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CHAPTER 1:
The Curse
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Congo National Park - Congo - Africa
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‘So this is Africa, huh?’ 

Seth Gannon leaned back in his seat, adjusting the brim of his safari hat against the glaring sun. He sat in the back of a rugged safari jeep next to his girlfriend, Delaney Sullivan, who had her camera poised and ready. The sun baked the surrounding savannah, but the cool hum of the air conditioning provided a welcome reprieve from the heat. The faint scent of Delaney’s jasmine perfume cut through the earthy odours of oil and dust that clung to the jeep.

‘Hard to believe we’re here.’ Her sparkling blue eyes were fixed on a herd of wildebeest grazing in the distance. The sprawling plains stretched as far as the eye could see, punctuated by tall acacia trees and the iconic silhouettes of massive baobabs. A lone giraffe ambled by, its elongated neck swaying gracefully. ‘And it’s hard to believe we’re actually getting paid to do this. I’m so pleased you decided to bring me with you. This is incredible.’ 

He reached for her hand briefly. ‘I couldn’t leave you back in the US. But when it comes to dealing with these poachers, I want you right out of the way.’

Delaney lowered her camera, wiping strands of long dark hair out of her face. ‘Don’t worry. I don’t want anything to do with those bastards.’ 

The trip to Africa had been on their bucket list for years, though they’d imagined it as a romantic getaway, not a mission. Still, having her along made the daunting task ahead seem less grim. Nights spent in the village would be more bearable with her company. He also took solace in knowing she wouldn’t be alone. Hugh Collins’s girlfriend, Frida, had joined the expedition too.

The convoy of three jeeps rumbled along a bumpy dirt track, raising clouds of red dust. Each vehicle carried members of the Seth Gannon Investigators, a team of eight, including the two women. 

‘I guess I’ll be doing a lot of sunbathing while you’re off being a hero,’ Delaney teased, snapping a photo of a gazelle bounding gracefully away from the approaching jeeps.
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‘I’m sure you’ll get to have a lot of fun hanging out in a traditional African village. It’ll be a once-in-a-lifetime experience.’

‘I still can’t help but feel I’ll be missing out on the majority of the fun... Taking down scumbag poachers has to be more exciting than weaving baskets or chasing chickens.’

Seth gave her hand a squeeze. ‘It’s not as glamorous as it sounds. And remember, our job is reconnaissance. We gather intel, but the park rangers handle the dirty work.’

‘We’re doing it on behalf of the US government,’ Hugh said from the front. ‘I still can’t believe we got given the job. After our work on our previous case, I guess we were the obvious candidates. Especially considering the US government are doing a favour for the Congolese government. They can’t spare too many resources to deal with this.’

Delaney shifted in her seat, her expression turning serious. ‘It worries me though, Sethy... you guys going after ruthless poachers. There’s no law out here. They would shoot you dead without hesitation.’

Seth met her gaze, his voice steady. ‘It’s not our job to take them on. We find out where they are, but we let the park rangers round them up. Don’t worry, Laney, we’ll be very careful. I promise.’

She smiled, but he could still see the worry in her eyes. 

The jeep jolted over a rocky patch, making them all sway. Seth’s thoughts wandered to the village where she and Frida would be staying. Their local contact had assured him it was safe, protected by seasoned warriors who knew the dangers of the wild. Still, he planned to leave a man behind to keep an eye on them.

‘The only thing you have to worry about is the region’s Witchdoctor,’ their contact had said. ‘He’s a bit of a bizarre chap and doesn’t much like white men. But don’t worry, he’s all hot air.’

A flock of vultures circled in the distance. ‘Something must be dead over there.’

The guide spoke up as he drove. ‘Yes, that is why they circle. You get that a lot around here. Especially now that poachers are running rife. I just hope that whatever those vultures are after that it’s not anything slaughtered by humans.’

Delaney snapped a photo of the birds, her face sombre. ‘It’s disgusting, what they do to these animals. I hope we can stop them.’

As the convoy of jeeps rolled into the village. The thatched huts stood in contrast to a few sturdier, cement-constructed buildings with corrugated iron roofs, likely funded by outside aid. Barefoot children ran after a soccer ball. Women in brightly patterned wraps carried pots on their heads, their movements graceful and steady as they worked near open fires.

The villagers paused in their activities to observe them, curiosity evident on their faces. A few young boys waved enthusiastically while the older men remained stoic, squatting near the shade of a baobab tree.

Among the villagers, one figure stood out starkly - a man in a dark suit that seemed entirely out of place in the heat and dust. He watched the approaching jeeps with a poised confidence, adjusting his tie as if he were in an air-conditioned office rather than the African savannah.

‘That must be our contact,’ Seth said. 

As the vehicles came to a halt, the man stepped forward, offering a hand. ‘You’ve finally arrived,’ he said in a suave British accent. 

Seth shook his hand. ‘Seth Gannon. Surprised to see a man in a suit out here.’ He expected someone more like Jack Bauer than James Binderman, but this guy could have easily doubled for Roger Moore. He even had a small wart beside his nose, just like Moore did. 

The agent responded. ‘Great to finally meet you face to face. The name’s Binderman... James Binderman.’

Seth tried to hide his amusement. He wondered if the FBI were playing a joke on them. ‘A suit doesn’t strike me as being a particularly good Safari outfit.’ 

‘I’ve just arrived myself. Still yet to get changed.’ Binderman smiled pleasantly and exchanged handshakes with the rest of Seth’s team. Baker Deans, Taffy Pyecroft, Adam Warren and, of course, Hugh, his second in command. 

‘Please, come and I’ll introduce you to our host, Akeem. He will show you to your quarters, then perhaps you would like to join me for refreshments.’

‘Martinis? Shaken not stirred?’

‘Pardon?’ 

‘Never mind.’ Seth chuckled. ‘Refreshments sound great.’

They were escorted by a skinny African man with white teeth who eagerly showed them to their accommodations, which were in one of the new buildings. They had twin-share accommodations. Delaney and Seth were fortunate enough to have one with a double bed, its mattress firmer than expected but far better than sleeping on the floor.

After settling in, they joined Binderman at a makeshift bar set up near one of the huts. The FBI agent had swapped his suit for a more appropriate ensemble of khaki shorts and a light cotton shirt. Wooden tables and mismatched metal chairs were scattered under a thatched canopy, and a bartender stood behind a rudimentary bar with a limited assortment of liquor bottles. A few locals were there but otherwise, it was quiet, apart from a couple of noisy fans blowing air across the bar. It was still hot though and a few dribbles of sweat ran down the side of Seth’s face.  

‘A Martini?’ Binderman delivered Seth with a questioning glance. ‘Maybe I should try one?’

‘That’s if they have the ingredients,’ Seth said. ‘But they don’t appear to have too many options.’ 

They all ordered their drinks. Seth opted for a local beer as that’s what he often did when he went overseas. Generally, an IPA or if there was none of that, then any kind of lager. The golden liquid was crisp, with a hoppy aftertaste that he found refreshing.

Baker Deans sat at a table with him with his own glass of cold beer, his brown eyes curious. ‘Did you see those vultures back on the road, Seth?’ 

Seth glanced at his short, but stocky friend. ‘Yeah, we did.’ He took a mouthful of his drink and sighed contentedly as the cold liquid flowed down his throat. 

Ash Josephs, who had been wiping sweat from his brown forehead, looked over. ‘They must have found something dead down there.’ 

A cheeky grin came across Baker’s face. ‘Don’t speak too loud or Taffy might hear you. If he hears there’s something dead around, he’ll want to eat it.’

The obese Taffy Pyecroft sat at the end of the table, munching on akara the bartender had served. He turned his eyes to Baker with contempt. ‘Urrrrrbbarrrrrr! Watch it Deans, or I’ll open up a can of ass gas on ya!’

‘What’s with the teddy bear, anyway?’ Baker asked, staring that the cuddly toy that sat on his lap.

Taffy clutched it protectively. ‘This is Cheetah.’

‘It looks like a bear to me.’

‘It’s a chimpanzee, ubbhead!’

‘It’s a bloody bear!’

‘It’s a bloody chimpanzee and its name is Cheetah. And I’m Tarzaffy, the monkey man.’ He shovelled more akara into his mouth. 

‘Monkey man is right,’ Baker scoffed.

‘But I need a Jane.’ Taffy peered around the village grounds, his beady eyes squinting. There were some young women who watched them from a distance. ‘Maybe one of them will be my Jane.’

‘In your dreams.’

‘More like those women’s nightmares.’ Ash snickered, leaning his muscular body back in his chair.  

James Binderman peered at Taffy with a strange look, his brow furrowing as though trying to make sense of him. His gaze lingered a moment too long before Seth leaned over and whispered to him, ‘Don’t mind him. We keep him around so that criminals will underestimate us.’ He winked.

Binderman raised an eyebrow but nodded. ‘Of course. Nice thinking.’

They quickly shifted focus to the case, diving into details with the FBI agent. While there wasn’t much they didn’t already know, the gravity of the situation loomed large. A ruthless gang of poachers was wreaking havoc, slaughtering animals to fuel the black market for exotic parts. Attempts by the Congolese government to neutralize them had failed, their efforts met with deadly resistance.

Binderman leaned forward, his voice low and serious. ‘They have their own little army and move around from place to place. Rangers have been killed trying to tackle them so most of them are too scared to go near them. However, they believe there to be a man in charge who has a lot of power and if it’s possible to take him out, then the other men may abandon the cause.’

Seth frowned, the weight of the task settling on him. ‘He’s that powerful?’

Binderman nodded grimly. ‘Supposedly. Nobody knows who he is, but the rumours are he has great powers. I’m sure we can take that with a grain of salt, but nevertheless, we need to be cautious.’

‘Absolutely.’

A small disturbance off to the side of the village caused Seth and his companions to turn their attention away from Binderman. A man had arrived at the village dressed in striking ceremonial garb - a robe adorned with intricate patterns and vibrant colours, and a towering headdress of feathers swayed with each step. His long gray hair was wild, almost otherworldly, and his movements were deliberate and commanding.

The villagers seemed captivated, parting before him with reverence. He strode to the village’s centre, his disdainful gaze locking onto Seth and his team.

‘Must be the Witchdoctor,’ Binderman said.

‘He doesn’t seem very pleased to see us,’ Ash said, stroking his goatee. 

The bartender, who had been loitering nearby, approached nervously, his eyes wide with a mixture of awe and fear.  ‘That is Nassau, the Witchdoctor. He very powerful medicine man. He go from village to village and treat the sick and deal to demons.’

‘He looks like he’s possessed himself,’ Delaney commented.

The bartender shrank back. ‘Do not say such things. Nassau is powerful man. Much respected in region.’

They watched intrigued as the Witchdoctor walked towards them, his eyes fixed firmly on them, his body language radiated hostility. When he reached their table, he spoke in a low, sharp tone, his voice like the hiss of a snake. ‘You are not welcome here. I demand you leave now.’

The rest of Seth’s team watched on, letting Seth take the lead. Binderman too, seemed content to let Seth do the talking, perhaps interested in how Seth would handle the situation. 

Seth calmly took a swig from his bottle. He wasn’t about to show fear. ‘Why should we?’

The Witchdoctor peered at him, his eyes glazed as if he’d been on drugs. Maybe he had been. ‘Because you do not belong here. The spirits do not want you here. If the spirits are not obeyed, they will bring trouble to this village.’

Seth knew better than to openly mock the man in front of the villagers, who clearly revered him. But he wasn’t about to be intimidated by superstitious mumbo jumbo. ‘No can do, I’m afraid. We’re guests here of your government and we have a job to do.’

The Witchdoctor’s eyes narrowed. ‘And what is that?’

‘That’s none of your business.’

The Witchdoctor shuddered, but it seemed to be more out of anger than anything else. ‘Everything here is my business! I am Nassau. The Witchdoctor!’

Seth didn’t feel much like being polite to this obvious charlatan so replied, ‘So you’re a trickster. A man who feeds off the ignorance and superstition of the Congolese people. Are we supposed to respect that?’

Nassau’s eyes blazed. ‘You best not disrespect me! You have no clue of the power of the forces that I wield!’ 

Delaney spoke up, her voice slightly strained and Seth could see the contempt in her eyes, which she normally hid so well. ‘Now you’re just sounding like those annoying male models who are always hitting on me, going on about how they are so much more manly than every other guy. Next, you’ll be bragging about the size of your magic wand or your prowess when it comes to wringing the necks of chickens.’

Seth stifled a laugh. Nassau, however, was anything but amused. ‘I’m warning you! Don’t you dare disrespect me!’

Seth wasn’t about to stand idly by while Delaney was threatened
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