice because the first version had been imprecise in a way she didn’t permit herself.

She sat with it for a moment. Not self-flagellation — that was a waste of time she’d excised from her operational behaviour years ago. But there was a difference between not wasting time on guilt and pretending the gap between the assessment and the outcome didn’t exist. The gap existed. She’d made a call using good data and sound methodology, and the call had been wrong, and the bull was running a fever that she was now managing from twelve kilometres away because she hadn’t gone back herself.

She should have gone back herself.

She noted it in the log. Not the emotional content — there was no field for that — but the clinical revision, the adjusted protocol, the flag for a physical examination by end of day tomorrow. Documentation as accountability. That was the version of this feeling she was permitted to act on.

She closed the file and went back to Werner’s Leuser data.

The bull would recover. The margin of error was survivable.

She didn’t write that down. She didn’t need to.

––––––––
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INTERLUDE — London

Brandon Li did not attend the auctions.

He received photographs. The photographs were sent through a channel that had not changed in six years because changing it would imply instability, and instability was the one condition his suppliers could not tolerate. Stability was what they were paying for. Not the product — the product was secondary. What they were paying for was the certainty that the product would arrive, that the documentation would hold, that the risk surface between transaction and delivery would remain below the threshold that required decisions.

He reviewed the photographs in his London office, fourth floor, a building whose other tenants included a private equity firm and the regional compliance office of a Dutch shipping company. Neither knew who he was beyond the name on the lease. That was the point of the name on the lease.

The photographs this week showed two animals. One was the usual grade — saleable, unremarkable, destined for a buyer who had already paid a deposit and whose preferences Li had long since stopped finding unusual. The other was different.

He studied it for some time.

Then he forwarded it, with a single line of instruction, to the man in Mozambique who handled his African sourcing.

The window is four to six weeks. Confirm capability or I find someone who has it.

He closed the application, picked up his coffee, and turned to the logistics report that was actually due.

He was, by any available metric, a careful man. The kind of careful that looked like calm to people who weren’t watching closely enough.
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CHAPTER 2 - The Legacy Company
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The boardroom on the fourteenth floor of the Legacy Company's Johannesburg office had a view that cost more than the furniture, which was saying something about the furniture. Twelve floors of administrative function sat beneath it. Below that, parking, utilities, the invisible infrastructure of an organization that had learned to be visually unremarkable on purpose.

Hugh Carter had not chosen this office. He had inherited it, along with the title and the view and the particular weight of a directorship that his predecessor had held for eleven years before the stroke that had not killed him but had ended him professionally in the span of forty minutes. Hugh had been running field operations in Botswana at the time. He had not wanted the promotion. He had accepted it because the alternative was watching someone else do it badly.

That was five years ago. He still didn't want it. He had stopped expecting to want it.

He was standing at the window now, which he did when he needed to think without the desk being in the way. The desk implied administration. Administration implied process. Process implied that whatever he was dealing with had an established response, and the call he'd had from Werner at six this morning was not something that had an established response.

Two signatures. Leuser. Size consistent with a breeding pair.

He turned away from the window.



The Legacy Company was not a conservation organization, though conservation was what it was known for. It funded anti-poaching operations across eleven countries. It ran a wildlife corridor program in the Kavango-Zambezi Trans frontier Conservation Area that had taken seven years and four governments to negotiate and still generated formal complaints from two of those governments annually. It employed, directly and through contracted partners, over four hundred people in field roles, support roles, legal roles, and roles whose formal job descriptions were written carefully enough to survive audit without describing what was actually done.

It had a website. The website had photographs of elephants and testimonials from ecologists and a donation portal that processed approximately forty thousand transactions per year from individuals who believed, accurately, that their money was going toward wildlife protection, and believed, less accurately, that they understood the mechanism by which that protection was applied.

The website was not deceptive. The conservation work was real — the anti-poaching operations ran, the wildlife corridors existed, the legal advocacy work produced actual outcomes in actual courts in four jurisdictions. Legacy had won injunctions, had contributed to the prosecution of two major trafficking syndicates in the past three years, had funded the relocation of three hundred and twelve elephants from land that had been sold to agricultural interests through a process that was legally dubious and ecologically catastrophic. All of it happened. All of it was documented in the annual reports that went to donors and partner governments and the UN Environment Programme observers who assessed Legacy's programmatic integrity every two years.

What the website did not describe — what the annual reports did not contain, what the UN observers were not shown, not because they were deceived but because the operational structures existed below the threshold of what the assessment framework was designed to examine — was the Continuum.

The Legacy Company was the public name.

The Continuum was the operational name.

Media used Legacy. Governments used Legacy. Donors used Legacy. The Continuum did not appear on the website, in the annual reports, in the formal correspondence with partner organizations, or in the communications with any government body that had not been vetted to a standard that Werner had designed and that Hugh had approved and that they reviewed together every eighteen months because the world changed and the vetting criteria had to change with it.

The Continuum moved. The Continuum did not wait for permission. The Continuum had access to intelligence streams, to forensic accounting capabilities, to a network of field operators whose contracts were with entities that were not Legacy and whose operational instructions came through channels that were documented in systems that Werner maintained and that existed, as Werner was fond of saying, to survive scrutiny — not to invite it.

Hugh was the hinge between these two things. He sat in the boardroom on the fourteenth floor and spoke in the language of outcomes and stakeholder value and conservation impact metrics, and he returned calls from ministers and spoke in the language of diplomatic sensitivity and bilateral cooperation, and he walked through the secure operations floor two levels below the visible company and spoke in the language of threat assessment and extraction windows and the kind of moral arithmetic that did not belong in annual reports.

The people in the boardroom and the people on the operations floor were, functionally, different organizations. They shared a funding structure and a nominal mission and a building. They did not share the full picture of what the other was doing, and this was not an accident or an oversight. It was the architecture. The people in the boardroom were protected from the specifics of the Continuum's operations by that distance, and the Continuum's operations were protected from the scrutiny that would follow if the boardroom fully understood them. The moral exposure was concentrated in the hinge — in Hugh, specifically — and this was the bargain he had made when he accepted the directorship, and he had accepted it knowing what it cost, and the cost had turned out to be higher than he'd calculated and he still didn't regret it because the alternative was watching someone else do it badly.

It was the most exhausting thing he had ever done. It was also the most necessary. He had learned to live with the distance between those two facts.



Wendell arrived at seven forty-five, which was five minutes before Hugh expected him and which was, for Wendell, early — a sign that Werner's message had produced the same recalibration in him that it had in Hugh. He came through the operations floor rather than the main entrance, which meant he'd been cleared in through the secure access and had therefore already seen something of the data Werner had compiled, which meant Wendell was walking into this meeting with his own analysis already formed.

Hugh respected that. He also knew it meant the conversation was going to be harder.

Wendell set his bag down by the wall — not on the table, which Hugh had noticed he never did; the table was for documents and decisions, not personal equipment — and stood at the secondary display where Werner had put the data. He looked at it for a long time without speaking.

He was sixty-one years old. He had the hands of someone who had spent four decades doing physical work with precision instruments in conditions that were frequently trying, and the posture of someone who had long since stopped performing any particular image of himself and had arrived at a kind of unadorned functionality — he stood the way he stood, sat the way he sat, and wore clothes that were clean and adequate and nothing else. Grace had told Hugh once that Wendell was the only person she'd ever worked with who was completely free of performance anxiety, meaning not that he was fearless but that he genuinely did not allocate any energy to how he appeared. Every joule went to the work.

Hugh had known him for twenty-two years. He'd met him in Kruger, in the first iteration of what had eventually become Legacy — before the structure, before the funding, before the operational frameworks and the legal architecture and the fourteenth-floor boardroom. It had been three people and a second-hand Land Rover and a conviction that the gap between what the conservation institutions said they were doing and what was actually happening on the ground was not a funding problem or a logistical problem but a will problem, and that will problems had a different solution set than the other kinds.

Wendell had been the field veterinarian. He had stayed field veterinarian through every expansion, every rebranding, every organizational evolution, because he understood that the thing he did could not be delegated upward. You could delegate administration. You could delegate communications strategy and stakeholder engagement and the production of the annual reports. You could not delegate the moment when an animal that needed to survive the next twelve hours was the only thing between the operation and failure, and Wendell was better at that moment than anyone Hugh had ever employed.

"When was this data collected?" Wendell asked.

"The thermal imaging is three weeks old. Werner had the movement pattern analysis completed by yesterday."

"What's the confidence level on the size estimate?"

"University of Riau assessed it at seventy-two percent for the lower bound. Larger signature is almost certainly the male, given behaviour patterns and the spatial relationship between the two during the imaging window."

Wendell turned from the display. "Seventy-two percent is a lot of organizational commitment for a species that's officially gone."

"It is," Hugh agreed.

"And you want to move on it anyway."

"I want to understand what moving would look like before I decide whether to move on it."

Wendell looked at him for a moment the way he looked at wounds — assessing, categorically, before any response was committed to. "That's a distinction without much practical difference at this stage, Hugh."

"I know," Hugh said. "Sit down."



The Sumatran rhino — Dicerorhinus sumatrensis — was the smallest of the living rhinoceroses’ species and, by the time the conservation community had assembled the data necessary to acknowledge it was in genuine critical danger, already functionally beyond saving through the mechanisms available to the conservation community. The timeline was not a failure of science. The science had been clear for twenty years. It was a failure of the gap between knowledge and response, between what the data said and what the institutions responsible for acting on it were constituted to do.

Wild populations had collapsed to three isolated groups by 2019, all in Sumatra. Two of those groups had reproduced once since then, under controlled sanctuary conditions, which meant the species was not entirely gone but was gone from the wild in any meaningful sense — the animals in sanctuary were alive, but they were not a population. They were a holding pattern. They were proof that a species could be kept from being extinct while also being effectively extinct, which was a distinction that generated significant debate in academic literature and very little practical intervention.

"The Leuser ecosystem," Wendell said, working through the display with the methodical concentration of someone reading a clinical file rather than a map. "Western boundary. That's inside the forest interior — not on the edge."

"Correct."

"Which means they've been there for some time. You don't move into forest interior as a recently displaced animal. That takes months, minimum. More likely years."

"Werner's assessment puts the pair in the Leuser interior for at least eighteen months based on secondary sign data. Mineral lick usage patterns, trail camera captures of secondary species reactions — prey behaviour around a large ungulate presence."

"No direct trail camera capture of the rhinos themselves."

"One possible capture. Low resolution, partially obscured. Werner rated it inconclusive."

Wendell turned from the display. He sat down. He put both hands flat on the table in front of him, a gesture Hugh had come to recognize as preparation rather than frustration — it was the physical arrangement Wendell adopted when he was about to work through something he'd rather not work through.

"If the female is at the window Grace mentioned," he said carefully, "we're not talking about an observation mission."

"No."

"We're talking about a capture operation. In terrain we have no current infrastructure in. In a country that did not invite us."

"Yes."

"With a species that has the worst stress response profile of any large mammal we've ever worked with. A Sumatran rhino under the wrong chemical protocol will arrest within forty minutes." He looked at Hugh steadily. "I've read the sanctuary records, Hugh. The sedation failures alone—"

"I've read them too."

"Then you know that we can't approach this the way we approach a standard extraction. The margin for error is nearly zero. The window is four to six weeks. The terrain is active — there are logging interests in the western Leuser buffer zone, there is a palm oil boundary dispute that has been running for three years and has involved at least two incidents of armed confrontation, and the Indonesian government's official position on the species is that the wild population is zero."

Hugh said nothing.

"If we go in and they're wrong," Wendell continued, "we confirm the existence of a breeding pair in the wild, which creates an immediate poaching target. If we go in and capture them, we've conducted an unauthorized wildlife operation in Indonesian territory, which has political consequences for Legacy that Werner is better placed to assess than I am, but which I'd estimate are significant."

"Werner has a framework for the authorization channel," Hugh said. "It involves a research partnership with the University of Riau and a pre-existing MOU between Legacy and the Indonesian Ministry of Environment that covers ecological assessment work in the Leuser buffer zone."

"Assessment work."

"The MOU is broad."

Wendell looked at him. "How broad?"

"Broad enough, Werner thinks, to cover initial survey work. Beyond that—" Hugh paused. "Beyond that, we'd be in a grey area."

"We'd be in the grey area the moment we crossed the buffer zone boundary with sedation equipment."

"Yes," Hugh said simply.

A long silence. Wendell's hands were still flat on the table.

"I want to talk to Grace before anything is decided," he said.

"Grace is on this call. She'll be here in"— Hugh checked the display — "four minutes."

Wendell absorbed this. "You already decided."

"I decided to have the conversation," Hugh said. "That's not the same thing."

It was, though. They both knew it was. Hugh had been doing this long enough to know the difference between the conversations that were genuine deliberations and the conversations that were the process by which a decision already made was tested against the people who would have to carry it out, and this was the second kind — not because the outcome was predetermined, but because Hugh had looked at the data and the window and the two heat signatures and understood, in the way he understood most things now, at the level of structural inevitability rather than choice, that the Continuum existed for exactly this. That the eighteen years of building the capacity, the relationships, the operational frameworks and legal architecture and the field teams that knew how to move in terrain that was not cooperating with them — all of it had been built toward the moments when the conventional response was inadequate and the unofficial response was the only one with any chance of mattering.

The conventional response to two thermal signatures in the Leuser ecosystem was to report the data to the Indonesian Ministry of Environment and recommend a formal survey. The Ministry would assign the report a reference number. It would go to a subcommittee that met quarterly. The subcommittee would commission an independent assessment, which would take six to nine months. The assessment would recommend a survey, which would require a budget allocation, which would require a budget cycle, which ran annually. By the time anyone with field capacity and sedation equipment set foot in the western Leuser interior under a mandate the Indonesian government had formally authorized, the window would be eighteen months gone and Brandon Li's survey team would have filed their own data with whichever authority in Jakarta was currently most receptive to conservation investment proposals from foreign holding companies.

That was the conventional response. It was thorough, it was procedurally correct, and it would accomplish nothing.

He had not wanted this particular moment to take this particular form. He would have preferred the Sumatran rhino to have been discovered by someone with a larger operational footprint and more established regional presence and fewer questions to answer about the grey areas of their authorization.

But here it was. Here they were.



Grace connected from the field station. Her background was the operations wall of the southern camp — protocol charts, inventory lists, the organized informational texture of a working facility — and she was sitting at the primary workstation in a way that said she had been there for some time, that this was not a location she'd moved to for the call but the location she was already in when the call was scheduled.

"You've seen the data," Hugh said.

"Werner sent it last night. I've been through the thermal imaging, the movement analysis, and the secondary sign data." She paused. "I've also been through the sedation literature. Wendell mentioned the stress response profile."

"He did."

"It's the primary clinical obstacle. The Sumatran rhino's sensitivity to etorphine is well-documented, and the dosing margin between effective sedation and respiratory arrest is narrow enough that field conditions materially change the risk profile. Heat load, exertion before contact, pre-existing health status — all of these affect the window." She was speaking at the pace she spoke when she was delivering findings rather than opinions, clean and sequential. "Sanctuary work has been done under controlled conditions, which is not what we're describing. We're describing a wild animal in unknown health status in humid tropical terrain, in heat, following whatever level of exertion precedes contact."

"Can it be done?" Hugh asked.

"Everything can be done. The question is whether the risk profile is acceptable." She looked directly at the camera in a way that meant she was looking directly at him. "I'd want Wendell in the field. Not back in support. And I'd want pre-deployment preparation time — a minimum of two weeks to review the sanctuary sedation data and design a protocol specific to wild-condition variables. We can't adapt from the sanctuary records in real time. We need the protocol finalized before we're in the terrain."

"Two weeks is inside the window," Hugh said.

"Barely. And that assumes deployment isn't delayed by authorization complications or logistics." She paused. "I'm not saying it can't be done. I'm saying the conditions under which it can be done are specific and they narrow fast."

Wendell made a sound that was not quite protest. He looked at Hugh.

"We're not there yet," Hugh said.

"We're close," Grace said.

"Tell me about the female's window. Specifically."

Grace referred to something off-screen — a document or a display. "Sumatran rhino reproductive cycle is approximately sixteen months. The female in the thermal data is, based on size and Werner's secondary sign analysis, probably four to seven years old — which puts her in her first or second full cycle. If she's at the optimal window Werner's timeline suggests, that window runs approximately five weeks from now. After that, we're looking at a sixteen-month wait."

"During which time," Wendell said, "the logging boundary dispute in the Leuser buffer zone continues, the palm oil pressures continue, and a breeding pair of functionally extinct animals sits in terrain that is becoming less stable."

"Yes," Grace said. "And there's the Li variable."

Hugh had been waiting for this.

"Werner flagged it this morning," Grace continued. "Brandon Li's holding company has a land assessment contract in the western Leuser buffer zone. Survey work, ostensibly for a conservation investment fund. The contract was registered with the Indonesian Ministry of Investment four months ago."

"Four months ago," Wendell said. "Before the thermal imaging was processed."

"Werner doesn't think that's coincidence. The survey area overlaps with the thermal imaging coordinates by approximately sixty percent."

The room was quiet. Outside, fourteen floors down, Johannesburg moved through its morning in the indifferent way of large cities, producing the particular background frequency of traffic and commerce and human density that Hugh had learned to filter but never entirely escaped.

"Li's operation has been in the wildlife intelligence stream for two years," Hugh said. "Primarily ivory, secondarily traditional medicine compounds. His methodology is acquisition by attrition — he identifies populations, maps them, waits until the regulatory environment creates an opening, then moves." He paused. "He is very good at waiting."

"He won't wait on a breeding pair," Grace said. "Not if he knows what he has."

"Does he know?"

"Werner thinks the survey work is systematic enough to have identified the secondary sign. Whether he's connected the sign to the thermal anomaly—" She stopped. "We don't know. But the survey contract started four months ago and the thermal data was collected three weeks ago by a university researcher who was looking at orangutan populations. If Li's survey team has better equipment than an academic field study, and they almost certainly do, then they've had the thermal data longer."

Hugh processed this. Li was not a poacher in the operational sense — he didn't run snare lines or manage ground-level collection networks. He was three layers above that. He was the person who created the conditions that made collection economic, who identified where the supply existed and arranged the demand-side infrastructure and insulated himself from the physical chain of custody through layers of corporate structure that had so far survived every legal challenge directed at them. Werner had been building a case against him for fourteen months. The case was not ready.

"If Li moves first," Hugh said, "and the animals are taken—"

"Then the case becomes easier and the animals are gone," Grace said. "That's not a trade."

"No," Hugh agreed. "It isn't."

"The window," Grace said, "may be whoever gets to the pair first."



After Grace disconnected, Hugh and Wendell sat with the data for a while. This was not unusual — they had known each other for long enough that silence between them was functional rather than uncomfortable, a working silence in which thinking happened and positions developed and the space between what was known and what would need to be done was measured with the precision of people who understood the cost of both over- and underestimation.

"Steven," Wendell said eventually.

"Yes."

"He doesn't have Sumatran terrain experience."

"Nobody has Sumatran terrain experience. Not in this team. That's a training issue, not a deployment issue."

Wendell nodded slowly. "And the authorization framework Werner is proposing. The MOU."

"It's defensible. It won't withstand a sustained legal challenge, but it creates enough procedural cover to get us to first contact, and first contact is what produces the data that justifies everything afterward. Once we have confirmed visual on a breeding pair, the Indonesian government has a decision to make about whether they want to be the administration that lost the last two Sumatran rhinos for want of a cooperative framework."

"That's a leverage play."

"It's a reality play. The leverage and the reality happen to coincide." Hugh looked at the thermal imaging on the display. Two warm shapes in the false-colour palette of the imaging, close enough to each other to be unambiguous about the social relationship — not two animals occupying the same territory independently, but two animals oriented toward each other. The male was the larger mass on the left. The female was the smaller mass on the right.

They had been there for eighteen months, Werner thought. In the forest interior, away from the boundaries where everything was contested. They had, against every projection of the species' trajectory, continued to exist.

"There's a team meeting Friday," Hugh said. "Full team. I want Werner to present the data package and I want the operational questions on the table before I make a deployment recommendation."

"You mean before the team talks you into a deployment recommendation you've already made."

Hugh almost smiled. "I mean before I have a defensible record of the deliberation process."

Wendell stood. He picked up his bag from the wall. He looked at Hugh with the expression he reserved for situations in which the right thing and the survivable thing had a significant overlap but were not identical, an expression Hugh had been reading for twenty-two years and which had never once been wrong about the terrain ahead.

"I want to review the sedation protocols before Friday," Wendell said. "Everything from the sanctuary work. Every failure, every near-miss, every protocol modification and the reasoning behind it."

"Werner will have it ready."

"I want the raw data, not the summary."

"I'll tell him."

Wendell nodded. He moved toward the door, stopped with his hand on the frame, not turning around. "Hugh."

"Yes."

"When Sipho set his snare line in the Kruger last night, he wasn't thinking about the Sumatran rhino. He was thinking about the return per animal and the risk of the patrol cycle."

Hugh waited.

"Li isn't thinking about them either," Wendell said. "Not the way we're thinking about them. For him they're an asset. A unit of value in a transaction that hasn't completed yet." He paused. "I'm not saying that to be philosophical. I'm saying it because it affects timing. An asset you intend to acquire, you don't let deteriorate. If Li's team has the location and they know what they have, they'll move before we do."

"I know," Hugh said.

"Then the meeting shouldn't be Friday," Wendell said.

He left. Hugh stood alone in the room with the thermal imaging on the display and the city moving below him and the particular quality of silence that existed in the gap between knowing what was right and knowing what was possible, which was a gap he had been living in for five years, and which was not getting smaller.

He looked at the two warm shapes on the screen for another moment. They were not beautiful, at this resolution — they were blobs of thermal gradient in a false-colour palette, technically processed data rather than anything a person would look at and feel moved by. But the data meant something specific: two animals of a species the world had written off were alive, in proximity, at a biological juncture. They had gotten there without help. They had survived without a protocol or an intervention or a stakeholder meeting or a line item in anyone's annual report.

They had, against every projection, continued to exist.

Hugh picked up his phone and called Werner.

"Move the meeting to tomorrow," he said.

He didn't wait for a response. He already knew what the response would be.

d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
THE

HAMILTON WILDE





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





