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      Sam

      Again, I have to adjust my spot under the shade of the mahogany tree that’s been keeping Jones and myself from burning in the heat.

      “How long’s it been?”

      I glance down the stationary column, Ocelot personnel carriers as far as the eye can see, all brimming with pissed off soldiers. The vehicles were designed for the dust of the Middle East and to protect against improvised explosive devices but here, out in the Congo’s jungle, they’ve been shown up to be useless, worse, detrimental if anything. Maybe getting somebody to check the terrain before sending us out here is a little too much to ask. Give me an open-topped Land Rover any day of the week. “I’m thinking three hours and counting…” My fist clenches and raps against my thigh. The poor fuckers’ll be burning up inside those things, ten thousand men, give or take, and the cream of the British Army’s young crop. Well, at least I’m alright, relatively speaking anyway. Always look after number one, even at war. It’s the motto that so far has kept me alive, and has done so in no small manner of comfort, despite where we are. “Why doesn’t Old Slow Coach order the men out?” Come to think of it, why doesn’t he radio Kinshasa and tell the bastards to get a move on. We’re fucking burning out here.

      “You ever expect the general to make a good decision? Fucking political appointee?” Jones shrugs and bats a fly off his eyeball. “Probably fears another ambush. Ten thousand drained and weary Brits are too tempting a target for any Malongas out in the bush, and you know we’re being watched.”

      “Right,” I concede and have to suppress a shiver. “There’s no doubting they know exactly where we are.”

      And neither is there any forgetting the battle of just three days ago, when their howls and inane shrieks had been heard from miles away, how the ground had begun to shake from under their collective weight, the thousands of birds that flew out from the dense rainforest, the noise intensifying to an awful crescendo until finally, tens of thousands of the ugliest bastards that ever existed had charged out from within the thick greenery, naked but for their warpaint and machetes. Such were their numbers that for over an hour they continued pouring through and for over an hour we cut them down like a scythe through grass. Not a single casualty sustained by us but our easy victory had come at an awful price.

      Jones wipes at the sweat dripping from the tip of his nose. “What’s taking so long with our fucking supplies?”

      “I don’t know but if they attack us now I’m not sure I fancy our chances.” Because it would seem they’re hardly lacking for bodies to throw against our bullets. But the thing with having to sustain a constant fire for so long is that eventually, you run out of those bullets. “Damn, we really need these supplies,” I say, monotone.

      I’m not sure about everyone else but my company’s down to about ten percent capacity, maybe a little less depending on who you ask, and I know for a fact that Captain Jones has nothing but the Sykes knife stashed in his belt, along with most of the men he commands. I’m mindful, however, to avoid conversation with regards ammo on the off chance anyone might care to make enquiries as to how much I still happen to possess personally. What they don’t know won’t hurt anybody and I need to conserve what I have because … well, you’d understand if you ever saw these beastly African savages and besides, during the fight I’d made myself useful by urgently manning the water dispenser on the far side of the pallet carrier. Well, someone has to do it. You think that just because there’s an ensuing battle that men no longer get thirsty? No, I’ve a damned good excuse for being in possession of a full complement of bullets.

      Oh, and now we’re also low on drinking water, which is hardly the kind of thing you want happening when there’s still four hundred miles of jungle to your fore and the asphalt you need to build the road, not to mention all our other supplies, are held up somewhere along the still setting black stuff that stretches a thousand miles back towards Kinshasa. I spit into the grass and can only curse the fucking Chinks because all evidence seems to suggest that the roads they make last about as long as anything else, and it’s hard to move a modern army without a functioning infrastructure. At least they tried, though, I have to concede, before they left that is, which is more than can be said for the locals, who in all their existence have failed to establish so much as a dirt track connecting their capital city with the primary mining region. “Fucking throwbacks.”

      “Huh?” Jones grunts from close by.

      “Nothing.” My mind casts back again to that awful battle because how can it not? It’s hardly something that’s easy to forget, the massive pyres of dark-skinned young men being feasted upon by flies before being set alight. Their shiny bald heads, nakedness and warpaint that mark them as Malonga’s men, their stature, musculature, as well as that other thing.

      Aye, yes, there’s that other thing.

      Everybody noticed and like a swarm of African killer bees, all the usual jokes had spread up and down the length of the column. Photos had been taken too, at least by those who still possess functioning mobile phones, and there’s a sergeant in fourth company who’d used his dirk to “take a souvenir.” The only reason I’d found out about that is because word got around he was unable to close the lid on his ration pack and that had created a stir all of its own. Nobody asked what he was planning to do with the thing after returning home to Henley-on-Thames.

      “Apparently, they worship their cocks.” Jones had said as we stood back and watched the couple hundred men under our personal command heap the bodies.

      “Why not?” I’d clasped tighter the neck shielding cloth about my nose. “Makes about as much sense as any other religion.”

      “They don’t shrivel up when you die?” He’d tilted his head and stared into the genitals of the closest dead enemy combatant before continuing as if I’d never spoken. “I’ve always wondered about that.”

      I was now looking where he was, straight at that closest exposed black member that had a couple inches on me even when flaccid, even when the bastard’s blood no longer circulated, which was the truly vexing thing. “Evidently not. Jesus Christ, but that’s got to hurt.” I mean, I’m decently hung myself, almost five-and-a-half inches if I press the ruler so hard into my pubic bone that it cuts, and that one night we had together as man and wife before I had to leave for Portsmouth and HMS Bulwark, Tilly had certainly not complained. I shake away the fog. “Thank fuck they’re thousands of miles, several wars and an ocean from our women, is all I have to say about it.”

      Jones had grunted in agreement, as he was no doubt thinking about his Julia, and a short while later about fifty thousand dead Congolese were adding to the unbearable heat, not to mention the rancid stink, when their ashes darkened the sky and their cock spirits soared high into the clouds. Three months in this shit hole, finally our first engagement of the campaign.

      Now, with Tilly naturally, as well as thankfully, having overtaken thoughts of a mountain of black dicks, I pull out my mobile and regale my weary mind of her beauty. Almost immediately, my boner strains against my army issue fatigues, the way she looks so perfect in the white wedding dress she’d worn in the village church only the day before I had to catch that fucking ship. Damn her fucking religious piety, but at least I’d finally managed to get her down the aisle so I could sink into her virgin pussy for just one glorious night of bliss before being pulled away for the dark continent, duty and all that shit. Well, at least here I no longer have to pretend to be a devout Christian, no more daydreaming in church in an effort to convince her, as well as her parents, that I was fit for marriage whilst the only thing I could think about during those long sermons was breaking her in. But man, after such an unbearable wait as what was forced upon me, did I ever spill inside of her, my sexy fucking fertile wife of twenty-three years. In fact, I’d almost expected to get her pregnant, so heavy were my balls, but no, because three months after leaving she’s still without child, which I’m ecstatic about, by the way, because it means that when I finally leave this dump I still get to enjoy my Tilly in her tight, petite blonde prime.

      Then I’ll get her pregnant!

      Or, at least, I’ll try.

      You see, a lack of certain resources is not the only problem the West faces here in the year 2040. In recent times birth rates have plummeted so low that it was only a few years back when finally most governments cracked and began offering massive incentives for couples to get married and start having children. My own country, the United Kingdom, will pay up front for your wedding ceremony to a maximum of twenty thousand pounds. From then, for each newborn baby, the parents receive generous grants of fifty thousand pounds. When a couple has a third child, their mortgage is paid off in its entirety. With the fourth, they will no longer pay income tax for the rest of their lives. And for any man and wife who bring a fifth into this world, the Prime Minister himself will become godfather. Naturally, young men and women went for it, however, three years after these laws came into effect, things have not exactly worked out the way the authorities were hoping. Take my company, for example. Out of the hundred men under my command, sixty took advantage of this scheme and yet for all their efforts it has resulted in a total of a mere three children being produced, and one of them, Henry’s son Ben, was born with cystic fibrosis, which effectively means he’s infertile from birth.

      Clearly, my father’s generation has a lot to answer for, the amount of alcohol, drugs and soy they consumed has done something to retard sperm counts and I’m not sure all this new synthetic beef my generation are forced to consume is helping much either. Unfortunately, it’s a pattern every Western country is facing, from the green and pleasant countryside of New Zealand to the ancient culture of Europe and the vastnesses of the New World, it’s all the same.

      The bottom line is, we’re slowly but ever more rapidly disappearing, right at the precise time Africa’s population explodes and it’s a terrifying prospect to behold, the thought of seeing your own people, an entire civilization, and a great one, not only being replaced but being wiped out entirely.

      For now, however, there is perhaps one thing I can do to play my part, as I gaze into my beautiful wife’s image and give my balls a squeeze. You see, I’m working on producing a gift for my woman, a homecoming gift, if you will, just a little something she might come to appreciate, if you catch my drift. It’s agony, and I’m hardly helping myself by spending so much time gazing at her photos, but I’ve managed not to jerk off for the entirety of my time in this God awful place,  three months and counting, and neither have I frequented any of the brothels in Kinshasa, Matadi or Kikwit like so much of the army. No, I love my wife, I’ve worked damned hard to make her mine and I intend on remaining true, even if what catches AIDS in the Congo stays in the Congo.

      The truth is that all my life I’ve wanted no one else, ever since we were at school together, ever since she drove me insane with her kisses behind the park garages, unwilling as she was to take things further, ever since she won first prize in the Miss Buckinghamshire Beauty Contest and had her image circulated across the tabloids and internet, ever since I was away at Sandhurst Military Academy and she graduated Oxford with a first in Modern Languages, and ever since I departed England there’s barely been a minute she’s not been in my thoughts. My beautiful Tilly.

      There’s a reason she won that stupid Miss Buckinghamshire thing. She’s the most perfect woman in the county, probably the surrounding counties too, and it’s as simple as that! Big perky tits, impossibly slender waist and a curvy round arse above the longest and most slender legs you’ve ever seen, enormous blue eyes that make her look so innocent set within adorable features of the most perfect symmetry, and the silkiest blonde hair framing the crystal clear pale alabaster of her face. I might not be the most deserving of such a woman but what can I say? There’s definitely something to be said for the best things in life happening to some of the biggest pieces of shit.

      “Hey, what the fuck, man?” Jones erupts at my side, wrenching me from my reverie and forcing me to twist away in order to conceal my painful boner. “You’ve got battery?”

      “About ten minutes, no more … fuck you!”

      His hand is on my arm. “I wanna call Julia! Hey, you’re meant to be my war buddy.”

      “Yeah, well that might give you life-save privileges but it doesn’t mean you get to use my fucking battery.” I shut it down and cram the aged and fully decrepit device back inside my Bergan.

      Oh, the irony.

      Because that brings us to the reason we’re all in this stifling hot, fly-infested, sub-Saharan hell hole in the first place.

      Cobalt!

      Long story short, ten years ago the Chinks got too confident with their newfound supremacy on the world stage and finally decided they’d make a play for Taiwan. The problem was they were already bogged down fighting India and so they, together with Japan, a unified Korea and the Philippines all decided to pitch in against the much bigger enemy. It all proved too much for China, which meant having to pull out of their various African adventures, despite how badly they needed the resources. Besides, fucking up those monumental supply lines was all too easy even for the dumbest Somali pirate, never mind a modern navy, so ditching the darkies was an easy and obvious decision to make. Without the Chinks, most African nations just barely clung to stability. Here in the Democratic Republic of the Congo, however, it had only taken a couple of months before the first warlord seized power and renamed the place Ngoma, after himself, of course. The US aided a swift return to what passes out here for democracy but after that once great nation across the Atlantic was itself cleaved into five separate countries, helping a bunch of savages thousands of miles away hardly seemed like a priority.

      Within a year the DRC was renamed Mavoungou.

      Like this, back and forth it went and quite frankly, who gives a fuck, right? Except there was just one tiny problem. Because ninety-five percent of what remains of the world’s cobalt reserves happen to be resting deep under the ground of this third-world dung heap.

      With such instability causing a world shortage of cobalt, prosthetic limbs are now a thing of the past, cancer treatments are finished, good tools and engine parts are few and far between, and as for the lithium-ion batteries that power your cell phone, you can forget about it, which is why I’m still clinging to my fifteen-year-old iPhone 14 with its full charge that if you’re lucky will last about ten minutes, or less than that if you feel like connecting to what’s left of the internet.

      Clearly, something had to be done, but it wasn’t until the price of cobalt rose to above that of gold when the decision was finally forced on somebody, and with the US of A no longer existing, the Chinks with their skinny yellow backs already against the wall and the Russians undergoing their own major demographics crisis, that somebody happened to be us, the Brits, stupid naive bastards who fail to learn certain lessons from history that we are.

      Oh, well, there’s little that can be done about it now but I digress…

      As it was, we arrived to find Warlord King Joseph Malonga had vacated Kinshasa without so much as putting up a fight, which was unexpected but we were all too happy to declare an easy victory all the same, unstick a few thousand heads from pikes, outlaw cannibalism, paint over all references to the name Malonga and restore President Christophe Mboso N'Kodia Pwanga, at least I think that’s what he’s called, to his seat. Once done, we could finally commence with the real work of laying this fucking concrete to enable the easy transportation of child-mined cobalt back to the capital, from there to the port of Matabi, and from that shit hole to the dock at merry old Liverpool. In exchange for restoring, um, democracy, our mining companies have been promised the monopoly on the goods and I’m sure that for all our suffering in this stifling heat, the only people getting rich by the end of it will be the jews in the City of London, as well as a few of their chosen pet politicians.

      Not that I’m bitter or anything, though it would be nice to get a small slice of that action in exchange for my suffering, instead of the bout of Malaria I was hung out with the first two weeks after arriving. Oh, and that vaccine I was meant to get but couldn’t? Turns out a major ingredient happens to be, you guessed it, cobalt!

      Keep working those fingers, kids, keep working them raw.

      Jones again has to readjust his position under the ever moving shade for what little relief can be obtained from the forty-five-degree temperature, made even more unbearable by the weight of our kit. Still, it’s better than being cooped up in one of the Ocelots. Officer’s privilege. More officers and regulars are ambling between the vehicles or around the verges and under trees, some with vibration detecting equipment that’s worth its weight in cobalt. I spot the Prime Minister’s son, an unremarkable twenty-two-year-old kid few take seriously with his head dipped inside the engine of his transport and somewhere within the column the King of England’s very own heir will be in His usual spot surrounded by the toughest and most experienced Royal Marines in the army. Aye, they make good of Him back home but out here we all know Him to be a token, something to appease the regular folk whose sons have been sent off to fight, and an accident waiting to happen.

      With so little to occupy myself, all I can do is stare forlornly into terra incognito, fixing on a monkey swinging from one branch to another. The sooner we can pave over it all the better it will be. “Where’s this fucking asphalt?” I say as I turn back to Jones, even though I know he has about as much of a clue as I do, but he’s gaping all dopey-eyed far up the column. “What is it?” He doesn’t answer and I have to squint hard to see what’s caught his attention.

      Because about twenty officers have clustered in the sun and one of them’s holding a radio as he gesticulates wildly, the muffle of his voice just barely carrying over on the small breeze. Now, more of the squaddies are getting out of the Ocelots and neither are they being ordered to get back inside. Major Murgatroyd bounds over in our direction, though he doesn’t fail to give a wide berth to what’s probably a snake.

      “Sir, what is it?” I ask as he closes the distance.

      Murgy throws up his hands. “We’re fucked, is what it is.” The panic in his tone is real, very real.

      I take an unconscious step back and Jones and I say together, “what the fuck happened?”

      His mouth moves but it takes a while for him to say the damned words. “It … it … it’s Kinshasa…”

      “Kinshasa?” I have to slip my fingers beneath my helmet so I can scratch at my scalp. I almost fear asking, “what about it?”

      Right at that moment, someone else hears the news just before us and screams, “fuck!”

      “There’s been another coup,” Murgy finally manages to utter as something in my belly lurches, “a very violent one. It’s Malonga.” He shows his teeth and I question whether he’s on the verge of passing out. “I knew we should have gone after that fuck the moment we arrived but instead we chose to wait it out to catch clap at the local brothels, and now we’re all squatting out here like sitting ducks with our thumbs up our arses.”

      Jones and I can only stare at each other in shocked silence because if this is true then we’re potentially in the kind of shit that’s so obvious there’s no need for Murgy to even bother explaining it. With impassable jungle on one side and a hostile capital city on the other, we’re stranded in some of the most inhospitable terrain in the world like dumb fucks with barely any ammunition, food or water, all whilst our retreat back to the port is blocked.

      I risk insubordination by grabbing the major by the lapels. “Slow Coach … what the fuck’s the incompetent bastard gonna do about it?”

      “Unhand me,” he growls, batting me off as Jones pulls me away.

      We could take our four-hundred heavy Ocelots the thousand miles back North-West towards Kinshasa and turn the place over again with just the same ease we did before, but that all hinges on the darkies bothering themselves to deliver not only our ammo but our fuel as well, and we need an awful lot of both. The only other option I see is that we hasten the pouring of this concrete, skip the mines and bolt straight for Zambia whilst hoping against hope there won’t be an international incident, that unlike us Malonga’s men respect international boundaries and that this new place has roads that can carry us all the way to the nearest air or seaport. But again, that also depends on receiving our delivery, and as I mutter our options to myself, I know it’s just as implausible as our situation is dire.

      “Major,” I attempt to remain calm but it’s not like I’m the only one around here losing his shit, “where are those damned trucks?”

      He doesn’t answer but just shoves past to break the news to the officers further down the column.

      It’s another half hour before we get further information and as it turns out, if we’d hoped to put Pwanga back into the presidential palace then we might be having a hard time of it, given he’s been hacked up into a hundred pieces and fed to Malonga’s men for virility. I wasn’t the only one who hurled into the grass on hearing the news and from then on I tried to ignore the doom and gloom merchants talking incessantly about how we might suffer similar fates.

      General ‘Slow Coach’ Worthington is nowhere to be seen, in fact, I’d hardly be surprised to learn he was in his private air-conditioned Ocelot sleeping through this whole ordeal, but Prince George troubles himself to make an appearance, His twelve burly Marines with rolled-up sleeves revealing threatening tattoos all maintaining a constant ring around their charge. The sight of them might be somewhat reassuring, if only they were doing anything useful.

      “Suppose this was their plan all along,” the prince muses almost to Himself but as usual, when this silver-spooned waste of space does so little as remark about the quality of the rations, there’s a captive audience crowding to listen. That He’s a full major despite being a year younger than me is a constant sore spot as far as I’m concerned, along with the way His fatigues hang off Him like a bin liner on a rake. Nothing but a token. Now, He circles His hand about His wrist in the way these royals do. “I’m thinking they planned to lull us all into a false sense of security, abandoned Kinshasa and hid out amongst the planks until the right moment, probably when we were all too far away to raise a stink. I’m also beginning to suspect they’ve slaughtered our drivers and cut off our supply lines.” To actually hear the words we’ve all been too scared to even think really brings it home, the peril we now find ourselves. “Just think about it. Now we’re all the way down here in the deepest darkest corner of the Congo unable to do a thing about it, helpless, surrounded by rainforest, oh, and we’re sitting ducks too, what? It’s all actually quite clever, don’t you think? What do you know, but it seems the darkies played a blinder.”

      “So then why waste fifty thousand men four days ago?” I hear myself saying and several officers turn around, their eyebrows raised in surprise that someone so lowly as a captain would address His Royal Highness sans the usual decorum. No doubt I’ll pay for that later. “Why throw so many bodies at us the way they did?” I’m quick to tack on a belated, “sir.”

      Georgie boy takes my insubordination in His stride, though I reckon my name’s been noted. “Maybe to run down our resources, what? Test our strength?”

      “If that was their aim, sir, then they bloody well succeeded,” a nearby lieutenant says.

      “They might not have our technology but they certainly have an advantage on us when it comes to numbers.” The prince shrugs. “To them, human life is not quite so valued. They have to fight us with what strengths they have, and by far their greatest strength lies in their superior numbers.” There’s silence when this truth hits home, so He tries to lighten the mood. “Oh, it’s the Siege of Khartoum all over again, what? Haw…haw…haw.”

      What a fucking calamity. We’ll be the laughing stock of the whole fucking planet, losing a war to the fucking Congo.

      I can only pinch at the skin atop my nose and turn away. Fuck, but maybe these savages aren’t half as dumb as we’ve always assumed, or planned for, but then again surely not. Even a broken clock is correct twice a day, right?

      Oh, but what if there is truth to what Prince George just said? I mean, let’s face it, the DRC has the highest birth rates in the entire fucking world, they can easily afford the casualties, to throw men at the meat grinder into perpetuity and no doubt all those dead wogs were promised endless virgins to satiate their, um, God, if only they’d sacrifice themselves for their cause, whatever the fuck that is.

      I’ll tell you who can’t afford the loss, though, … us! Indeed, each British death is a tragedy. Because each dead British soldier means that back home there’ll be one good woman who won’t marry, won’t ever have children and won’t ever raise a beautiful family.

      Jones approaches looking like he’s spent the last thirty minutes shitting in the bushes. “Someone better make a decision fast, Sam, even a bad decision’s got to be better than none at all.”

      “Agreed,” I slap at a mosquito, “but there's one silver lining, if any can be found in this mess…”

      He’s in front of me in an instant. “What is it? Good God, Sam, if you have something to say then please tell…”

      “The savages…” I flap a hand over my shoulder to absently indicate the rainforest that surrounds us for hundreds of miles in all directions, “they’re too stupid to keep their voices down remember? The moment they start that absurd howling then I make we have at least twenty or thirty minutes to simply stroll back to the transports, fire up, turn around and fuck off. We won’t make Kinshasa on what’s left of our tanks but we can certainly make Bakwanga, maybe even Kananga.” I grab him by the shoulders and shake, my confidence suddenly brimming. “We’re a fucking army, arguably the strongest and most disciplined of what’s left on the planet. All we need to do is dispatch any Malongas we catch, bunker down, refuel and then retake Kinshasa at our leisure. There has to be someone around here sympathetic enough to install as our puppet.” Mercifully, my positive tone and persuasion skills seem to be having an effect, at least on Jones. “Come on, let’s go pass it up the chain of command, shall we, starting with Murgy.”

      Big black men come streaming out from the trees…

      A strange whimper is forced from me as the sun from so many, many, many machetes flickers dazzlingly back. They’re charging straight for the column’s centre, an organized, brilliantly timed and deadly sudden attack, forty Ocelots, perhaps less, away from where Jones and I are positioned, too stunned to react.

      Someone shouts orders but already knowing what they are, I’m quick to shake away the brain freeze and I waste no time, along with other nearby officers, banging on the doors and screaming at the men to get the fuck out of the transports. “This is not a drill, save me, um, I mean get them.”

      From somewhere up the column the first shots are fired and the screaming begins in a wretched earnest. More shots. Other ghastly noises. Bangs. Pain. Agony. Screams. Shots. Shots. Shots. Screams. My men dash past unslinging rifles and checking cartridges.

      “Water? Does anyone need water?” I shiver and swerve away from a large private before ducking between two trucks. The bastards are swarming all over the place now and it’s alarming how slow we’re reacting. I see our boys in the centre, the target of this attack, too confined to fire and are instead having to engage in hand-to-hand combat whilst relying on other companies to use what’s left of their bullets.

      Our brother company, number nine, quickly forms up, I see rifles recoiling against shoulders but at least three firearms that are thrown down as useless, the dust, sweat, perhaps even the heat having jammed their mechanisms.

      Closer now, a mass of branches jerk, and then more black bodies come swarming out from the trees.

      Number nine company fires. I yelp. My hand shakes around my weapon. I shut my eyes. Pray for the bad men to go away. Decide to be proactive. “You’ve been here before. You know what to do!” I waste no more time and dash for the water truck, throw open the hatch and attempt to clamber inside, but almost immediately I feel the pressure against my chest when the sling around my shoulders is yanked. I’m pitched back and land hard on my arse in the long grass. Fearing the worst, I’m quick to look up, but it’s fine, it’s only Jones, standing above. So why aren’t I feeling relief?

      “Sam, what the fuck? Get out there! Help us! We need every man we can get and you’re in command of a hundred.”

      “Drinks, um, Gary, someone has to dispense the bloody drinks.”

      His head jerks back though obviously, he didn’t hear what he thinks he did, so he repeats himself just to make certain. “Sam, get out there, now!”

      I scramble to my knees, rifle hanging limp as my hands gravitate to a praying position. “No, no, please, listen, Gaz, I’ll do anything, um, my battery, when this is all done I’ll let you call Julie, um, Julia, but please, let me rest for a while, in here, please. I’ll help later, I promise.” By this point I’m absolutely pleading, just as the blackest, most savage looking primitive beast you ever saw comes screaming towards us, naked as the day he was born with a long white arrow painted down his torso pointing straight at his cock that gets snagged between his legs with every long stride he takes, blade raised above his head ready to bring down.

      I scream but mercifully Jones sees it in my eyes, the fear, and wrenches himself around, shooting my would-be killer through the throat.

      Jones has to readjust his rifle to lift me up. “On your bloody feet, Sam, and fight!”

      I’m about to again plead my case, this time with more conviction and possibly an extra bribe thrown in for good measure, when my attention fixes beyond my so-called war buddy onto something else.

      Because just inside the tree verge, positioned on a slight slope, someone is watching me, one of them, but this man stands out because he’s the only savage donning any garments, a single yellow cloth wrapped around his hips. And I don’t know if it’s the chaos of the situation evolving around us that’s making my brain do crazy things, such as notice strange, insignificant little details, perhaps as a form of self-defence, but now I’m taking in other meaningless details too, such as the tribal colours in different shades of yellow that contrast magnificently against the dark brown of his skin, the sweat upon his muscular chest glistening in the sun, the fact he’s the only one not carrying any weapons. And then I realize it’s not a slope he’s standing on, but that he’s just taller, and larger than anyone else around him, as he seems content, for now, simply to stand back and watch the others do the work, the dying, the killing!

      And we are indeed being killed.

      I see white faces dropping by the dozen, blood spraying from wounds, pain etched upon faces, boys, men who grew up possibly in villages close to mine. I shake it all away and attempt to roll underneath the truck but Jones is still here and he slaps me hard across the face.

      “Is this what you were doing the other day?” He shakes his head, incredulous, his voice disbelieving and urgent. “I thought I couldn’t find you but I was willing to give you the benefit of the doubt. Now I know!” He tugs me aside just as a nogger throws himself off the roof of the neighbouring Ocelot to land in a space facing us, his bald head shining, his white-painted manhood dangling halfway down the length of his leg as he screams babble in some nonsensical tongue. Nearby, a private soldier is cleaved, his body opened entirely, and now I’m even more content to allow Jones the privilege of dealing with this new and more pressing threat whilst I make another urgent attempt for the hatch, but my hands are so wet from sweat, my body so clumsy with terror that I lack even the strength and coordination to haul my arse up there.

      Something explodes from far up the column, the fighting all-encompassing and beyond desperate, and for whatever reason, again my eyes scour for that one enemy, a strange adversarial calm within this chaotic storm. But he’s no longer there. Whoever he was. What the fuck do I care anyway? But it’s now I know what I have to do.

      Run!

      That’s it, I must run for the trees! The enemy only hit us on one flank, so I shall run the other way, disappear, and hope to strike the African equivalent of civilization. I take my first step…

      And stop.

      Because we’re surrounded. Me. Jones. By nothing but dark, angry warriors. Dozens and dozens of them. Hundreds.

      The big one with the painted cock now struts closer, his machete raised.

      I squeal. My time has come. My wife, my beautiful Tilly flashes before my eyes. Why was I made to wait so long? That’s my one regret. That I was only able to have sex with her that one magical night of bliss. What I wouldn’t give to be with her now, to hold her hand as I lie opened, dying, but at least she’ll be in my thoughts as I pass from this world to the next, her sparkling blue eyes, enchanting smile and scintillating body.

      My killer brings down his blade but somehow, somehow I manage to act…

      By yanking Jones in front.

      The steel slices through his neck to embed somewhere in his chest, such was the incredible strength of its wielder. The brute grunts, tugs the blade free and Jones crumples to the ground.

      The urine soaks my crotch and I can’t promise I don’t smell shit. My fingers are still clutching Jones’s rifle strap as I just manage to bring myself to glance up at the orc who’s about to end my life. He grins, again raises his weapon and someone yells out in that same alien song that had alerted us to the previous attack.

      And then everything stops…

      The nearest enemy fighters back away, slowly, gradually, until a solitary dark figure is revealed in their wake, and who is it but that same enemy warrior who’d earlier caught my attention, unique in yellow tribal loincloth wrapped around his hips, still unstained by blood. He steps closer, slowly, so that the phallic designs woven into it become distinct to my blurry eyes, not that the damned skirt is anything I’m able to concentrate on for long when I’m shaking and on the verge of passing out. He stares down at me as he stops a couple metres in front, the man’s stature filling me with dread. Wow, but he has to be six and a half foot at least, with big dense muscles that shine from sweat and twitch from the slightest movement. There’s barely an ounce of fat on the man, making the striations visible in his chest and shoulders, and he might well have some of the most ripped abdominals I’ve ever seen.

      I have to tilt up my head considerably to meet his gaze, something I do with extreme trepidation, but I’m surprised to find his face to be somewhat different to most of the others. His head is completely bald, true, but his eyes are far less harsh, warm even, though most of all it’s his facial features that are slightly smaller, his nose and lips, which somehow makes him appear less threatening, despite the situation, and certainly not unfriendly. In fact, he’s about the only one of them I’ve seen who doesn’t completely turn the stomach.

      Deciding to take urgent action, I fall to my knees and again clasp my hands together. “Please don’t hurt me, I never shot at any of you. Honest!” It happens to be the truth, though I can hardly expect my words to have any effect, however, I must try nonetheless because I have literally nothing to lose.

      There’s laughter from behind the man, who I’m assuming must be one of their leaders, though more than a few of them bare teeth and snarl, and there’s at least one who moves forward with his blade. The leader is quick to turn around with a halting hand, stopping him at once, and in the strange silence that follows it’s only now I realize that the rest of the fighting has stopped. I dare to crane my neck forwards to glance around the angle of the nearest truck, and can see several large clusters of our boys kneeling or lying down in the grass with machete tips pressed against the backs of their necks.

      Aye, it’s true, we fucking lost this and now we have to face whatever it is that comes next.

      “Why you knees?” I’m surprised to hear from the beast in yellow, the deepest growl of a voice I’ve ever heard in my life.

      “What?” I cough and clear my throat. “Knees?” My voice comes out in a faint hiss that in contrast to his makes me sound like a choirboy. More laughter persists.

      “You not warrior. Warrior stand,” he growls, pointing in the direction of my countrymen, “warrior fight. But not you.” The ground almost appears to shake from the bass of that thing but it’s probably my warped brain playing tricks.

      “Um,” I again cough and even that sounds girlish, and now that I’m kneeling it’s definitely shit that I can smell, “yes, you’re right, I’m not a warrior, please don’t hurt me.” And at that, I’m quick to unsling my rifle and thrust it out in his direction.

      They all jump back, all except for the guy whose genitals are about level with my face. He barks something in whatever tongue he speaks and one of his friends runs forwards, snatching the weapon from my clammy mitts.

      “Stand,” he says, “you prisoner. You all prisoner now.”

      I’m so dizzy that I’m unable even to do as he says but eventually I’m yanked to my feet by a large man with an angry glare. My hands are bound behind my back and another rope is tied around my neck, and it’s only when I’m pushed in the direction of the rainforest that I see all the white faces being marched similarly into the trees.
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      Forgetting for a moment the sheer embarrassment that has befallen us, which is no doubt the worse aspect of this entire situation, how far we’ve fallen as a people, one can hardly ignore even for a minute the intense suffocation that comes from being force marched through thick jungle, when every second breath you inhale mosquitos, the sharp goo coated branches that slap against your face, the steep inclines that rob you of what little oxygen there is followed by the sharp descents where the only thing preventing you from tripping into venomous snakes, scorpions or other delights is the tight rope about your throat, ever squeezing and further constricting your breaths, and then you have the sweat that builds so heavily that it steams from your flesh, which only attracts ever more flies, mosquitos and bugs you don’t even recognize before drying to a tight crust that itches and stings so badly that all you want to do is tear off your limbs, except you can’t even do that because your hands are bound so tightly behind your back that you feel like they might fall off anyway. The constant taunts from our captors are infuriating but easy to deal with by comparison.

      Aye, one has to do whatever one can, long before reaching the six-hour mark of stumbling through what must arguably be the most appalling terrain on earth, to take ones mind off the hardships.

      For me, that was attempting to contemplate whether the British army had ever sunk to such a lowly depth as this, if only to make me feel just that tiny bit better. To be fair, the Retreat from Kabul was pretty bad, wiped out to a man, but at least back then the foe had been somewhat worthy, having developed a written language at least. I try to console myself that our Congolese opponents possess such overwhelming numbers in comparison to our slim but technologically advanced force, but it still stings nonetheless.

      Nope, I have nothing. This mess takes the cake.

      Having now conceded this point, however, my consciousness must instead endure the physical suffering. “Where the fuck are they taking us?” I groan for the thousandth time to absolutely nobody.

      It’s impossible to know how many of us remain. Before setting out, I saw a good deal of my countrymen lying in heaps of butchered meat, as well as the harrowing sight of at least one Ocelot aflame with its screaming occupants still within. As we were dragged north, I think, into the twigs, there were many of our lads, I don’t know the exact numbers, who were made to wait behind with blades pointed at their necks and I have no idea what will happen to them or if their fate will differ to ours. Of the ten thousand British soldiers who set out from a rainy Portsmouth on that day three months ago, I’m guessing only a thousand are presently enduring this awful march with me right now, though even that’s impossible to tell.

      Using thin, yet incredibly strong twine, we’re tethered to one another in long files better resembling a funeral procession than disciplined soldiers. I don’t know how long my file is, in front or behind, but I have less than a metre of space between my neighbours whose ankles I repeatedly tread on, just as my heels get trampled on in turn, and on a number of occasions the blundering idiot has almost torn the boots straight from my feet, causing me to stumble and resulting in my getting shouted at by a brute pointing a long sharp stick. Yes, that’s right, they use sticks, not that this whole ordeal can get much more embarrassing. I twist to my left to peer through the trees at the various long raggedy lines of distraught white faces, their exhausted heads bowed, their cumbersome packs still attached and further adding to the misery.

      From somewhere a loud bang startles birds from the trees, though I’m too drained to react to the noise, and less than two minutes later I have to skirt the black body still twitching in the leaves. It’s the third time now that some dumb spook has peered down the barrel of one of our captured rifles and pulled the trigger. Plenty more where he came from.

      “Can you believe these fuckers have beaten us?” A private soldier in the next file remarks from across a narrow patch of moist detritus, the sweat a constant flow down his still helmeted head. “Sorry, sir, I didn’t see your patch there.”

      I try to give him a friendly nod. “I’m not sure my rank still counts for very much.”

      “We’ll be alright, won’t we sir?”

      My hesitation is all the answer he needs. “Do you have a woman back home, private?”

      He nods and forces a smile, what’s almost certainly a man in his early twenties, a boy. “Not really but kind of,” he flushes even beyond what the humidity is forcing upon us all, and I’m reminded about what I was like talking about girls when I was his age, which wasn’t actually all that long ago, “I mean, we’re dating but we don’t live together.” After a short silence, he says, “I hope I get to see her again.”

      I’m thinking about reassuring the lad, to tell him that surely, it will only be a matter of weeks before she’s back in his bed but I know that would almost certainly turn out to be a lie. Inevitably, the talk of women brings me back to Tilly and the cute, fragile little way she smiles, her shyness, innocence, how she laughs, kisses, and finally, how tight she felt when finally I was able to enter her. She was worth the wait, all the lies, pretending to be a Christian, though a part of me now wonders if that’s the reason I’m being punished. That and my cowardice. Jones, oh God, but Jones, my friend and war buddy. His Julia is best friends with my Tilly and if I ever make it back home I’ll be forced to tell even more lies to prevent her ever knowing the truth, that when it mattered the most I failed him. No, I didn’t merely fail Jones but I failed my country, the army and myself as well. I turn back to the boy and tell him, “don’t give up hope. We’ll get back. Don’t you worry about that.”

      He smiles in a way that makes me think he doesn’t believe me. “Sir, over there,” his jaw jerks to indicate the green vastness before us, though I recognize he’s referring to our captors, “the guy in the yellow cloth…”

      “The one with the large dick woven into it…” I say matter of fact.

      “It’s the warlord’s son, sir. Well, one of them anyway.”

      “So that’s why he can afford clothes, huh?” I’ve not seen that fellow since setting out, though I’ve had only time to ponder how he’d saved my life by calling back the attack a second before a length of hard steel was plunged straight through me. Maybe he’s not quite so unreasonable as these people’s reputations precede and you never know, but perhaps if I could just get a few minutes alone with him, just enough to have a quick word, then maybe we could straighten this whole mess out, at least with regards myself. You see, he knows, because he bloody well saw it all, that despite the people I happen to be hanging around with, at no point did I ever raise my rifle in anger, not at his tribe of primitive coloured folk anyway. “He knows!” And that has to be why he jumped in to save my life. I almost dare allow the hope to rise within me, and that if he saved me once, he might very well see fit to save me again, because perhaps even a savage maintains some modicum of fair play. I turn back to the boy with urgency. “What else do you know?”

      “Just lad’s gossip, sir, that several of King Malonga’s children lead their own warbands.” It’s odd hearing the name King Malonga instead of President Pwanga, which only serves to bring it all home somehow, that our situation has indeed changed and has done so very rapidly. The private’s eyes glaze over and for a moment I almost think he’s about to faint. “I think we were hit by his son Mambo, sir.”

      I can’t help but let out a contemptuous bark, “Mambo Malonga?” I’d laugh if only it weren’t so fucking tragic. The best of the British army, defeated by a porn star. But if he’d see his way to freeing me then his ridiculous name is something I can quite easily overlook. “How do you know this is who we’re dealing with?”

      “Danny in third company says he heard from Aaron in the twelfth that he saw him in a documentary, sir.”

      My head snaps back. “What?”

      He jerks his jaw across his shoulder, presumably to indicate this Danny or Aaron guy presently being force-marched in one of the long and miserable human chains. “Like I said, sir, it’s just lad’s gossip…”

      “Sounds like it.” I exhale, though perhaps it’s not entirely implausible. The DRC is perpetually at war with itself and others. There has to be a film crew somewhere crazy enough to seek out these maniac warlords just for the scoop. “You might as well finish. It’s not like there’s anything else to do.”

      He attempts to blow a fly off his nose. “Well, they were filmed conquering some small tribe in the rainforest, five or six years back. Apparently, they killed all the men and made the women their own.”

      “What?” It’s a tale as old as time but I’m alarmed nonetheless. So, even now, we’re marching blindfold straight into the arms of a hard patriarchy straight out of the Stone Age. Maybe I should have just gone to chef school. “And you’ve kept this from me all this fucking time?” I can almost feel my bowels dissolving within me.

      “Sorry, sir, but you asked.” He’s shaking himself now, I can see. “Danny says that Aaron said the film crew returned a year later and the women were all at peace, happy even, and it was almost like their old tribe was completely forgotten, a distant, insignificant memory. Oh, and there were hundreds of new babies. All Mambo’s.”

      A snort is forced out from me because there’s no way any of this can be true, even if in a historical, evolutionary and anthropological context it’s certainly plausible. Let’s say, for instance, that Warlord King Joseph Malonga conquered a region of this highly enlightened, advanced and progressive civilization, then he would rightly have first dibs on all women within his domain until such time as he could be overthrown. If there was nobody around willing to drop a rock on this big alpha brutes face whilst he slept then the only alternative for the lesser men to get some snatch would be to conquer other tribes. I’m presuming, if what my comrade here is suggesting holds any water, that this is precisely what his boy Mambo did, which could indeed be why there might actually be a village somewhere not too far away with hundreds of little mambos swinging from the trees. Every society throughout time has produced excess sex-starved and horny men in proportion to fertile women, particularly attractive fertile women, so for Mambo the problem going forward would be in keeping his excess men from in turn overthrowing him. The best way of doing this might be by encouraging them to bugger off and invade other tribes themselves. The only confusing aspect to my hypothesis, however, is that Mambo was with the rest of his men fighting, which could only mean he’s after even more women for himself.

      Talk about an insatiable libido.

      Of course, my weary mind’s merely running away with an idea that will almost certainly turn out to be nothing but a load of bollocks, it’s been hours now, the thirst is beginning to make me think strange shit and after our defeat, I’m still trying to occupy my mind in order to preserve my fragile ego.

      “What’s your name, private?”

      “Dodd, sir.”

      I nod up yonder the steep slope to the east. “Well, Dodd, I’ve spotted a few hundred chimpanzees so I suggest keeping quiet until we’re past. Those little bastards will tear off your limbs and I’m not even joking.”

      Mercifully, our captors are wise enough to lead us away, giving them as wide a berth as possible, and it’s only after changing perspective that I spot another group in a small clearing in the brush. The first community starts moving towards the other, picks up speed, and then I can only watch in amazement as they charge straight in and the yelps and screeches and cries of death and dying carry over in the sweltering heat. Gathering beneath a canopy of trees not too far away from the ensuing battle there’s a third group, female, and patiently they await the victors, whoever they might be.

      I glance, terror stricken at Dodd. “Don’t say it.”
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      By the time we reach their settlement, I’m so tired and thirsty that I need help from my brothers to stay upright. After all, if one falls we all fall.

      We’re herded into an open space surrounded by huts and shacks and yelled at to gather into a tight mass of misery, one or two stragglers getting thrashed with sticks and clubs. I position myself strategically in the centre and estimate we’re about one hundred. Two groups ahead of us have already so assembled and now stand only a short distance away as we exchange curious glances at each other and around this strange place we’ll never get used to apparently finding ourselves. Just beyond the far tree line dozens of white faces poke out from what has to be a giant hole in the earth as a half dozen large black men laze close by holding steel.

      I swallow, “they’ll not have room for all of us,” and what will they do with the rest?

      Over the next hour we’re watched closely as several more processions make it back. During this time small packs of little bastards, mostly Mambo’s runts if rumours are to be believed, step out from various huts or else emerge from behind trees to gaze at us from a distance. It doesn’t take long before they’re daring each other to approach and not long after that two or three of the more intrepid males are picking up sticks and using them to thrash at the legs of those of our boys who were unfortunate enough to be standing on the periphery. Another little shit, the biggest of the bunch and distinctive by a stupid tuft of woolly black hair at the front of his head, picks up a handful of dust and throws it into Dodd’s eyes, all whilst the adults watch on trying not to laugh. Dodd, clamping his eyes shut and screaming in agony whilst, his hands being bound, is unable to do so much as clean away the dirt to ease his pain.

      “Time, just give it time.” My fist clenches as my anger rises but what the fuck is there anybody can do about it when even the so-called adults are letting them get away with it, possibly because they’re all scared of the father but who knows.

      Only a small handful of womenfolk appear to be around, mostly perching on stilted platforms supporting the shacks that are almost certainly for keeping snakes, as well as other nasty creatures of the jungle, out the interior. Two women use long ladles to mix the contents of two large wooden pails. Another embroiders a skirt whilst someone else uses her finger to paint white the face of a child. One woman, with the bulging belly of a late-term pregnancy, emerges and wipes at her brow before proceeding to step across the detritus. She makes it halfway to the stream before a little black lump slides out from inside of her, followed a few paces later by a second, and only after she’s been indicated to the fact by a laughing runt does she realize she’s just given birth.

      Unlike the males, the women are modest enough to conceal at least their lower parts, and do so with skirts of long leaves weaved together. Their tits, however, are on full display, and saggier, more off-putting pieces of flesh I never saw, not even on my grandma as a child, and my mind’s still undergoing such an arduous adjustment that it’s only now that my attention’s drawn to something even more gruesome. Because what sets the women apart is a combination of discs stretching out their lips and ears to obscene lengths, rings used to elongate necks, and I have to turn away from the awful spectacle of at least one sow with a bone through her septum.

      “Stuff,” someone shouts in a voice you could use to cut kindling, wrenching me out from my stupor, and then we’re being harangued to discard our packs, helmets, boots and jackets. There are only confused shrugs shared amongst us until finally, the dope realizes we’re all still bound, but the moment the twine’s cut, there’s a sudden surge of brats come to ransack our shit, and what counts for women in this place are not far behind.

      “Bastards,” I growl, sandwiching myself between two miserable Brits whilst I slide the phone out my pocket, insert it under my rear waistband, manoeuvre it downwards and finally, squint uncomfortably when I cram it up my arse. It’s the only time anything’s ever been up there, and I can’t say it’s an enjoyable experience, but what choice do I have? I need something to keep me going, to remind me of why I have to continue living, and if the images of my wife can’t do that then nothing else will.

      I kick off my boots then throw down my helmet and pack, and less than a second later there’s a set of grinning teeth tearing through my belongings; spare uniform, flashlight, half-filled canteen I’d do anything now to sink, not to mention the cheese tortellini MREs, compass, knife, first-aid kit and several spare pairs of socks and underwear, as well as a few other personal effects. What has to be a five-year-old boy, the same who only moments earlier had blinded Dodd, claws for the jacket I’m still wearing and believe me, I have to exercise every last little bit of restraint I possess to stop myself from beating him over his annoying black clump with the canteen. I don’t though, which is why I then get to watch the little shit tearing open my ‘Open When You’re Lonely’ letter given to me by a tearful Tilly the morning we parted ways, words I’ll now never get to know.

      By now a number of filthy black hands are brandishing cell phones, for what good they are without functioning batteries, passcodes or the knowledge to use them. Kind of ironic that the last place on earth you can mine cobalt is inhabited by orcs who have no idea where to find it, how to get at it or what to do with it once they have it.

      A small contingent of my people trudge over carrying an assortment of buckets, containers,  pans, vessels and even a brace of shovels, which is what gives away their purpose, and then there’s a big nogger pointing at the ground and telling us, “dig.” I already know what for, and so we spend a miserable time gouging out the holes where no doubt we’re all about to be kept, sharing the burden amongst ourselves and getting screamed at for taking too long because it’s getting dark.

      “Don’t know why the fuck he’s so worried,” an enormous man with blond hair and rivulets of sweat pouring down his chest complains, “it’s not like anyone’s liable to run. Not here.”

      I’m almost taken aback by not being addressed as ‘sir’ but then the last time I checked the jacket identifying me as a captain was being offered to the goats. “Agreed,” I concede and remember reading about the Soviet gulags and how there’d been no need even for barbed wire to keep the inmates inside. The isolation and other-worldly environment were all that was required to dissuade anyone from bolting for freedom. Certainly, they’ve not even bothered to redo our bonds, though I reckon that pretty soon starvation will be another factor in keeping us subservient as we stand cramped and exposed in our pits. I’ve almost a mind to suggest rushing them now, or at least getting someone else to do it, whilst we’re still at least relatively strong, before making an attempt through the forest and potential freedom, but there still exists the same problem. We’re surrounded by these monsters and there’s not a man amongst us who knows where the fuck he is. They’ve taken our compasses, not to mention boots and other essentials and, well, there’s that other thing.

      I dare stop digging for a moment to address my blond companion, who’s as large, well-built and in good a shape as any one of us. “Say, friend, do you reckon you could take this nearest darkie?”

      He glances up between scoops of earth as his blue eyes fix on our guard, with arms and a chest like a wrestler, warpaint, and a cock hanging like a sock filled with sand, and my man just barely bothers to shake his head in the negative.

      Which puts paid to that.

      Indeed it does because not long after they order us all into the holes and pretty soon they’re so filled with bodies that breathing is even harder than during the most suffocating moments of the march here, the heat even more unbearable, and add to that the fact you can’t move, stretch or even think, and that you have no idea how long you’re about to be kept like this and then, as they lay branches over the top of you, shutting you inside, all you’re left to ponder is if you’ll ever again see your wife.
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      As it turns out, sleeping when standing is doable just so long as you’re able to relax your muscles without collapsing to the ground. What alternative is there when you’re packed in like sardines?

      It was halfway through the morning when finally our captors began to stir, the branches were heaved away and a trio of little shits commenced urinating all over us. Naturally, the ringleader was the kid I’ve come to name Tufty, though if I’d previously assumed he was, at least to a certain extent, targeting me then I was to be set right when all I got was a few splashes, being situated flush against the pit’s side, as the boys seemed to be having an old fashioned pissing contest, which meant I was safe, at least from that. By the time it was done I could be sure I wasn’t the only one willing to risk his life for just one quick pop. Taking the conjectured date of Mambo’s attack on this settlement, whilst also assuming Tufty to be one of the first of his seed to drop, then that would logically place the little runt at five years of age, despite the fact he could quite easily pass for seven or eight, at least pitting him against my nephew. Certainly old enough to receive a bloody good whipping, though with his father mostly absent, and his underlings being unwilling to carry out the required discipline themselves, then obviously the women weren’t doing it either.

      “What I wouldn’t give…” the murmur just barely carries over from whichever poor bastard received the steaming payload.

      By now, I’m so thirsty that my throat’s descending into palpitations and every swallow sends a rasping shot of pain straight down my spine. Most keep quiet about it, the agony of speaking obvious, but some do grumble and at least one or two feel the need to shout for help. It’s now I notice a small group of women working over a set of pails, the easy way the ladle cuts through the contents suggesting it’s liquid. On several occasions the women take mouthfuls of the substance, tip back their heads, gargle, and then chuck it back into the bucket.

      “That’s how they ferment it.” The large blond guy, who overnight had introduced himself as Rhodes croaks. “They’re serving us baobab. It’ll be alcoholic and filled with their menfolk’s jiz but right now I’ll take anything.” It’s hard to disagree.

      And mercifully, soon after the pails are passed around and we’re able to drink only to the point of easing our pain, no more.

      “I think they’re trying to weaken us,” I tell Rhodes and have to blink away the dust caused by a guard stepping too close to where my face is positioned at the wall. “Not that there’s anything we can do about it.”

      Soon after, that becomes even more apparent when the arrival of a number of carts precedes a wave of euphoria that quickly spreads about the inhabitants. At its head, and pulled by six large Brits who now collapse over the shaft handles, is Mambo lounging back in a luxurious leather armchair that has to have come from Slow Coach’s Ocelot, wherever the hell our most esteemed general got to. Surrounding him is a pile of our rifles, which sends murmurs of alarm through our hole. I count a dozen such carts, all pulled by our boys with a close escort of natives pointing machetes or captured rifles, and no doubt they’re all filled with plunder taken after their surprising victory.

      Mambo stands from his seat and the tearing of hot flesh from sticky leather carries over the distance. He jumps from the cart, towering over the poor sods who tugged him all the way through the fucking rainforest, and is immediately assailed by a hundred of his bastards who come running out from all directions. He selects one at random and tosses him in the air, catches him and places him down, and then he spends the next few minutes slowly making his way towards the huts whilst every step is obstructed by his monumental brood.

      Now the women start emerging, more of the women than I’ve seen up to this point, followed a few seconds later by even more of them, and then more, and to my astonishment a great number of them possess bulging paunches. Still with swollen belly, I recognize the woman who only yesterday had shat out her twins, and she now eagerly presents one to Mambo for his approval, which he duly gives by taking it, kissing it on the forehead and handing it back, which is no doubt the extent of any fathering he expects to be involved with. She backs away, all proud mother, and then a half dozen girls, all naked above the hips, attempt to jostle their way into his presence. Mambo laughs, decides he can’t choose between them, and beckons them all to follow him. They disappear inside the larger of the huts halfway towards the stream and that’s the last of him we see for a while.

      It’s not until day four when finally we’re given something to eat and not for another five days when the same bounty is repeated, boiled beans and rice that’s passed around in several of our pilfered helmets, though in truth we’ve been distributing worms plucked from the pit walls since day three. It’s not much, just barely enough to keep us alive, which gives rise to the question of why they’re even bothering to feed us at all. If they want us dead then surely they’d have finished the job long before now, rather than risk bringing us into their home. Rhodes had suggested they like keeping us around because they’re sadists and Murgatroyd, who apparently is alive and suffering in the same stink hole as myself, asserts they’re cannibals, after all, the Congolese are notorious for it, and that pretty soon we’ll all be put into giant cauldrons with whatever spices grow out in the jungle.

      “Then why starve us?” I ask quite sensibly. “You’d think they’d want to fatten us up if that was the intention.” A number of us instinctively look to Rhodes, who’d surely be first for the pan, and this realization precedes another long bout of silence. The question remains, however, what is to become of several hundred, maybe even a thousand captured British soldiers?

      But later that day, something happened.

      It’s during another of my zoned-out moments, after all, what else is there to do? when suddenly a pair of black feet stops inches from my nose. I glance up to find none other than Mambo Malonga frowning down from above, the distinctive yellow cloth bound tightly around his waist. A second later I’m being lifted out by two of his friends, their hands clutched so tightly around my head I fear it’s about to implode like a melon, before being set down before the big guy.

      “You?” He asks in the kind of way you do when you think you know a person but aren’t quite sure.

      “Um, me?” My legs are so enfeebled that I require the support of both goons to stay upright. I now also have a splitting headache to add to my woes.

      Mambo brings a giant paw to his chin and walks around in a small circle before returning. “I remember.” His frown increases, almost to the point of sadness, though I can’t imagine what I’ve done to make him feel this way. Surely, I’m the one who ought to be somewhat peeved about now.

      Regardless, I’m quick to plead my case and in the moment, facing starvation and a multitude of other discomforts, it’s hard to give much of a damn about my fellow countrymen who are all within earshot. “Listen to me, you remember, right? I never hurt you or any of your people, I was trying to hide, if you recall,” someone down below gasps, “so if you could see fit to maybe returning to my possession one of our compasses, maybe a pack-up to see me to the next friendly town, I’ll be glad to…”

      “I help you…” his beam is infectious, as I dare allow the hope to surge through my veins, and I can only wonder how these jungle dwellers manage to keep such wonderful teeth.

      “That’s … that’s great … all I want.” To say I’m taken somewhat by surprise to his immediate acquiescence would be an understatement.

      He places an arm around my shoulder, which against my ever emerging and painful bone feels heavy with muscle, not to mention moist from perspiration, and assists me in the direction, curiously enough, of a stack of machetes piled against one of the huts.

      “What?” I can only hiss, ignoring the brutal stench of body odour, as my already fragile state of mind has to undergo a rapid and unfortunate about turn of emotions.

      He’s still grinning. “You not warrior. Like others. I help.”

      “Excuse me, come again?”

      He waves to a woman and she comes dashing over with a wooden bowl filled with beans, rice and what’s probably goat. She also presents to me a block of honeycomb, which I tug from her grasp in a way that anywhere else would be considered discourteous.

      He’s quick to smile in a way most of the others aren’t and it’s so incredibly disarming that I have to remind myself that he’s a savage who’s responsible for the death of thousands of my countrymen, friends, and who’s now delaying by an unknown amount of time my returning home to my wife. He jabs a thumb toward the heap of machetes, so many of which are still caked with the crusted blood of my people. “Your spirit need warrior. I help spirit. Warrior, gain strength. Few days. You become warrior.”

      My head shakes of its own accord. “No, you already know I never even tried to hurt any of your people.” Clearly, something’s lost in translation here, but at least I’m out of that pit and I can now attempt to get some strength back in my legs and body.

      He pats me on the bare back like an arrogant boss might his coffee bringing intern, which hurts like hell, and then struts in the direction of what has to be a girl in her late teens with a bone through her nipple, seizing another on the way and disappearing with both inside his hut.

      From then on I do my best to ignore all the stares, from both sides, as I devour the food with apparent impunity, and over the coming hours I find myself surprised to learn of the free reign I’m given, and that I’m even able to consume the contents of whatever discarded canteen I can get my hands on, slake my thirst even more at the stream that curves around the outskirts of the village, and I even poke my nose inside a few of the shacks, which are about as homely as expected. I manage to defecate in the ditch, use the leaves in the vicinity, and replace my mobile phone to where it’s been safely hidden from thieving fingers. At no point do I touch any of the machetes, as Mambo, for whatever crazy reason, had almost certainly insinuated I should.

      The crazy bastard.

      Over the coming days the weaker of my comrades are dragged out from their prisons and allowed to lie in the shade, but only after their feet have been fixed to trees by cable ties taken from the plunder. Progressively, the pits become more bearable, or so I assume, as I’m keen to keep my distance on account of not wishing to jeopardize my newly gifted special privileges. It’s during this time that something strange also starts to happen.

      “What are you doing?” I anxiously demand of the woman whilst quickly scanning the vicinity to make sure the bloody leader’s not lurking anywhere, and regretting falling asleep against a tree.

      The negress, who’s sitting beside me, persists with her fingers in my hair, delicately sifting through the wire-like ginger strands whilst humming some heathen song of her people.

      Under no circumstances do I need the alpha dog, or anybody else, thinking I’m about to copulate with one of his prizes, on the contrary, I find them all repellent, this one especially, from her woolly hair, thick nose and bulbous lips, to her saggy tits and severely stretch-marked tummy, so I’m especially keen to skirt away. However, she remains in situ, leans in my direction and begins glancing her fingers daintily to and fro through the dust whilst not once removing those dark, soulless eyes from me.

      Someone snorts and when I turn towards it, there’s Dodd sitting back against another tree. “Tempted?”

      “Fuck you.”

      He just manages to summon the energy to gesture about the place with a hand. “Take a look around you, sir. You’re the only ginger they’ve ever seen. You never know, but if you play your cards right, you might well become their God.”

      Now it’s my turn to snort. “That’s where you’re wrong, Dodd, these women worship the cock just like all the rest.”

      He has no response to my wit, though I’m left reflecting about how he was right about that other thing, about these women being Mambo’s war brides and rape slaves. Aye, he was right about that.

      Indeed, this might well be the last place on earth I’d ever like to find myself but it’s hard to deny I’m learning certain things about the way of the world, about how life is, human beings.

      Clearly, by the way these women are so subservient to their menfolk’s total authority, the culture here’s patriarchal. The men are complete brutes, slap the women around and keep them in a permanent state of pregnancy.

      Are they hated for it, are they despised?

      On the contrary, they’re revered for it, their sexual organs literally worshipped, which is such a stark contrast to the pink-haired freaks me and my fellow soldiers are out here literally dying for just so that they might once again be able to use their cell phones in order to complain on social media about how we’re all oppressing them.

      Women - you bust your arse to give them all they’ve ever dreamed and in return they’ll despise you for it. Take everything away and they’ll fawn over you every minute of every day, bear your children and forsake all other men, their former tribe, husbands, their children, even.

      The realization can only force a sigh from my body. “At least my Tilly’s different.” Yes, I can be extremely thankful for that, that by the grace of God I happened to find a good one. A Christian. Well brought up. Schooled. Proper. Decent. And beautiful.

      I wipe a tear from my eye, thinking of her in this awful place, squint, and force the phone out from my arse. I’m quick to switch it on, eager not to be discovered, and note the eight minutes of battery remaining. I scroll through the images, of her, of us, and back to her, so perfect, the only girl I ever wanted, loved. My mind becomes enraptured reliving memories of that one magical night, of her legs wrapped around my back as she pulls me harder into her.

      The ground scuffs and my body snaps around to find Tufty as he grasps for my most prized possession, the mere sight of the little shit, his annoying hairstyle and vicious little face is all that’s required to rub me up the wrong way.

      “Fuck off!” I shove him as hard as I dare, just enough so that he gets the message, but my reaction only prompts him to double down as he starts making whiny babbling sounds and continues to lean over me as he smears my body in whatever oil he’s covered in. Feeding the letter from my wife to his pet goat isn’t enough for him, no, now he wants to take her images from me too, and I’m guessing the biggest of Mambo’s sons usually gets his way.

      “Fuck off!” I growl, attempting to shove him harder but my hand just slips off his fully naked body so instead I decide to scoot back across the ground to claim enough space so that I have room to quickly stuff it back inside of me.

      He screams and immediately a nearby group of giant captors are stomping over, grabbing machetes as they do. I don’t have time to do what must be done and now I’m left holding the device like a piece of molten metal. I’m standing and backing away as the three goons arrive, all with angry faces, deadly weapons and shouting threats in some incoherent tongue but by the grace of God the sight of Mambo now strolling in our direction checks their retribution. I attempt to hide the phone behind my back but am only rewarded by a thump on the shoulder.

      Mambo arrives and exchanges questioning glances with his son, me and finally his men. Words are exchanged but Tufty interrupts, pointing at my hand. He again goes for the phone, attempting to prise it out my fingers, but I’m squeezing it so hard that there ain’t a five-year-old in the world who’d be able to take it. I’m also staring imploringly at the father of the year, rightly assuming he’ll discipline his son and maybe even thank me for doing something to set him straight. But all he does is glance down and now he’s holding out his hand to inspect what I have.

      I shake my head. “It’s mine.”

      With only a minimum of effort, his fingers slowly curl in a demanding gesture, indicating that I should hand it over at once and there’s something quite intimidating in his silent confidence, menacing even, the absolute knowledge there’s not a single chance at all that I’m about to defy his wish, and so I wilt immediately, as would anyone else similarly under his scrutiny.

      Mambo stares into the screen and those dark eyes widen.

      Well, what can I say, it’s the same look I recognize on nearly every man who ever sees my Tilly, the same look that always fills me with such satisfaction, of knowing I’m better, of knowing I won, because she chose to be with me.

      Tufty reaches up in an attempt to take it from his father but he’s so awestruck by my perfect blonde wife, you know, the kind of woman he’ll never get to even see up close, that he doesn’t realize what the little brat’s doing. Obviously, Mambo wishes he could have her, all men do, so I highly doubt a philandering warlord is going to be any different, but he can wish all he wants. You see, he’s a world away, and I’m not talking merely about physical distance. His three men are now also peering into the screen and seem to be similarly transfixed. Tufty cries out and finally, Mambo’s face snaps out of its trance. He shouts at the boy, who immediately runs away sobbing.

      I consider asking for my phone back because I really need to conserve its power, going forward, there’s bound to be moments I’ll be in need of a morale boost, but I decide to hold on a moment.

      Mambo manages to tear himself from the image of my wife’s slender, creamy white thighs as she lays back suggestively on our bed wearing only lingerie, and for a moment, as he glares at me, I almost question if there’s only hatred in those eyes and that perhaps he’s about to do something I’ll regret, but right at the last second he seems to gather his composure.

      His black eyebrows pull together. “But … your spirit not warrior.”

      Once again, I’m quick to reassure him. “No, of course not.” I point to the machete being grasped by the chap still lingering uncomfortably close, a man who has to be four inches over six feet at least, and wave my hands in front of my face. “No kill … me … no kill. I not hurt you people, remember?”

      Mambo’s eyes glaze over and his voice sounds distant, “but … your spirit not warrior.” And it’s not Christian either but I decide to keep that to myself.

      “That’s right. I not hurt.” I dare now to hold out a hand for the return of my property, as I feel my arsehole puckering in readiness, but Mambo flaps a dismissive arm and stomps off in the direction of his hut, stealing my phone and not once looking up from it. One of his hoes attempts to solicit him but he shoves her hard away before disappearing.

      My hands are in my hair at once. “Fuck!” Because I’ve just lost about the only thing keeping me going. My incredulous glare can only fix on Tufty, who’s again taken to pissing on my countrymen, and there’s nothing I can do to stop my fist clenching so hard that I fear I’m about to burst a vein.

      But if I assumed that to be the end of the matter I’d be wrong because I’m just about to sit down when Mambo ducks out his hut and strides straight back over. And almost like he’s just turned on his inner warlord, this time his demeanour has transformed completely, with all prior traces of friendliness and humanity wiped away, to be replaced by a definite dangerous edge that simmers behind those already dark features, and the next thing I know he’s in my face, the pungent smell of thick sweat heavier than ever and I’m having to crane my neck considerably in an attempt to meet his eyes.

      “It go black.” His voice is beyond deep, threatening, as his enormous pectorals contract in a way that makes even the striations of his musculature pop. The screen’s now cracked too, to add insult to injury, and I can quite imagine the rogue attempting to recharge the thing by bashing it over a table.

      “Not half as black as you.” But I’m so incensed that I’m almost incapable of appreciating the irony. “Now you know how we all feel, and perhaps if you people were capable of trading your worthless minerals then…” ah, what’s the use? He can’t understand me anyway and I wouldn’t be surprised to learn he had no idea what cobalt even was.

      “Fix!” He demands, holding it out for me and making a vein in his shoulder bulge, but the battery’s dead so it’s useless and in any case, has he even stopped to consider for one moment how I might feel about him jerking off to pictures of my wife? “Fix!” He growls again. I shake my head and the next thing I know his hands are around my neck and my feet are leaving the ground.

      I’m choking, Dodd’s just visible in my periphery standing but edging away, and there are shouts coming from the holes, weirdly distorted as the oxygen to my brain cuts out. My fingers are at his, attempting to work them off my windpipe but they’re not budging. “Yes, ok,” I try to say, “I fix … fix.” His face softens and my feet hit the ground.

      I heave for breath, snatch back the phone, and am just about to contemplate flight when, approaching from across a dirt track that cuts a jagged path through the jungle there happens to be a small convoy of Ocelots.
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      I was stupid to get my hopes up. I mean, what was I thinking, that perhaps the eight Ocelots contained a detachment of special forces come to free us?

      Now, I can only watch on, appalled, as the few hundred black faces jump out the overburdened stolen transports before forming into two lines and standing at attention. That I’m slow to react to the fact they’re all wearing operational camouflage pattern just goes to show how I’ve never quite been able to get used to the casual nakedness around here. Eventually, a litter emerges from the back, large enough to comfortably seat an extended entourage and carried by a couple dozen Congolese all dressed, bizarrely, as what can only be described as Greek Evzones; all white in pleated kilts, stockings, long-sleeved shirts and berets. The clogs, however, are a green-red combination, along with the fringe draped around their necks, which might possibly be the colours of the new flag. Behind the Evzones, who’re now carrying the litter between the two long lines of soldiers, an extensive ragtag train of hoes follow and I dare linger just long enough to appreciate their beauty, at least for the standards of the Congo, but then not all the women appear to be of sub-Saharan African origin, as there’s an assortment of lighter skinned North African as well as Chinese women thrown in.

      Aye, I can already guess who this might be, and that being the case it’s unlikely to mean anything positive will come from this visit.

      I’m keen to get well out of the way as the litter progresses towards the village, though my attention is caught briefly by something else hovering inconspicuously around the edge. “Hello, what’s this?” There’s a film crew present, consisting of at least two cameras and a boom operator. But there’s more, because accompanying them is a white face, and not just any white face but one that I recognize…

      “Bloody hell, it can’t be.” Oh, but it is, it’s David Rothstein, renowned  documentary filmmaker for the BBC.

      I let out a gasp as this new development fills me with the hope that there might … just might be salvation.

      Back home, and even around the world, David Rothstein is a legend. A man now in his seventies, he made his name getting close to cartel kingpins, gangsters, pimps, dictators and now I’m guessing he’s also who Dodd was talking about, which adds a warlord to his impressive, yet dubious, list of friends. It’s a most wonderful development because it means that finally there’s someone with a bit of clout who must surely be able to do something, anything. I gasp suddenly, maybe that’s why he’s here?

      By the time the new arrivals disappear somewhere over the far side of the settlement, I can hardly contain myself, though unfortunately, owing to the large quantity of professional, by comparison, dark-skinned troops knocking about between here and there, I’m not about to go snooping around just to nosey in on what our VIP’s doing. No, I’m curious, definitely intrigued, but not enough to risk jeopardizing my station.

      However, when after about an hour I’m summoned for, I’m not sure at all what to make of it. Should I be ecstatic or anxious? I’ve already been singled out by Mambo, sure, and they seem to have gotten used to the sight of me lounging back counting away my days whilst remaining largely passive to the plight of my own people, but I’ve done absolutely nothing to deserve being granted an audience with Rothstein along with who I believe the other new arrival to be, which is why my legs are shaking as I approach the shack situated at the far corner of the village, now with over a hundred uniformed soldiers standing around outside looking threatening.

      I’m patted down by a black with a face as harsh as graphite before being led inside with a guard at each side.

      Indeed, I’m not wrong, but the sight of who can only be Warlord King Joseph Malonga is far from the only surprise, the rest of which I’ll get to in a bit.

      For the moment, however, I’m unsure whether I’m supposed to bow, kneel or lie on the floorboards, not that anyone’s even noticed my presence, so for now I’m content to simply stand in a small isolated space and study the rogue. Usually, telling any two Congolese apart is an exercise in futility, though there can be no denying the distinctiveness of the king, and not merely because He’s chosen to deck Himself out in robe, crown, sceptre and enough gold finery that I can only imagine He’s been spending His prolonged time in Kinshasa looting. In stark contrast to His royal ‘look,’ He’s also wearing enough self-bestowed medals that even when sitting still, He jangles like a prize tea set on an aeroplane. He’s arguably the fattest man I’ve seen on the continent, with a nose like the back end of a canal barge, flared as a seventies throwback and a bottom lip you could use to trip a mountain goat, bestowing upon Him the face of a stereotypical brute from nightmare as He sits on an elaborate chair that had to have been wrenched from a Congo Airlines Airbus.

      The king speaks with His son standing just off to his side and who’s the only one so far to have noticed me, indeed, Mambo's spent this entire time doing little else but regarding me with an odd, almost distant look mixed with no small quantity of distaste which, now that I’m thinking about it, is worrying I might soon outlive whatever curiosity I represent for him, and that could well mean a return to the hole for me.

      Easily unnerved, I avert my eyes from him, only to be made aware I’m being filmed, and have been this entire time, though Rothstein appears to be lingering happily behind the twenty Evzones gathered in a semi-circle around the king’s, um, throne. And it’s a testament to how hot and dazed I’m feeling being in here that only now do I notice the other people present.

      Because beside the king, perhaps a little less than two metres away, is none other than the son of the British Prime Minister, a spotty twenty-two-year-old kid named Rupert, looking red-faced and absolutely terrified as he maintains his gaze at the ground. His function? Well, he appears to be the official cupbearer to the king, because in his hand is an upturned human skull filled with what appears to be red wine, at least I hope that’s what it is.

      The fun doesn’t stop there because on the other side of the king stands the second-in-line of succession to the English throne, the very grandson of our present king, Prince George, who’s currently busying Himself wafting air at His captor’s face with a hand fan. He can’t bring himself to look at me either, and it’s no wonder because both hot liabilities are dressed in bridal gowns, the full works, white frills, veils, heels, the lot.

      Finally, our esteemed general makes an appearance…

      As the royal footstool.

      My mind descends into a spasm as it frantically works trying to recall General ‘Slow Coach’ Worthington’s lineage. Isn’t he also a distant relative of our king? Not to mention a very close friend and confidant? If I didn’t already appreciate the awfulness of Britain’s plight, I certainly do now, as old Slow Coach, a man of eighty if a day, squirms beneath the booted feet of our chief tormentor.

      The loudest silence of my life fills the hut as Warlord King Joseph Malonga finally turns to face me. He looks me up and down, betraying nothing, and again I’m assaulted by questions of whether I should have arrived wearing something other than my filthy khaki fatigues and a bare sunburned chest. Should I bow?

      The king holds out His right hand for Rupert Watling to pass the skull, He then tips it back and wipes His mouth with the back of a fat forearm before returning the distasteful flagon to its bearer. “Since you probably wonder, it belong to Christophe Mboso N'Kodia Pwanga, formerly the president of Malonga.” Ah, so He did go with naming the place after Himself. “And this,” He tips as far over to one side as His bulk will allow whilst indicating with His fearsome eyes whatever the fuck it is He’s sitting on, “was his face.” He discharges wind so loudly that the rattle boomerangs off the hut walls and roof. He moves back to equilibrium, poor Prince George holding his breath for dear life, and again looks me up and down. “Best not become enemy of the…” presumably it’s the name of His tribe that He gargles in a voice like gravel, a long string I’m unable to fathom, let alone repeat.

      “I won’t,” I dare squeak, causing everybody to laugh, and I even wonder if I don’t catch a smirk from Rupert. Slow Coach, on all-fours, swivels his head and bears teeth in my direction. Seriously, a lowly captain, what the fuck I am even doing here? Especially when Major Murgatroyd is also prisoner. Why not humiliate him instead? That question is soon answered.

      “It seem my son, for whatever reason, has taken interest in saving your spirit.” The king waves a chubby hand, fingers covered in gold rings, indicating for Rothstein to step forward from his dark corner at the back of the hut.

      And words cannot hope to describe the relief I’m now feeling being confronted by one of my countrymen, a famous one at that, and one who’s here not as a prisoner but as an apparent guest, so there’s hope after all. Surely, he can help get me out of this place, as I feel an even greater sense of relief from his friendly smile alone. Rothstein offers his hand, which I take gladly before pumping it up and down.

      “Don’t worry, Captain Cooke,” he knows my name, but then why wouldn’t he, given the man’s a professional journalist at the top of his game working for our national broadcaster, “we’ll have you out of here in quick order. All of you.” Oh, it just keeps gets better. And what was that about saving my spirit? Even Mambo’s coming through for me now. Dare I hope this Congo Airlines actually exists? And that I might even find myself risking a flight home? I dare to dream, dream of my wife, Tilly, her beautiful, slender, creamy white thighs wrapped around my back as I sink deliciously into her. That wonderful moment might even come sooner than I ever dared to dream, the substantial nut I’ve been working on deposited where it belongs.

      “Mister Rothstein, sir, um, might I call you David? Oh, David, you have no idea how good this all sounds,” I let out an audible exhalation and never did a breath of hot putrid air feel so good, “just tell me what I have to do and you can consider it done.” I’m vaguely aware there’s an annoying sound boom dangling a few inches above my head as one of his cameramen closes on the sweat dripping from my face, but even such invasions as that can easily be overlooked at a moment like this.

      Rothstein places a reassuring arm around my shoulder and positions me better for the cameras. “As the king said, Prince Mambo has taken an interest in you, something about your warrior spirit?” He knows, there’s something in his tone, not to mention the look on his bespectacled face, that I was attempting to squat it out in my hiding place rather than risk my life engaging with the enemy, though he’s far too shrewd to let on about that in front of the cameras. It’s not my paranoia, he’s been speaking with Mambo. He knows!

      “Right…” I shuffle uncomfortably, the scrutiny of so many ears and eyeballs concentrating on me and my reactions manifests by making my senses extremely hypersensitive and aware of everything, every breath, sight and sound within this cramped little structure.

      “Between you and me,” he continues, conveniently forgetting a few million people back home who will soon be privy to this entire meeting, and I’m sure my suffering will make for amusing viewing, “I think he’s taken a liking to your wife.” He’s quick to persist, cutting off my intervention. “Something about showing off her picture?” It was stretching the facts a little. “Anyway, despite what you might think, the prince is not actually all that bad a chap,” that wasn’t my experience exactly, “and that being so, he’s exceedingly willing to help not only your warrior spirit, but in seeing a satisfactory resolution to our, um, pending political crisis also.” He makes it sound like Mambo’s doing us all a big favour, me especially, despite how ominous this is all beginning to sound, though you wouldn’t know it from Rothstein’s tone.

      Try figuring out the best line to take when under this kind of scrutiny, and despite my present state of hypersensitivity, I’m still unable to see what any of this has to do with me. “Um, sorry, you mentioned my wife?” It’s hard to imagine what Tilly has to do with anything here either.

      His soft fingers sink reassuringly into my bony shoulder. “The prince … well … the prince, in his infinite charity, thinks it’s only right that a woman such as that should, um … be …. with the most deserving warrior possible,” his eyes actually flick down my torso, not quite as emaciated as some of the other prisoners, but I definitely detect a small smirk curl upon his lips, one that he quickly manages to suppress, “and all of our boys,” he’s quick to continue and I’m having to concentrate on his every syllable so as not to miss anything, including his unspoken words, “well, our boys happen to be in luck because the prince, in his infinite charity, is willing to help out.”

      I shrug, still unsure what the bloody hell this has to do with me, not to mention my wife.

      “You see, the king was in the process of drawing up a peace treaty in order to present to Britain. The terms were going to be harsh, even though some might say fair, considering it was Britain who waged war against, and killed, so many of His people, however, that all changed the moment the prince saw an image of your wife.” It was all in the way he sounded so enthusiastic at that last part, almost like, by some strange twist of fate, it’s I who now happens to control all of our destinies, which makes us all so incredibly lucky because I’m obviously going to do the right thing, whatever that might happen to be.

      “Captain,” Rothstein continues, “unbeknownst to Mrs Cooke, it’s all because of her that so many devastated and distraught women back home will soon be back with their husbands, possibly, even, in time for Christmas.”

      “That’s great…” I think, but I’m getting enough warning signs from his tone that I know to wait for the rest.

      “Just so you’re aware, our brave boys will be sent home, no matter the outcome, Captain…”

      “Outcome? Outcome of what?”

      “The outcome…” the legendary documentary filmmaker lets out a small sigh. “All you have to do … is fight one on one against the prince, machetes, I believe, and no matter the outcome, he promises that all captured British personnel will be escorted safely back to HMS Bulwark.”

      “What?” I screech and several people snort loudly in response. I’d almost forgotten all the others were even here, which just goes to show my state of mind right now. And what’s with all this prince rubbish? It’s a bit of a lofty promotion for a guy in a loincloth decorated with cocks.

      “Oh, you mustn’t think about harm coming to yourself, but defeat the prince, Captain,” Rothstein perseveres, “and you will be repatriated in addition to all your friends.” He makes it all sound so simple, which I suppose it is to someone who’s not being asked to risk his own life.

      I’m momentarily unable to utter a response. It’s insane! Though you wouldn’t know it from the way little Rupert’s gazing at me with a spark of hope in his eyes. Old Slow Coach is again staring, his grey eyebrows pulling together in expectation I’m about to jump at this folly, while Mambo folds his arms awaiting a response, the size of his biceps making it hard for him to properly close the angle at his elbows so the whole pose just ends up looking odd.

      “No!” I can only hiss, prompting the general to turn away in disgust. Doesn’t he have a son in the army? Perhaps he’ll offer to make an exchange of places. No? Didn’t think so.

      Rothstein holds up a reassuring hand, his squeeze on my shoulder tightening. “I know, I know how this might sound and believe me, the prince’s father, the king, in His infinite wisdom, is not happy about it either. It is, after all, exceptionally generous for the victors to throw away their leverage, their advantage, their rightful restitution for something so piffling, alas, Prince Mambo is the king’s heir presumptive, not to mention His favourite son, which is truly saying something when you have so many hundreds of them, and therefore he must be indulged in most things, no matter how alien they might seem to us, you know, men like you and I, civilized people,” he gives me a playful wink, “and you’re the one, Captain, that the prince has chosen, at least in his own way, to save.” He leans close to my ear and whispers, “your warrior spirit.”

      I stamp my boot against the boards. “I won’t do it!” It’s insanity, complete and total fucking insanity.

      There are loud murmurs now and the king again breaks wind against His former enemy’s skin. Shit! Is that what will happen to me if I lose this thing? Perhaps Mambo will turn my flesh into a new skirt so I can spend the rest of eternity covering his vaunted sexual organs. And in any case, how come he’s the only one around here who even bothers to conceal himself? Got something to hide, is my only guess, doesn’t quite measure up against his friends, which understandably might be kind of embarrassing when you’re the guy in charge and that’s the very thing these heathens happen to worship.

      Rothstein clamps shut his eyes in apparent pain. “No, Captain, don’t be so hasty, you must. Our own king will expect it. He’ll want George returned safely back to him. And think about the Prime Minister’s own flesh and blood, not to mention so many hundreds, thousands of your imperilled countrymen. Think about their wives, children, even. You must do it, Captain, you will do it. As a commissioned soldier in the British Army, Captain, it’s your sacred and solemn duty.” He’s using my title more and more now, I notice, attempting to stamp that point home, that I have a responsibility to risk my life for the good of everybody else just because that’s what I signed on to do. It’s a pathetic tactic to use and one that’s even more cowardly than I am, almost.

      Clearly, logic or good sense won’t work here, not when these images are going out to the masses, so I decide instead to play Rothstein at his own game and go for feelings and emotion instead. It’s brilliant and the last thing he’ll expect. “Oh, but my wife, David. Why don’t we all just take a moment to think about her? Should anything happen to me then she’ll be all alone, at Christmas, no less, when all her friends will have their husbands back. We can’t do that to her, it wouldn’t be right. Alone at Christmas…” I trail off and make a sad face for the camera hovering less than two feet away.

      Rothstein shakes his bespectacled head. “No, Captain, weren’t you listening before?”

      “Excuse me?”

      He pinches at the skin atop his nose. “I said the prince believes that a woman like that should … be … with the most deserving warrior possible.” His fingers again sink into what little muscle still remains on my shoulder. “She won’t be alone this Christmas, if you catch my drift.”

      “W…w…what?” I hiss, glancing immediately at Mambo looking like a heavyweight boxer in the prime of his career and about as dark as any human being I’ve ever seen. And then my conscious is assailed by awful images of him entering my property, locking the door behind him and scooping up my Tilly before taking her upstairs. He tears away my poor, innocent wife’s clothes, laughing maniacally, before throwing off his stupid loincloth. Evidently, he’s inferior to his fellow tribesmen in that area, which is perhaps the one saving grace of this entire situation, but being confronted by such a large beast regardless, Tilly has no choice other than to meekly succumb, which she reluctantly does before hating every moment of what ensues and wishing only that instead she could be with her loving husband.

      I shudder, ignoring the hissing that fills the shack and that diminishes in time for my response. “I mean, that bloody man would kill me in front of the cameras and the British would simply allow him to enter the country before waltzing straight into his victim’s house, right before claiming his wife?” Not even the British government would be so twisted as to allow a thing like that, surely.

      “Captain…” Rothstein hesitates so his next words are going to be really good, “it must be agreed beforehand, with the proper authorities, that your wife will come to the Congo and live out her days here.” Yup. Thought so. Oh, she’ll really love that one. “But don’t worry your mind about her, it won’t matter in the slightest anyway if you’re dead, will it, but don’t think about that either, only how you’re going to win this little disagreement of yours.”

      I throw his hand off me. “I’ve heard enough, this is madness and I want no part of it.” Oh, I’m sure it would all make for great ratings, not to mention another award for Rothstein’s cabinet, the arrival of my terrified wife in this alien place, there’s not a man here who’s seen anything of her like, it would make for quite the reality show. Suddenly I’m incensed and care not one jot for any of the haughty company present. “Will you stop filming,” I swat at the boom above my head but it just comes straight back on the recoil.

      “Listen to me, Captain, do you have any idea how generous an offer this is? No, no, don’t interrupt, Captain … do you realize that by some fluke of one man’s charity, you now hold the power within you to free not only yourself but more than a thousand British prisoners in addition, including three very important men present here in this very room right now, whose capture alone has gifted the nation of Malonga with the sort of leverage over the British that they could only dream of.” If he thinks taking this approach is about to persuade me, he’s very, very mistaken. “Captain, it’s all on you! It simply must be done. It will be done! Now, shall we go outside, select a blade and begin stretching our quads?”

      “No!”

      “Oh, will you just bloody well do it!” To my surprise, it’s the general who yells out from under the boot of Warlord King Joseph Malonga. “Oooh,” he grimaces in pain before collecting himself for another pop at me, “damn your eyes, Captain, fight the bloody man, would you, so we can all be away from this mess. That’s an order!”

      “I will not,” I ignore the general’s jerking back of head in surprise at my insubordination, not only at refusing an order but also failing to address him as ‘sir,’ “and neither can you or anybody else make me. I’m sure you’ve heard of that little thing called the Geneva Convention, and although I’m sure these savages are loathe to observe it, we certainly do, so that’ll be enough of your rubbish, Slow Coach, oh, and one more thing, not a one of us would even be in this mess if you weren’t asleep at the bloody wheel.” I’ll be famous now, one way or another, but it’s the truth and it needed to be said. Hey, maybe I’m not such a coward after all.

      There’s only silence following my outburst and certainly the old, decrepit footstool is far too stunned to retort. My career’s over, if I ever get out of this, that much is certain.

      I’m escorted outside and spend the next hour wandering around the place seething whilst keeping half an eye on the shack where the damned meeting is still ongoing. It occurs to me, now that I have time to think things through, that the arrogant bastards were so confidant I’d accept their psychotic little proposal that no contingency whatsoever had been schemed. No, I was just supposed to let Mambo kill me so that my wife could spend the rest of her life as just another one of his baby mammas, and an exotic, exalted and therefore one who was hated amongst the others at that. Clearly, they hadn’t thought ahead far enough about what they might do on the off chance I’d give them my response in the negative. Well, here we are, but now I’m not so sure how a bunch of putrid minds like that all getting together to work things out can possibly result in any positive outcomes for anybody, least of all me.

      If the respite has lessened my irritation briefly, it soon comes back when I find Rothstein speaking with the soldiers from above my old pit. The day we arrived there had been a total of five holes dug and each had been filled with two companies of a hundred men, which equals one thousand soldiers, all prisoner in this settlement in the middle of some African jungle far away from home. A few more had arrived with Mambo and the three VIPs had come with King Malonga, adding a handful extra to the total. That’s a little over one thousand remaining from our initial force of ten thousand.

      What a fucking disaster.

      My jimmies are already rustled by the time I approach Rothstein, whose native boom operator is holding the thing above Rhodes. Rothstein gives me the kind of look you give your daughter when she brings home the town drug dealer and makes a show of turning his back on me. Rhodes throws a clump of hardened mud that just narrowly misses my head.

      “You fucking cunt,” he snarls and he’s not the only one down there who looks like he wants to kill me, “aye, look sheepish, you selfish bastard, we all know what you did.”

      Rothstein smirks, all proud, and I know instinctively he was bullied at school.

      “What stories have you been telling?” I ask the rat, as if it’s not obvious.

      Rhodes throws another ball of mud but this one flies safely wide. “There’s not a man in here who wouldn’t gladly give his life for you, or any one of us, because that’s what we do, we’re soldiers, brothers in arms. You had the chance to be a fucking hero but you bottled it.”

      Another private chimes in, “you’d better pray you don’t end up back down here with us, you little bastard.” Aye, that is an ongoing concern, I have to admit. “We’ve been watching you. Eating. Drinking. Shitting in privacy. Whilst we’re all suffering down here. The least you could have done was take that black bastard up on his offer. Kill the fucker. Free us.”

      They’re hungry, thirsty, tired, terrified and swimming in each other’s piss and shit so it’s not a conversation I can ever hope to win by getting them to see things from my point of view, as I swan around up top, openly, sunbathing and drinking baobab, so instead I’m keen to get away from the abuse but not before grabbing Rothstein’s shirt collar and dragging him into a clearing. “You didn’t have to tell them.”

      He shrugs my hand off him. “I won’t be told what to do by a coward.”

      Shit, that again. He knows. Because if Mambo hasn’t already told him what I was doing during the battle then he could probably guess from my reaction to his accusation of cowardice, not to mention what he witnessed before. I compose myself because I have no choice. “David, what’s going to happen? You must tell me.”

      He stares hard at me for a while, defiant, until finally he wilts. “What can I say, Captain, the prince has seen a picture of your wife and now he wants to have sex with her.” His sheer bluntness silences me but then he takes a breath and his face softens. “Look, we all know you were meant to die in this duel, alright, and I can’t say I know how it feels to be in your position but the fact remains - they hold all the cards so somebody, somewhere, is going to have to sacrifice something in order for everybody to get home. They won the war! And usually, that means they get to have their own way.”

      “But that?”

      “This is life, Captain. Is your wife’s virtue really worth the lives of so many of your friends?”

      My friends? I’m not sure I could call them that exactly but it’s a fair question, and the answer is that I would gladly torch each and every single one of them just to preserve her innocence, maintain her purity, and the delicious squeeze of her tight little pussy that belongs to me and to me only, and what’s more, I would expect every single one of my ‘friends’ to do the exact same thing for their wives.

      When I’m still unable to answer, Rothstein continues. "It’s not over, you know, you’re all still here so don’t think they have no cards to play. And don’t for one minute assume that John Watling, with King Charles’s blessing, won’t gladly fly Mambo straight to England himself, lavish upon him the whole VIP treatment before handing over the keys to your home if it would mean getting his son back. Charles too. Heck, they’d hold her down personally if that’s what it would take, as would most men for the lives of their sons. So no, the answer is that your wife’s virtue counts about as much to us as it does to them,” he jerks his head to the side, indicating the tribe. “No, Captain, you messed up today, and now you’re about to pay in more ways than you can even imagine. Your friends too.”

      He walks away, taking his crew with him, who again have been filming our interaction. And now, as I stand here alone, I’m shaking so incredibly that I’m unable even to move. It must be the universal human thing, that when under this kind of pressure the mind goes into self-preservation mode. I tell myself it’s not real, no matter what Rothstein or anyone else says, that Tilly is thousands of miles away, safe inside our cosy little cottage in Lillingstone Lovell, a whole world from whatever deranged conversations by insane cavemen happen to take place in the fucking Congo. The two worlds could not be further apart or more alien to one another and the entire prospect of what’s being proposed by these rotten individuals is so far removed from decent conversation that it’s not worth even wasting anymore time thinking about it. This is what I tell myself and I repeat it, believing it, and by the time I’m finished I’ve finally stopped shaking. All is well. And all will be well.

      I go to sit in the shade, leaning back against my usual tree, and my mind is so at peace with itself that I even fall asleep. I don’t know for how long I’m sleeping but I only wake when the sun is blotted out in its entirety and when I open my eyes there’s Mambo standing over me.

      “What the…” I wipe at my eyes and come to a stand, and I’m immediately irritated by the way he’s three-quarters of a foot taller than me at least. “What do you want?” I sound petulant, maybe I have reason, but he’s hard to read in the slightest and it occurs to me he’d make an invincible poker player.

      “I try to help. Help warrior spirit. You spit. Dishonour. Shame. Yourself. And people.” The sun reflects off his shiny bald head. He certainly possesses his father’s natural easy threatening presence and although I hate this creature with every fibre of my being, even I have to admit that, unlike his father, he’s not quite so ghastly looking, and that if by accident of birth he’d happened to have been born in the West, there’s little doubting they’d be lavishing upon him contracts to model for colognes, multi-national gym chains or designer clothing. I hate it. But then I guess that when your father’s a warlord and king, you get to have the pick of the women and I can only concede that Mambo’s mother must have been a rare beauty, at least by the standards of the Congo.

      “You don’t care about my spirit, you just want me dead out of envy.”

      “I offer help to warrior spirit before see sexy wife picture.”

      I was in the process of turning away but his words stop me and I twist back. “Um, now, yes, erm, that’s true.” It is. And he has me there. In his own way, maybe he was worried for me. My soul. I mean, these people worship dicks so who knows, how unfeasible could it really be for them to also hold the belief that maybe cowards don’t get to pass to the afterlife. The Vikings, for example, believed you only transcended to Valhalla if you died holding the hilt of your sword.

      “I wanted help you,” he continues in a voice that seems to make the earth rumble. “You fight me and save warrior spirit. But you not fight for warrior spirit. You not fight for sexy wife. You not fight for fellow warriors from Britain. You not fight even for Captain Sam Cooke.” He’s staring intently into my eyes now, almost like he’s trying to see what’s in my soul. “You not warrior. Why you here?”

      Now, that’s a good question. Would he let me go if I tell him it’s all one big mistake? Probably not. Warlords are hardly known for their sympathy. “It wasn’t meant to be like this. We haven’t had a bad war in a long time. How was I supposed to know we’d be sent here for a bunch of stupid minerals.” I let out a deep breath. “I also needed to impress Tilly, not to mention her parents, and a man wearing a uniform tends to do that, well, at least in my country.” I’m not sure why I’m even bothering to explain things, it’s not like he can understand me anyway and probably couldn’t even if he spoke my language. These people aren’t like us. They don’t need to impress women with money and status and good grooming and fancy cars and confidence and a sense of humour and a nice house and a body you’ve worked hard to attain and nice clothes, they just take what they want and the women shut their mouths. I shake my head. “Look, just go away, would you? Go and jerk yourself off to the picture of my wife you can’t get out of your head, it’s the closest to her you’ll ever get.” I dare step nearer and the hot sweat seeping from his pores is almost palpable. “She tortures you, doesn’t she. My wife, I mean. Can’t get the image out of your head, can you. Her immaculate, feminine, beautiful face, free from lip discs and other self-imposed disfigurements. Large, perky white breasts and perfect little pink areolas. Slender waist free from stretch marks and a tight, moist…” I gasp mischievously and cover my mouth with a hand. “Oh, I’m sorry, I don’t know what came over me. I really mustn’t be so cruel. Distressing you with images you’ll never get to see, touch, realize.” My head tips back as I begin laughing haughtily, how crazy has my life become? And sometime later I’m still laughing when Mambo says…

      “It done. I go England tomorrow.”

      It’s all in the way he says it that stops my laughing seizure dead, the surety behind the words, and now my eyes focus on movement behind him, of about a hundred naked blacks dancing and singing, cheering, swinging their cocks around and tipping back baobab. “What the…” There’s also singing coming from various other parts of the village, in fact, it’s almost all-encompassing, everywhere, spreading.

      A celebration’s beginning.

      “Tilly…” Mambo says the name and my attention snaps straight back onto him. To hear her name coming from him, from that deep voice…

      “W … what?”

      “Tomorrow. I leave. Go England. I have sex with your wife.”
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      Three hours later and I’m of the opinion the party’s only just getting started.

      And why not?

      If the blacks haven’t been indulging in too much of whatever mushrooms grow out here in the jungle then by all accounts, for a great many of them, this will be their final night home for a while.

      “Mushrooms,” I console myself, whilst yielding yet again to the fingers of a negress sifting through my hair. Evidently, Mambo’s been taking them too. Mushrooms.

      I’d seen them on the hard march up here. Huge clusters of them. Growing from trees. The ground. All over the place. And lots of colours too. Red ones. Orange ones. Purple ones. Blue ones. Beautiful indeed. Not that you would ever catch me taking one. Certainly not in the kind of doses the darkies do. All too many times now, I’ve witnessed them wandering off alone, men and women, before returning, sometimes hours later, in an obvious state of hallucination. Most often they laugh or cry, have conversations with people, plants or animals that aren’t really there, though occasionally fights have ensued and I have to quickly move well out of the way to avoid risking a confrontation. Bargaining with these people is hard enough when they’re sentient, I’m not about to chance getting involved when they’re jumpy and violent, which is most of the time anyway.

      “Fucking mushrooms.”

      Still, if these morons wish to believe that tomorrow they’re heading on an all-expenses-paid, VIP tour of England, then what harm are they doing, truly?

      A nogger the size of a bear comes staggering out the hut I’m leaning against so I scoot away, keen not to be seen anywhere near one of their women. Why chance it, especially when she repels me anyway? He drains his cup, scoops more baobab from a barrel and cuts a zigzagged path towards the pyre that’s burning in the village centre. There, hundreds of them gather, men, women and children to sing and dance.

      They love to dance. That much was made clear from our first night here and nearly every night since they’ve made music, mostly with drums, a few rattles and there’s even one guy with a primitive version of the guitar consisting of two strings. They sing and dance. Always. They paint themselves in all manner of colours, mostly phallic symbols. They get drunk on baobab and test their manhood against one another, walking barefoot through embers, lifting tree trunks above their heads, wrestling and, of course, seeing who can drink the most baobab. Into the early hours they sing and dance around a large pyre, hundreds, sometimes even thousands of them, men, women, children, culminating only after their religious ceremony has taken place. This is when the men chew on some sort of tree bark, which always results in their dicks growing hard and even as far back as the pits, or else my new favoured spot on the north edge, the sheer size of those things are an intimidating sight to behold. And yet still they dance, the women in the centre, the men in a circle around them, and as the drums continue to beat, and while the singing persists, still they dance until finally, when only one dick is left standing, that warrior is declared victorious.

      His prize?

      He gets the pick of whichever women haven’t yet dropped out from fatigue. Sometimes, he chances his luck and grabs both, maybe even all three finalists, from when he’ll approach Mambo, ever seated in pride of place upon his chair filched from one of our Ocelots, and then the victor will ask for the warlord’s blessing before taking the woman or women back to his hut. Sometimes he’s permitted, other times not, and I’ve never quite been able to establish what lies behind Mambo’s decision of whether to allow the fornication or not, thus ensuring only those with the most fortitude and vigour get to sow their seed. Maybe it hinges on how well the particular warrior fought during their most recent battle. Or perhaps it’s owing to the quantity of meat carcasses he’s recently brought back to the settlement. Knowing these savages, however, more likely the decision rests solely upon the warrior’s cock, that after consuming the tree bark, did he last long enough, thus demonstrating the possession of inexhaustible stamina, as the women have so proved through their dance, but even more important, is he satisfactorily large and thick enough to deserve procreation? I don’t know, maybe I have it all wrong and the decision rests solely upon Mambo’s whims and how he feels on any one particular night.

      Aye, maybe it’s as simple as that.

      That’s the crucial detail about this place which must always be remembered, never forgotten, because the one thing that’s abundantly clear is that before any man dares take a woman back to his hut, he must first be granted permission from Mambo. After all, it’s he who is the warlord.

      And yet still, regardless of where we are, despite this place being a genuine, legit, no shit patriarchy, you give the women a yard of rope and eventually, even here, they will stroll past our pits with no less than the come here eye. Obviously, they pick their moment and approach with an excuse before lingering for progressively longer periods of time. During the day they bring water, once every four or five they bring food, they dry their clothes or make baobab ever closer to the pits from where they can safely assuage their curiosity. They each have a pet favourite, don’t doubt it, because over a thousand strange and exotic young men in their prime is a hard thing even for these women to ignore.

      But that’s where it stops!

      Because the Brits know never, under any circumstances, to ever do so much as think about propositioning any one of them and likewise, on no occasion has any negress done so much as dare invite one of our boys out for a quick fucking in the trees. No, because instinctively, we all understand the penalty for getting caught doing that.

      I again feel those fingers in my hair so I bat the woman away, stand and approach Rothstein, who’s busy directing footage of the festivity for his upcoming documentary. No doubt what’s happening here will make for a great story, just so long as you’re not British.

      “Ah, Captain, I’m glad you’re here. Don’t go anywhere.” Rothstein gestures me closer and then waves at several blacks guarding the pits. Next, they’re tugging men out, two from each, and a few minutes later ten debilitated former soldiers are staggering in our direction, holding onto each other for support. Looks like the time for any resistance has long since past. Not surprisingly, Rhodes is the nominee from my old hole and now we make friendly eye contact as the gap is closed.

      “What’s this?” He asks as he sidles up and I’m almost shocked by the amount of weight he’s lost, what used to be a formidable, good looking man is now haggard and stinks of shit.

      “Damned if I know. More insanity, no doubt about it.” Oh, if only I knew what was in store.

      The two natives holding the cameras appear to be trying to find better positions as the boom dangles a couple feet above the head of Rothstein, who’s holding one of those tablet devices from my childhood.

      “Silence,” he says, holding it up for us all to see, “gather around, watch and pay close attention because you’ll need to inform your brothers when you go back down.” Alarmingly, he looks at me when he says those words, which I guess means I’m going back into the hole, now that I’m no longer being fattened up to fight, that is.

      The night is dark, which means seeing any of our captors isn’t exactly easy, the only light comes from the pyre, various other flickering flames or else the tablet, but I can just discern the outline of a woman approaching Rhodes and handing him a cup of what’s probably baobab, which he takes and starts sipping whilst I glance around wondering where mine is. Favouritism, pfft.

      And then I find myself staring straight at the Prime Minister, no less, John Watling himself, and he’s looking like total shit because, well, his son’s a fellow guest in this place.

      “Quiet,” Rothstein demands against the excited murmurs, “and listen.”

      “Thank you, David,” Watling begins from behind a large polished desk at what’s easily recognizable as Downing Street, “Gentlemen, I’ll begin by thanking you all for your service and bravery. You’re a credit to Britain. I want you also to know that we’ve been working around the clock in an attempt to negotiate your release. I’m happy to inform you that after strenuous talks, and with no small thanks from David who’s doing his very best fighting on your behalf, we’ve finally come to a resolution.” He pauses to allow that to sink in and, oh, it’s such a wonderful feeling, as we all slap each other’s backs, exchange hugs, even Rhodes and I, as the squaddie at the front kisses Rothstein hard on the cheek. Watling holds up a silencing hand and quiet falls immediately. I can’t wait to hear the rest. “Gentlemen, tomorrow you will be told what to do. Obey! Obey for as long as required. Until you are home.” That’s an odd thing to say, indeed, and now that I’ve been watching for about a minute, I’m getting the impression he’s speaking from a teleprompter, which could only mean that a lot of care has gone into getting these words right. “From tomorrow, a large number of your captors, and I trust they’ve been treating you humanely, will be departing, but no matter how few in comparison to before they might seem, you’re ordered to do as you’re told. Which, I repeat, is to obey.”

      “What the fuck?” I mumble to myself and I’m not the only one exchanging glances amongst my colleagues, who’ve been listening to this with ever increasing alarm.

      “That’s it, gentlemen, so chin up, stiff upper lip and all that. Thank you. Goodnight.” The screen cuts out and we’re left scratching our heads, unsure whether or not to kiss Rothstein or kill him.

      He places the tablet inside his strap bag. “Well, there you have it. Pass the news onto your fellows and await orders tomorrow.” He walks off leaving a confused knot of white faces amongst a sea of hostility, and I’m staring into his back wanting only to approach so I can gain clarification because something’s not right about this whole rotten thing.

      I’m just about to run after him when a particularly drunk and raucous cheer checks me, the place is becoming ever more dangerous to be out in the open as a white man, so I’m in two minds whether I should instead run for my usual isolated spot on the verge of the settlement and just see what tomorrow brings.

      Some of our lads are sensing it too, the change in mood that’s almost tangible in the air, and are hurrying as much as they’re able to return to their friends.

      Indeed, now that my eyes are adjusted to the gloom, it appears that whilst we’ve been paying attention to the world’s most confusing ever speech, the natives have been spending the time plucking random white faces out from the ground to, well, engage in a little fun. I have to squint to make out the shapes of three Brits taking on a single black in what looks like a no-holds-barred, bare-knuckle fight whilst surrounded by a chanting mob, and getting their arses kicked simultaneously. Against a hut wall, another white face is getting beaten to a bloody pulp whilst a gang of five sex-starved warriors yank as many Brits out the ground and begin leading them off into the forest.

      “Fuck!” It’s Rhodes, who’s standing beside me still holding the cup and he gestures downwards to his filthy fatigues. “What the fuck did that bitch give me?”

      “What?” I’m slow to react but finally glance down to where his boner’s pushing out his trouser leg.

      Next thing I know, he’s being seized by two big men that appear almost invisible in the night, there’s a loud tear and then Rhodes’s white legs and underwear are on full display. Those, too, are torn from him and then there’s a large crowd all pointing and laughing, singing and dancing around him. I’ve already backed well away as he’s pulled down to the ground and spreadeagled as the crowd continues to grow, jostling each other for position.

      I feel sick, though obviously, since it’s human nature, I cop a glance at what Rhodes is packing and believe me, the guy has nothing to be embarrassed about in that area, not at all, he’s a big guy anyway, at least three inches over six feet, so he’s built in proportion to his height, or at least he would be if he was any place other than this.

      “Why you not worship cock?” The voice, not unlike two tectonic plates grinding against each other, is in my ear and scares the shit out of me.

      I jerk around to find the black up close, in my personal space and grinning. “You what?”

      He points at Rhodes, writhing on the ground. “His cock. Why you not worship?”

      I can only pinch at the skin atop my nose. “If that’s all it takes to make it bigger, don’t you think we’d already be doing it, you dumb stupid bastard.”

      He stands there gurning, naked as the day he was born, and for whatever reason milks his shaft a couple of times. “White man not worship cock, huh?”

      I exhale. “It’s a form of eugenics is what it is, um, I think, I mean, I’ve seen the way Mambo selects for cock size. That’s the only way to explain it. The dancing is just a part of it all, an excuse to fuck out of wedlock. You people seem to like that, mind, not that mine are any better in that regard.” I shrug. “A few thousand years and, well, you know…” I’m not sure why I’m bothering to explain my hypothesis to a guy who, as I’ve already established, has hardly been selected for intelligence. “Other than that, well,” I blow out air, “there are mountain gorillas around here, no? What do you think?” Not surprisingly, he’s not getting the inference so I decide it’s probably best not to continue down that line. I turn away, hoping the rancid man will get the message and piss off.

      Back to Rhodes … but he has to be a good seven inches, at least, and definitely thicker than me, and yet these people laugh and wiggle their little fingers like he’s packing a baby’s cock. It’s horrible, maddening and downright depressing.

      However, the party’s only just getting started, as the woman who gave Rhodes the cup now approaches, distinct by what’s arguably the longest neck on planet earth, discards the leaves covering her genitals and to the cheers of the lively crowd, lowers herself atop him.

      There’s an outbreak of hooting as the ghastly woman grinds her hips and I can only question whether she’d picked out Rhodes as her preferred choice days ago. He’s stopped struggling now, why bother, after all, he knows he’s not going anywhere, though it’s hard to tell how much pleasure he’s getting out of it, if any. A tankard of baobab is thrown over his face and finally, one of the more responsible men, or else just someone who can’t stand the sight of one of their women copulating publicly with a white prisoner, pulls the harlot off before dragging her away, no doubt to be dealt with.

      Rhodes hauls himself up, accepting a cup of the local beverage as he does and comes stomping over. “Fuck, mate, it’s like getting raped by a bucket of custard … couldn’t feel a fucking thing and I doubt she could either. No way was I cumming in that.”

      I shake my head and give him a shove in the direction of his hole. “Will you just crawl back, if they weren’t finding you so comical you’d be lynched.”

      It takes me a few minutes to locate Rothstein, who has apparently been given his own shack to share with his crew.

      He sees me approaching from where he stands in the threshold wearing his nightclothes. “Oh, what do you want now?”

      I almost barrel straight through him. “Who are you, what sway do you have with the government and who the fuck nominated you to speak on our behalf?”

      He remains unperturbed. “I think we’ve said all that needs to be said and you need to be getting rest for tomorrow,” a man called David Rothstein, if that’s his real name, tells me, as he flaps a dismissive hand in my direction.

      “For home, you mean?” I’m in his face now and there’s nobody around to protect him. “Tell me the truth. Watling said a large number of them will be departing, but they’re not going to be guarding us on the way to the port, airport or Kinshasa, or else that lying bastard wouldn’t have been so keen to demand we do as we’re told, we’d go willingly.” That’s what’s been bothering me, Watling wants to ensure we stay pacified when their numbers are reduced by enough that we might have a fighting chance if we chose to make a stand. I grab the collar of his t-shirt. “Tell me, David, where are they going?” I can see it in his face now, the awful truth that I’ve been too deluded to accept, keen as I’ve been to protect myself, my sanity. And more to the point, “where are we going?”

      He bats my hands off of him. “Like I said, Captain, the prince has seen a picture of your wife and he would like to have sex with her.” The sneer slowly creeps upon his lips, the bastard is enjoying this, as I fall into a mental stupor, a limbo, helpless, my mind starting to think and do crazy shit. “And tomorrow, along with about twenty thousand of his fellow warriors, that’s exactly where he’s going. England.” He licks his lips and I instinctively know he’s getting off on this, somehow, though whether it’s on my misery or the imagery of so many African men getting close to our women, I can’t tell. “Just think about it, Captain, all those big, strong, virile, deadly warriors, their black bodies pinning so many thousands, tens of thousands, hundreds of thousands of white English girls to their beds. And have you noticed anything about their, um, shall we say, stature, Captain? I know you have. Hard to miss, isn’t it? Perhaps now you know why I keep coming back here.” He closes his eyes and shivers. “Oh, but just think for a moment about your women being satisfied by those things, why, you ought to be happy for so many pretty, young, fertile girls, to finally get to know how it feels to be with a real man.” His words … they freeze me … render me helpless … can’t move. “But as for one lucky girl in particular, what’s her name now, oh, yes, Mrs Tilly Cooke of The Hermitage, Lillingstone Lovell…” My wife. My home. Their names. To hear it. Here. From his lips. Spoken this way. “Well, this one lucky girl will soon be receiving a visit from a certain very special man, or, dare I say, a prince.” The sneer grows larger. “Oh, my, such a quaint sounding little hamlet in a wonderful prime patch of beautiful English countryside, it’ll be a fine place for you and your wife to raise your black children.”

      A breath of air is forced out from me as my fists clench so hard that it’s making me shake.

      “Damn, why did I allow the crew to go to their beds? Missed some great footage just now.” He shrugs. “Oh, well, I suppose one must maintain the lovable image as the nation’s father one’s worked so hard to establish.”

      I want to tell him he’s lying but I know he’s not. He’s not! “Why? Is it me you hate or all of us?”

      “Now, now, Captain, don’t blame me. You had your chance. You could have stopped this and the truth is that maybe you still can, but the fact is, Captain, that you’re too much of a coward to do what must be done. You’d rather see that big, virile warrior leave to pound your wife than risk getting harmed in a duel.” He leans into my ear and whispers, “maybe that’s what you want?”

      “No!”

      “Did you know, Captain, that the prince has taken a vow of abstinence to his God until such time as he can climax inside of your wife? Believe me, such a vow is unheard of for a Goma Mbandaka Bukavun warlord. The amount of seed he’ll have at the ready, stewing deliciously, just waiting to be fired inside of your pretty blonde wife,” again, he shivers as I feel a strange sensation overtake my body, anger, far beyond which I’ve ever felt, “oh, it doesn’t bear thinking about…”

      I have no control over it, myself, it’s like something takes ahold, possesses me and acts on my behalf, and before I know what’s going on, or before I’m able to stop, my fist is smashing through his face, hard, breaking his spectacles and obliterating the glass into a million tiny fragments, almost certainly blinding him.

      He crumples to the ground in a ball of wailing agony.

      “Fuck!”

      What did I just do?

      He deserved it, no doubt about it, but what now?

      “Quiet!” I snarl, glancing anxiously around. Thankfully, we’re near the edge of the settlement and most people are drunk and still singing around the fire in the village centre. There’s his staff, however, and no doubt they’re stirring even now, how could they not?

      I leave. Don’t look back. Increase speed. Faster. Heart pounding. Hurting.

      Is he dead? No. Which means he’s going to talk. Shit. Should I go back? Finish it? No. Why bother? They’ll know it’s me either way. Let him live in agony. Besides, my situation can hardly get worse. Or can it?

      If only I knew then. If only I’d stopped myself when I was behind.

      I head for my old pit, giving a wide berth to a crowd of negroes trying to see who can stand longest in a pile of hot ash. Rhodes will be there. Perhaps I can persuade him to escape with me? Maybe get more of us together? The strongest and fittest. We might even be able to steal an Ocelot? Who knows. Worth trying. Because anything’s got to be better than remaining a prisoner here when terrible things are happening in your own home, fuck, in your own bedroom.

      “Ugh.” I tug at my hair. “She wouldn’t. Tilly would never…” because it takes two to tango, and we took our vows. “She wouldn’t.”

      I slow down as I approach the pit because, illuminated by a nearby torch, the silhouette of a recognizable figure looms small over it.

      And if I’m not already enraged enough, when he turns around and sees me approaching, he breaks off from pissing over my countrymen to dare start humping the air, laughing, his stupid little face unaware of what’s coming.

      Because I’ve had it.

      By the time I reach him, I couldn’t stop myself even if I wanted, and I grab ahold of that annoying bush of pubes atop his head and shove him hard into his irate victims, tearing the entire clump clean away in the process.

      Something snaps.

      It takes a beat, that’s all, and then the loudest, most blood-curdling cry I’ve heard in all my life screeches out, startling birds from the trees and alerting the entire settlement to my crime.
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      Sam

      I don’t know for how long I’ve been lying in a pool of my own blood but when I manage to open my eyes, daylight is definitely seeping in through the large cracks in the shoddy woodwork.

      I cough and spit out blood. My head is banging and with every breath, my ribs are a siren of pain.

      I manage to twist onto my side. Two guards standing the other side of the door. Like they’re needed. Where am I? That’s right, just some random shack. No furniture. Nothing. Just an empty single room. Probably a cell. Used before cooking people like me.

      What happened?

      Oh, I remember, the little shit. I think I broke his leg. So they broke my body.

      Then how come I’m not dead?

      Because someone saved me. Stopped my lynching. Just as they were coming with the machetes.

      Mambo!

      I broke his son’s leg, tore the nappy hair clean from his head, and yet…

      He saved me.

      I cough and throw up sick mixed with blood, the constriction of my belly required for that biological function, along with my cracked ribs, precede the most blinding pain of my entire…
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      Light floods the room, waking me with a start.

      Footsteps.

      Next thing I know I’m being hauled onto my feet and held in position, one guard on either side, and then the boards groan considerably as Warlord King Joseph Malonga enters.

      He stands a couple metres away. Apathy. His usual togs. Turns out you can polish a turd. “You. Last one. So now I tell. Secret.”

      It’s an effort to hold up my head. “Tell me what?”

      He farts and my head screams in pain. “We did deal.” He holds out his arms in an encompassing gesture. “Once we were enemies but now England and Malonga friends.” He puckers the largest lips south of the Sahara. “Smart man, John Watling, smart man. He get son back, the sissy one too, as well as military genius, and he also get cobalt. All the cobalt he could ever want.”

      “What?” My thinking capability isn’t its usual self and this oaf is hardly easy to understand at the best of times, never mind when your head is screaming in pain.

      The bass in His voice is hardly helping either. “He get everything, and your friends … we look after them too.” He’s trying real hard to suppress His laughter, the fat bastard.

      “My friends…”

      “Will spend next five year in chain, digging African mine.” He winks. “Deal.”

      “What?” I groan. I think I need to be sick again. “But … what’s in it for you?” Oh, the obvious. “Trade?” To be fair, they never struck me as the most enthusiastic of traders. We could easily send them our technology in exchange for the precious mineral, make their lives easier, a deal with Britain would give Him legitimacy too, which counts in a place as unstable as this, but as it turns out they only want to fuck our women.

      He shrugs. “Costs? I think we’ve got labour covered. No. Good terms. For you. Watling. Smart man. Smart man. Clever. Excellent terms for English. Charitable. Exceedingly. I glad you too pathetic and cowardly to fight. Now I get own way as does my son. I hear you country have problem making babies? No worry. We help with that.” He laughs. “See, we friends now. England and Malonga. Shared blood. Shared warrior. Destiny. We the same. Thanks to you. England get cobalt. Malonga warrior spirit get England.” He glances outside to where it looks like the warriors are forming into raggedy lines in preparation for marching out. I see no Brits, however, so I can only imagine they really have all left for a future of slave labour, wearing shackles in an African cobalt mine and that, I have no idea what to make of, other than perhaps it’s the ultimate irony.

      For the life of me, I can’t think how the government can possibly sell such terms to the British people, no, this is just too humiliating. Surely, there’ll be a backlash when so many thousands of our enemy suddenly start turning up in villages that have never seen so much as a single black face in their entire history. Surely there’ll be resistance. Surely. I mean, it’s true madness of the kind only an African warlord could dream up.

      The Malongans are pissed off that we insulted them by setting foot in their country before killing so many of their warriors, so for them there’s little doubting they consider these astonishing terms their just war restitution. It also solves their male abundance problem, by palming off their sex-starved and potentially dangerous men onto somebody else.

      I hate it because I’m the one on the losing side here, but from their point of view it’s incredibly clever, and that they’re willing to play the long game is something I never would have expected from a people I’ve always held in such contempt. Obviously, I’ve underestimated them at every turn.

      The long game…

      Because in a few years their half black children will be grown adults who, in turn, will then go on to have families with what remains of the indigenous people of my country. A generation, two, we’ll all be Congolese, or rather Malongans, sharing an unbreakable bond, like how these people have subjugated tribe after tribe after tribe through dealing with the men and breeding with the women, thus erasing the former people by turning them into themselves. A tale as old as time. This time Malonga has surpassed himself because his people now have a first world, European nation to breed with, to forever change, and all whilst our soldiers, the only people capable of doing anything to stop it are all out here, working their fingers to the bone in order to dig out that one mineral we were attempting to get them to give to us. But then, could we even stop them if it came to a fair fight? Apparently, no we can’t.

      I’ll have time to think all this through over the coming days, presuming I’m about to be kept under guard in this room, for whatever reason. For sure, I’m not being forced marched in chains along with everybody else, though it’s hard to imagine they’re concerned for my health as I convalesce.

      The king pats me on the shoulder and it’s like being slapped by a full ham. “Ah, you have visitor.”

      I know who it is before he even steps inside. Mambo enters and without looking at me he hugs his father. They exchange words in their heathen tongue, hug each other again and then I’m having to lean against the support pillar, a tree trunk, when the two guards exit with the king, leaving me alone with Mambo.

      He closes the door quietly and slowly turns to face me before standing in silence. For some reason, this morning he’s oiled his body so that the dense musculature of his shoulders, arms and chest shines and reflects the sun that seeps in through the cracks so that it almost hurts my eyes to even look at him. His bald head shines likewise as his dark eyes burn into me with a look that’s quite different to anything I’ve ever before seen on a ‘human being.’ Usually, there’s a sense of humanity behind Mambo’s eyes, of humour, even, eyes that often match his face which, unlike most of his people, is somewhat liable to crack into a smile. Now, all that’s gone, and I’m not sure what it’s been replaced with, it’s just a different look, somehow, and quite unsettling.

      But more than anything else, it’s the machete hanging from a loop in his belt holding up his yellow loincloth that steals my attention. Surely he’s not going to kill me, no, he’s had several opportunities to do that already, indeed, to most father’s minds, I probably deserve it, though in all likelihood sharing the fate of my fellows is probably worse than death and so I’m guessing he wants me to recuperate before having me sent to the mines. Who knows? My guesses in this place have been wrong repeatedly.

      The silence is getting awkward and because I’m the one who’s feeling the pressure, the urge to break it overwhelms me. I croak my silly opener, “I’d love to see the look on the face of old Mrs Outhwaite when you walk into the Post Office.”

      His expression doesn’t change but in a flash the machete is out of his belt and before I can even react it’s embedded with a thump in the pillar, just north of where I’m grasping for support.

      “Easy now,” I exclaim whilst just managing to clench my pelvic floor muscles to save from pissing.

      He says nothing, just turns his back and steps slowly away, leaving the blade there, for me to take, to use, on him. I’m astonished. I could slaughter him right now, easily, plant the point right between the bulky muscles of his back, thus preventing any chance of this creature ever encountering my wife should he accidentally happen to blunder into our village. Even if, after the deed, his people were to catch me and kill me then at least I’d die in peace.

      And yet, for the same old reasons as before, I just can’t bring myself to do it.

      He’s a warrior and I’m a fucking coward.

      After nearly a minute, finally he turns back to face me. “Still. Even now. Why you not do it?” Why, even now, is he still so vested in saving my soul? He can’t be that mad, can he? Mambo sighs deeply and the exhalation makes the clearly visible lines separating his abdominals pop. I try to guess his age but it’s hard with these people. Thirty, perhaps? It would hardly be a surprise to learn he didn’t know himself but there’s no denying the man looks magnificent, and I absolutely fucking hate it. “Are you comfortable?”

      I spit blood onto the floor. “Does it fucking look like I’m comfortable?” I’m expecting him to retort with something about deserving my beating, my near lynching, for pushing his son into the pit and breaking his leg but to my surprise, he remains silent. “You know what your problem is?”

      “What?”

      “Nobody has ever stood up to you and told you no. Well, we have brats in England too. You get whatever you want, whoever you want, and this, now, with my wife, not getting your own way with her has made you even crazier than before. Damn it. You can’t have every woman in the whole fucking world. Look around you,” I flap a hand towards the outside but the man doesn’t flinch, “you have all of these women, all these children you have no time for and yet you’re still not satisfied.” The tears are falling down my face now and I know it’s because of that one person I miss more than anything else. “I only ever wanted Tilly, a family with her, two, maybe three kids and I’d be satisfied, and you will not take that dream away from us, from me.” The words of a defeated man as they fall on deaf, unsympathetic ears. “And the arrogance. Are you really so stupid as to believe the whole world thinks like all you people in this backwards shit hole?” I shake my head as he stands there, his every muscle bulging obscenely with no effort. “In my country, women get to have a say in who they fuck, and my wife married me. She will turn down every other man on the planet to stay true, I know she will, and if, somehow, you manage to get past border control and find your way to her, which you won’t, but on the off-chance that you do, then finally you’ll find out for yourself what it’s like to be rejected.”

      I’m not getting through to him, not at all, but then why was I ever under the impression I could? Our Western so-called values mean nothing to him. And why should they? We’re losing and they’re winning. If our so-called progressive, feminist, democratic ideology leads only to our eventual extinction whilst Mambo’s caveman beliefs bring his people to the cusp of world domination, then who’s correct, really? We can have all the scientific breakthroughs and superior technology in the world but without the people to use it, what’s the point?

      I sigh, out of ideas and defeated. “Look, if you’ve got nothing to say then why don’t you just fuck off and leave me alone to recover, I’m sick of having to deal with you.”

      Finally, Mambo says what he came to say. “I have surprise for you. After what you did to Mwikiza.”

      “Surprise?” My head jerks back. “What is it?”

      “Not yet. Soon you get.” And then he moves his hands down to the knot holding his loincloth in place, slowly pulls apart the cords and allows the garment to fall to the ground.

      My eyes move immediately there as my hand shoots up to seize my heart and I stagger back from the pillar. No! It can’t … it can’t be real…

      “I go to find your wife now. Goodbye, Captain Sam Cooke.”
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      Tilly

      “Sorry, I need to take this,” I wave apologetically to the photographer and dash across the room to where my fifteen-year-old mobile phone is charging at the wall. It’s Izzy, my Italian language client. “Activate Italian mode,” I mutter before accepting the call and answering in that language.

      “Ciao, Tilly, can you schedule me in for a lesson tomorrow? Two in the afternoon would be perfect.” She’s slow and hesitant but she’s definitely getting better with her pronunciations.

      “Two…” I quickly flick through the pages of my diary, “yes, that should be fine. We can go over future tense and ordering food in restaurants.”

      “Oh, stop, you’re making me hungry. See you then.”

      I laugh and end the call then notice that fifteen-second conversation drained my battery by over twenty percent. Was there ever a time your phone didn’t need to be permanently plugged in? Anyway… “Sorry, I’m so unprofessional,” I run back to my position in front of the green screen.

      “No problem,” Luke’s fixing on his camera screen, flicking through some of the hundreds of shots he’s taken over the last couple of hours.

      Maud approaches to retouch my makeup, add a bit more spray to make my face look sweaty and fatigued and, hey, must she seriously graze my breast every time she smears that stupid gel over my midriff.

      “Whoops, sorry,” she mutters, no doubt having felt my flinch, “it helps bring out the lighting … the effect we’re going for, you know…”

      “Oh, don’t worry about it.” I flap a dainty hand whilst trying to concentrate on Luke’s directions and over the next couple of hours I don’t know how many times I change positions, hold whatever props they ask and make several more changes of outfit; swimwear, netball, aerobics, yoga, all whilst the hot lighting causes the sweat to run down my face for real. It’s a long day of mostly standing around wishing I could sit for just a few minutes. Looks like I’m learning that being a sports model isn’t as easy as I originally thought, not that I’m complaining or anything. No, I’m exceptionally lucky to finally have this opportunity and the pay is incredible. It’s just…

      I’m missing something, or someone.

      Luke again flicks through his shots as he nods his head like one of those dogs you see in the back of cars. Looks like I did good today. “Nice work, Tilly, the client will be thrilled with these.” Might I dare hope there’ll be more modelling work going forward? “See for yourself…” he turns on the big screen so that I can see his work and then there’s a loud clatter when Maud drops her makeup set.

      “Whoops, sorry.” Damn girl’s as perverted as a crowd of construction workers.

      I tilt my head and study the screen. “Wow, great job, Luke.” Even if I do say so myself. I don’t know what he’s done but the yoga outfit with the studio background really brings out the shape of my figure. I especially like how my boobs look in the black top, not too restrictive like most yoga garbs, and they’re allowed to breathe! I linger on the faint lines that separate my abdominals, just visible enough so as to remain feminine whilst being perfect for the sporty look the client’s going for, and when Luke switches to a side view shot, the stretchy bottoms make my bum look incredible and sends a hot flush straight through this Christian girl. Hey, I’m still human, and I work hard for what I’ve got.

      “Just the volleyball attire and I think we’ll call it a day.” Luke claps his hands. “Maud,” she snaps out of her trance, “this beauty has a cascade of blonde presently being repressed in a tight bun at the back of her head, why don’t we let fly?”

      Everybody laughs at that but then my phone rings again. “Sorry, I have to…” I dash on over and see Mark’s name on the screen. “Activate Russian mode.” I accept the call. “Privet, Mark, we’re still good for tomorrow morning’s lesson?”

      Mark’s one of my best language clients and a great guy who I’d call a friend. “Privet, Tilly, of course, I’m just calling to let you know I made an extra large batch of borscht, so don’t make lunch tomorrow, ok?” What an awesome guy, anything to make my life easier right now.

      “Oh, wow, that sounds fantastic.”

      “I’ve also got some great news … can’t wait to tell you.”

      “Ooh, that sounds intriguing, I can’t wait to hear it.” I end the call but have to quickly respond to my Greek and Spanish clients, Terry and Sara, who’re both making bookings for the coming days, and then I’m dashing back into position whilst apologizing once again.

      “Busy lady, huh?” Maud takes her time rubbing oil into my shoulders, arms and finally over my belly, her teeth just barely pinching her bottom lip as she does. “Is that your side gig?”

      “Teaching languages? Actually, it’s my day job.”

      Her fingers make small circles, just lightly grazing the gentle recesses between my abdominals and sending a shiver through me. “Wow, that’s a surprise, I assumed you’d be a full-time model.” Her eyes glance up from where she’s evidently enjoying herself and we make what is, for me at least, awkward eye contact. “I mean, you’re very talented.”

      I decide not to say I’m just standing here doing very little. I’d like to think that if I am what she says I am then my talents rest with my day job, piano playing, swimming and I also happen to be a dab hand with a paintbrush. “Thank you, I have to keep busy.” My words are a reference to the obvious and as soon as I say it I regret it because I don’t want to discuss that here. No, because I’m doing this partly to take my mind off it anyway, because if I stop, even for a minute, then I’m likely to have an emotional breakdown. Luckily, she doesn’t pursue my allusion and instead moves around my side, just barely brushing my bum as she does, and then lets loose my hair so that the silky blonde locks tumble down my lower back. I can’t say I don’t detect an agonized groan from Maud, the poor, tortured girl.

      Luke changes the background to a beach scene. “Ok, let’s get back to it.”

      I’m briefly distracted by the emergence at the door of a small woman, about fifty, with an overall look that just screams business. We make eye contact immediately, though her expression is not unkind. Behind her, lingering just outside the door, I can just make out the shapes of two men in dark suits.

      All three of us can’t help but gape. “Can I help you?” Luke finally asks the lady.

      “I’m here to see Mrs Cooke.” Her eyes never leave mine. “How much longer will this take?” Her words are straight to the point but the tone is not unfriendly, though I’m getting an uneasy feeling regardless. I’ve never seen this woman before in my life, so how does she know who I am? It’s not like I’m a famous model or anything.

      Luke’s head jerks back as the two of us share a wary glance. “We’re down to the last outfit, so…” he raises an eyebrow, “half an hour?” His tone suggests that whatever it is, they should probably leave, or at least wait downstairs in the canteen.

      She checks her watch, “I’ll wait,” and steps outside, and over the next thirty minutes their shadows are still visible through the opened door as not a word between the woman and the suits is exchanged, which kind of makes for an awkward shoot.

      When finally we’re finished, I thank both Luke and Maud, get changed into my own clothes, grab my things and step out into the hallway. Not surprisingly, she’s still here, as are her two colleagues with faces grim like those Easter Island stone statues.

      “Yes?” I ask, understandably feeling anxious about such a meeting, that an appointment or even a warning wasn’t given in advance. I’ve spent the last half an hour trying to think what this might be about, or, even, what it is I’ve done wrong. But I’ve not done so much as get a parking ticket my entire life, which, now that I’m thinking about it, could only mean…

      Her face softens immediately, similar to how the police officer did the time he called over to tell my mum that grandma was dead. A memory that forever scars my soul.

      “It’s Sam, isn’t it…” immediately it’s obvious and I’m not sure why I didn’t know it before, self-preservation perhaps, that finally they’ve discovered what happened to our men. Last I heard there was a big battle, about a month ago, which the British lost badly, and it’s been thought they were all either killed or captured. Not knowing has been the absolute worst experience of my twenty-three years, by a long way, and the only thing I’ve been able to do to ease the pain is throw myself completely into work, modelling, language clients, even volunteering at the local dog rescue centre, but now there can be no more denying reality because she’s about to tell me the love of my life, Sam, has been…

      “Hey, easy, Mrs Cooke…” she places a hand on my arm but I can’t even feel it.

      “He’s dead, isn’t he.” My voice comes out as a croak as I consider throwing myself down the steps.

      “What? No!” She shakes her head with certainty and never have I been so relieved and yet so angry that she’d do this to me. “Mrs Cooke, I think we’ve got off on the wrong foot here but settle down, please, your husband is not dead.”

      I blubber, “but do you really know that?” I don’t know whether to be furious or not. Maybe I should at least log a complaint with her superior, whoever that is.

      “That I do know.” What? She delivers the greatest news of my life with barely a flicker of pleasure.

      My mind is all over the place right now, down one minute, up the next. I really need to sit down. “Who are you anyway and why do you want me?” There are more questions, for sure, there are many more.

      She glances left and right along the corridor, to the cleaner mopping the floor, the paint flaking from the walls, the cold, sterile atmosphere. “We need to have a chat, Mrs Cooke, but perhaps this is not the best place for it. Let me offer you a ride home, but relax, everything’s going to be ok.”
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      Tilly

      We get into one of those long, black government vehicles, a Jaguar, or something, and even though the woman, who introduced herself as Nancy Cunningham working for the Foreign Office is seated alone in the back with me, she seems intent on waiting until after we arrive at my house before letting me in on this state secret. I wouldn’t mind but the drive’s over an hour from Hampstead.

      We set off and it occurs to me I wasn’t asked for my address, or even my town. I don’t know, I might have given it, to tell the truth, but my mind is in so much of a pickle right now that I can barely even remember the photoshoot I’ve spent the last six hours being dazzled by.

      I blink away the stars, maybe it’s a migraine, as the car dawdles through the North London traffic. I’m staring outside, people watching, anything to take my mind off this odd turn of events. “Won’t you even give me a clue?”

      Nancy Cunningham, if that’s even her real name, twists to face me. “Sorry, I’d like to see you safely home first.”

      “Wow, I must be a special case. No letter, email?” That would be the usual way of doing things.

      She ignores my crabbiness. A special visit by a bunch of suits from the bloody Foreign Office? Nope, I’m out of ideas with this one.

      Earlier I’d insisted on seeing their identification, for obvious reasons, well, I’ve seen the way men look at me, so one can’t be too careful about these things but their papers seemed official enough and the big car they led me to did the rest of the convincing. I’m indeed inside a government vehicle, with more ID on the front panel through the dividing glass where both men are seated. Nancy could tell me if she wanted. She just doesn’t want to.

      She’s a small woman, no ring, mid-fifties most likely, with brown hair that has the appearance of being short only because it’s so curly. In truth, she looks like every girl’s favourite aunt growing up, with a face that’s instantly likable, which perhaps is why I’m feeling so conflicted about her. I want to dislike her but can’t, so I opt instead merely for guarded. Sensible.

      I glance again outside and squint up at the large billboard that dominates an overpass. It’s depicting a black man and his happy white wife with their three mixed kids all seated around the table eating dinner. An idyllic home environment. “Gravy granules,” I mumble.

      “Excuse me?” Nancy interrupts my reverie.

      “Nothing, I was just thinking about dinner tonight.” Chicken and gravy, apparently, but back to the point, that last advert must be about the ten or twelfth such case I’ve noticed since starting the journey, where a black man is portrayed with a white woman. I mean, it’s not unusual, not at all, but call me crazy, it just seems like they’re getting a bit carried away with it these days. Oh, wow, there’s another, I notice, as one of those revolving boards reveals an ad for lip balm where the pretty young blonde is smooching with her dark lover. Oh, blimey, “there’s another.” Ok, this is getting crazy.

      “What?”

      I snap, “look, if you won’t talk to me then I’ll talk to myself, alright?”

      She turns back to face the front, her expression remaining unreadable.

      I see several more such ads before we hit the motorway and then yet more when we reach Milton Keynes, the nearest town to my village, a small place where nothing much goes on. It’s where I usually come with either Sam or Julia if we decide to go for dinner or drinks. Whilst I’m not often in London, I’m in Milton Keynes nearly every day so I know for a fact that these new advertisements have arrived out of nowhere.

      I mean, don’t get me wrong, I’m not against seeing imagery of mixed couples, but I do worry that over time such things becoming more prevalent might influence impressionable people, girls especially, into subconsciously imitating what they see. While I’m not against diversity, I just think that white English people deserve to be a majority in their own country. Nothing wrong with that. And besides, with my husband presently missing in Africa, I think I have a right to be a little peeved at these advertising agencies pushing this stuff on me right now. I don’t know, I guess what I’m saying is, I don’t want to be reminded of it all the time, which is what a black face does. They’ve done something to my husband and not just mine, Julia’s as well, and so many more besides.

      As it turns out, they do know my address, and now the car rolls slowly through our ancient village, past the Post Office and The Swan, which is one of the oldest pubs in the South of England, around the cricket pitch and past the children’s playground that never has any children playing in it. Beside the playground is the nursery where I used to go when I was a toddler. Today it stands derelict, waiting for somebody to purchase and turn it into something else because, well, there’s no point in having a nursery when there are no kids to put in it.

      We head up our narrow country lane with its closely verging bushes so I delve into my bag to press the button on the remote that opens the gate. The car grinds over the gravel and comes to a stop…

      At our sixteenth-century Elizabethan manor with its original timber-frame, nine bedrooms, three kitchens, outhouses and tennis court, all set within fifteen acres of prime English countryside; The Hermitage.

      “Nice place, you win the lottery?” Nancy asks as she holds the door open for me to exit. She’s finding it hard taking her eyes off the garden, which is in full bloom right now.

      I shake my head. “It’s been in my husband’s family for generations,” is all I tell her as images of the man I miss assail my mind. The Hermitage has been in Sam’s family since around the time of the Spanish Armada and when he and I have children, we shall pass it down to our own…

      “Mrs Cooke?” I feel her hand on my back because I’ve stopped on the way to the front door.

      I shake my head, come on, stiff upper lip, girl. “Sorry, nothing. Please, follow me.”

      I shove open the door and beckon for her to enter, she plods inside and I await the two suits, who’ve still not introduced themselves, but she flaps a hand as if to indicate that I shouldn’t worry about them.

      And then it hits me… “Are they guarding you?” My eyes glaze over. “I thought at least one of them was your driver…”

      “Well, that too, but yes, that’s his job, to guard me.” To avoid eye contact, she’s glancing appreciatively around at the upholstery, much of which is original. So this woman’s a big shot somehow.

      “Now I’m even more curious.” I’m a polite girl, which is why I offer her a cup of tea before getting down to business, even though I’m dying of curiosity and aren’t sure I can wait a minute longer. She accepts and whilst she sits in the library, I set to the preparations. A few minutes later I arrive with the tray to find her sitting with the news playing on the big screen.

      She gestures towards it with the remote. “What do you make of this?”

      I set the tray down, glance up at the picture and my heart is immediately filled with optimism. “Prince George and Rupert Watling have arrived home?”

      Nancy nods. “General Worthington too.” I sniff at that, Sam never spoke well of him. An old, doddering fool, he used to always say, who’s only in the job because he knows the right people. She leans forwards. “He’ll be given a nice quiet retirement and hopefully from now on, those two young boys will keep out of trouble.”

      “Yes, of course,” my voice is distant as I take the seat opposite her, “but what about the rest of our men? Surely, those two weren’t the only soldiers who made it back?” The most frustrating thing, apart from not knowing the truth, is not being able to do anything about it. But at least there’s hope that if the King’s grandson and the Prime Minister’s son are home then the rest can’t be far behind, surely.

      I remember that day as if it was only yesterday, the news report telling of an ambush and a catastrophic defeat, that the expedition was lost and there was no word on the survivors, or if there even were any. The first I’ve heard of Sam’s status since that awful moment was meeting Nancy just over an hour ago, though she still hasn’t told me about what state he’s in, if he’s hurt or anything else, only that he’s alive which, obviously, is the most important thing.

      Sam. My beloved husband. He was so supportive of my attempts to make it in the modelling industry and now that it apparently appears to be happening for me, it seems almost cruel that he’s not around to share in it with me. I remember the day I won Miss Buckinghamshire, he was so proud of showing me off on his arm, in fact, I still believe he enjoyed it a little too much, making other men jealous about what he has and what they could never hope to get close to. Afterwards, there was some famous footballer, I forget his name, who attempted to seduce me backstage, until Sam returned from the bathroom to retake his rightful place at my side. Oh, Sam loved that, being the better man, the victor. What nobody knew, however, was that Sam, too, was frustrated at not being able to do to me what he’d wanted to do since we were teens, which was incredibly difficult for him, and for me too if I’m being honest, but that very evening we did, as a one-off, go a little beyond that point where we’d been before.

      I took him in my hand. Behind the shed. And I was amazed at what little effort it took to produce such a large quantity of, um, his stuff.

      That was the first and last time we did anything like that for another four years, until the day we got married. It was hard for him to have to wait so long but he was happy to do it because he loves me and, I’m sure, he was even willing to wait forever if need be. Sometimes, I don’t know why he didn’t decide to quit me in frustration, I could hardly have blamed him. The thing is that my parents wouldn’t accept him until he’d proven his worth, not only as a fellow Christian but as a man as well. As it was, Sam definitely proved his suitability the day he graduated from The Royal Military Academy at Sandhurst. My dad had been in the army too so after that there was no contest, no more of his rants about Sam not being good enough to marry his one and only daughter, he was accepted. Unfortunately, we were only married one day before he had to leave for that dreadful place, but at least we got to share our love, finally, during that one magical night of bliss before I had to see him off to the port. He was so wonderful, caring, considerate, slow and attentive and ever since that moment I’ve been thinking only of having him back in our home, our bed.

      I can’t stand it any longer and I’m just about to demand she tells me everything she knows when she turns up the volume.

      “Please, Mrs Cooke, listen.”

      The Prime Minister fills the screen from outside the door of Number 10, speaking behind his lectern, which he only does for very important announcements. “…to have him back safe and sound.” Looks like we missed the beginning. “I thank you all so much for the many letters of love and support, but don’t think for one moment that just because the new king, in his mercy, has released my son as a token of goodwill that I don’t share the suffering of each military family who has a member still serving in the Republic of Malonga…”

      “Where?” I shout out.

      “…Because I care deeply. Deeply! But as leader of our great country, I must today set the record straight, which is that we were wrong to go to war against the Republic of Malonga.”

      I gasp out loud. “You were all for it, if I recall.”

      “Please, Mrs Cooke.”

      John Watling pauses so that his last words can sink in. “I recognize now that the former regime led by President Christophe Mboso N'Kodia Pwanga had been committing monstrous atrocities against its own people and therefore it was wrong of us to ever sought trade with such an appalling regime ruled by such an obvious despot. The new government, however, led by King Joseph Malonga, seeks only peace, peace with itself, peace with its neighbours and peace with us and the wider International Community. Why, they have already proven this desire by the release not only of my son Rupert, but also of our beloved Prince George. Not only that, but they have also agreed to an unprecedented trade deal with us, granting unlimited access to their cobalt reserves. Ladies and gentleman, with this deal we have achieved our strategic objectives which means, put simply, we have won, and as an added bonus, to solidify this new bond between our two countries and to further strengthen our ties, it is my pleasure to announce that twenty thousand Malongans will enjoy a cultural visit to our great nation so that we might learn from each other and carve in stone our new friendship.”

      The picture cuts to a shot of what I recognize as Heathrow Airport as hundreds and hundreds of large, very dark men stroll through the arrivals gate before leaving in chartered coaches. It cuts back to where there’s more of them, a never-ending stream just as the doors from another plane opens right as another aircraft lands on the runway. They’re all wearing strange white clothing and it’s only when the image closes on one dominating man for an interview that I recognize the uniform of the Greek Evzone from our trip to Athens. Even I have to admit that the dark-skinned man looks quite dapper as the interviewer, who looks like a dwarf by comparison, reaches up with his microphone after asking if he’s happy to be here.

      “I very happy to be here.” His voice sounds like two great boulders grinding against each other. “I fan of English girl and English people. I happy to friend with English.”

      The shot cuts to the studio where they have a government official who explains that it’s a wonderful opportunity for us to make amends after our ill-thought-through invasion. They’re also looking for thousands of ‘Friendship Heroes,’ volunteers to take a Malongan guest into their home. To my surprise, the pay is triple that what you get for fostering a child.

      “Where’s the money coming from?”

      “Taxes.”

      “How long for?” The host asks.

      “Five years,” the official replies, “after which point they will leave and our soldiers, after having rebuilt the schools, hospitals and homes they destroyed during the campaign, will be able to return home.”

      “Five years?” I almost feel like fainting, oh, but it could have been so much worse, I really don’t know what to think. I’ll be twenty-eight by then, my prime just behind me, though mercifully we’ll still have time to raise a family. It’s bad, of course, in fact it’s a real kick in the pants but things might easily have been truly awful by comparison, especially after I consider that when I woke up this morning I still had no idea whether Sam was even alive or dead. I guess I should take this with both hands, embrace it and start counting down the days.

      “Is the Prime Minister going to resign?” The host continues.

      “What for?” The official squints in confusion.

      “What?” The host hisses with incredulity. “For backing the wrong man and for overseeing the deaths of twenty thousand British soldiers.”

      The official flaps a carefree hand. “Don’t be daft, anyway, it was only nineteen thousand.”

      Nancy turns the screen off and looks at me. So many questions still remain.

      “Five years? So then why am I the special one? Why aren’t you at the house of some other soldier’s poor wife?”

      She clamps her eyes closed for a few seconds and when she opens them she goes into her bag and brings out one of those tablets I’ve not seen since my childhood. “Your husband, Sam, Mrs Cooke, was involved in an incident…”

      My hand finds its own way to my mouth. “My gosh, what happened?”

      She turns the tablet on, taps her finger against the screen and then I gasp out loud when images of my husband appear. It’s a shock I wasn’t expecting and then I’m set upon by a combination of emotions I’m not sure how to deal with. The poor thing looks so malnourished and unhappy and, wait… “Wh…who’s that woman?” There’s a black woman with her fingers in Sam’s hair and … and she’s naked!

      Nancy moves the tablet away but I pull it straight back. “Mrs Cooke, we’ve had word from our source that Captain Cooke was involved in a dispute that unfortunately escalated out of control.”

      I screech out, “because of this woman?” It’s obvious if that’s why she’s showing it to me, but even still I find it so hard to believe. Sam has already proven he’s not sex mad in the slightest and has eyes only for me. I don’t believe it, I don’t. I repeat, “because of this woman?”

      Her lips press together. “Now that we don’t know for sure, it’s a possibility, but what we do know is that he upset somebody, or, rather a few people, matters got out of hand and before long there was a mob…” she leaves it there, not wanting to get any more graphic.

      I don’t know what to think. “Is … is he alright? I mean, you told me he’s still alive, right?”

      She again taps the screen. “You don’t have to watch this.”

      I shuffle uncomfortably, “no, I must.”

      She shows images of ten, then twenty, then thirty terrifying individuals all gathering around some central figure and although it’s hard to see who it is, it’s obvious I’m watching my husband getting beaten by a marauding mass of angry men. I feel numb, completely numb and am just about to demand she turn it off when suddenly, everything stops. Slowly, one by one, heads turn to the right and then a man strides in from off the side of the picture. I can’t get a very good look at him but the entire mob parts to permit his entry before he’s swallowed up by it.

      “It appears your husband was saved by this one man,” Nancy says, her voice close to choking.

      I’m feeling pretty choked up myself and for the next few minutes little seems to happen until finally the crowd again parts and then my husband is being carried away by the same man who stopped his beating. The man approaches whoever’s doing the filming, still carrying my husband as though he was light as a feather, and what has to be Sam’s blood is soaking his, oh, wow, that’s quite a muscular chest. Unfortunately, the camera fails to continue tracking their movement so the last thing I get to see is a fairly affable and attractive, by comparison, black giant with a pretty skirt of leaves covering his man bits as he passes to the side of the image.

      “They’re all naked…” my monotone voice trails off, well, all except for that one man, my hero, whoever he was. Wow, I mean, I guess they’re not all bad, after all. I fiddle with my cuff. “Who, um, who was he?”

      “Keep watching…”

      And then the shot cuts to… “Is that David Rothstein?” It is! “What happened to him?” He doesn’t look well at all. He has a bandage covering his entire head and a black patch over one eye.

      Rothstein throws up an exasperated hand as he speaks to the camera. “It was only an accusation, that’s all, a couple of eyewitnesses to the crime at most, and at first I didn’t want to believe it, not when the charge was levelled against one of our most beloved officers, a captain with a stellar record but, you know, for some of the men it’s been a long time since they’ve so much as seen a woman and…” he bats at a mosquito, “well, if the opportunity presents itself, if a pretty girl happens to wander into his line of sight and he thinks he can get away with it, then…” he trails off shaking his head.

      I’m shaking my head as well, speechless as I feel the entire room spinning around me. There’s no way he can possibly be talking about Sam, no way.

      “The next thing we knew, the whole place just erupted. We … we were all so afraid for our lives. I’ve spent time with the drug cartels of Colombia and never have I been so afraid as this.” Rothstein, the poor man holds his head and winces. “The worst part about the whole thing, apart from the attempted sexual assault, of course, is that this utterly reckless and reprehensible captain placed in danger the lives of all his comrades, over a thousand of his fellow Brits who’re also prisoners here. We shall not allow him to tarnish us all.”

      No! I refuse to believe he’s talking about Sam, but wait, if it’s not Sam then why would a lady from the Foreign Office even be here with me right now, showing me this?

      “And as for Captain Sam Cooke,” my heart shoots up into my mouth from the mere mention of my husband’s name, “sometimes I regret being a journalist but getting his version of events was one of those rare occasions when I just had to hold my nose. As it turned out, the abuser in question was unable, or rather, unwilling, to meet my eye, to even deny the accusations against him, but what he did do was hand over a scrap of paper, that I might read it to his wife so that she could come to know the ‘real’ version of events.” He shakes his head with particular distaste. “I told him that I would read it for her, the poor, undeserving woman that I’m sure she is, and not for you, you swine.” He reaches into his pocket and pulls out a piece of paper before placing on his glasses in a way that looks quite strange over a bandage and an eyepatch.

      “Tilly, my dearest, I hope this message finds you well. Indeed, I am better than I deserve following the part I played in the invasion of this friendly land, not to mention the crimes and atrocities I have committed personally against these peace-loving peoples, vile acts against their women, the elderly, infirm and even animals, many of which happen to be endangered, to name but a few.

      “Our comeuppance came not a moment too soon when a superior army led by the most superior of men, no less a prince, defeated us easily on the field of combat. We should be so lucky to lose against such a magnanimous and superior race, that irrespective of our crimes, they have treated us well, and despite my own personal violations against them, they have been kind to me especially, which is perhaps more than I deserve.

      “By the time these words reach you, Tilly, you might become aware of a certain rumour going around with regards my conduct, particularly whilst I’ve been a guest here in this village, having been granted a full parole with officer’s privileges whilst the rest of our boys suffer a comparatively miserable detention. Do not believe the rumours, my love, I implore you, as they are merely conjecture because, as you know, I would never do so much as even think about accosting any of the black-skinned beauties that are in all too much of an enticing abundance here in the Republic of Malonga. Let me repeat, I would never, ever, even think about soliciting any of these leggy, dark temptations who happen to possess some of the amplest breasts south of the Sahara. I am true to you always, my wife, which is why it was such an odious shock for me when certain abominable accusations were tossed my way, that I had attempted to violate one of these buxom and exotic seductresses behind the storehouse, amongst other such crimes.

      “The mob came for me unjustly, and I would have met an untimely end had it not been for the fearless actions of the before mentioned intrepid Prince Mambo. I’m not the only one who owes his life to that great man, for I fear we all do, a thousand British prisoners who were spared the machete after the wrongful claims brought against me. Oh, thank God for the prince.

      “But now all I can do is think to the future and attempt to pay my much deserved penitence with the stiff upper lip that is expected of our people, only then can my good character be morally restored by which point I shall once again consider myself worthy of you, my love. For the foreseeable future, I shall remain an honoured guest here, so in the meantime you might as well forget all about me, at least until such time as I am able to return to your side, albeit with the addition of both the physical and emotional scars that are sure to accompany me for the rest of my life. I know that when the time comes, we shall share in that burden together. Goodbye, Tilly, my love, or as a madam in a Kinshasa brothel once taught me, kwaheri.”

      I cough into a closed fist, suddenly very embarrassed. “Thank you, Nancy, for bringing this to my attention.” I’m still not so sure. It doesn’t sound like my Sam at all.

      “He’s almost certainly under sedation,” she says as though she’s able to guess the doubts I’m feeling about this, “so he might not sound himself. The message kind of meanders, doesn’t it, acceptance one minute, denial the next, and then back to acceptance, about what he did.” She shakes her head and sighs. “You mustn’t blame yourself, Mrs… can I call you Tilly?”

      “Um, oh, yes.”

      “Tilly, you mustn’t blame yourself. Nobody will think ill of you for your husband’s crimes.”

      I twist towards her suddenly. “But it’s just an accusation, isn’t it?”

      She exhales. “You heard your husband’s letter. If you read between the lines…” she trails off because she can see how hard this is for me. “I don’t know, I can only speculate but the men spent considerable time in Kinshasa and perhaps … he acquired a taste for some of the local … dark meat.”

      A blast of air escapes me, such awful thoughts and images. “It makes a little bit of sense, perhaps.” The tears begin to flow down my face now, to hear Sam’s awful words, to me, now, spoken by David Rothstein, a man I was always so very fond of. “Thank you for bringing me this message, I … I, um, probably don’t deserve it, not when there are so many other wives who’re missing their men.” Though I guess the only husband who’s been accused of such an awful crime as sexual assault is mine. Out of many thousands. “This isn’t going to cause a diplomatic incident, is it?” It’d be bad enough if the village found out about this but if it got out to the whole country I’d just die of embarrassment.

      “Believe me, we don't want this getting out any more than you do. We’re doing our best to keep a lid on it.” She dabs at my face with a tissue and then places a comforting hand on top of mine. “Just so you’re aware, you needn’t suffer alone, Mrs Cooke.”

      “Oh, that’s kind of you to offer, but I have Julia, she’s my best…”

      “No,” she interrupts, the sympathetic smile filling her face, “what I mean is … you might find comfort in,” she coughs into a closed fist, “how about I rephrase this. There is the government sponsored Friendship Heroes programme at your disposal, in case you feel, even in the smallest part, that you might want to share in your husband’s penitence, to, um, lessen the burden you’re both feeling, in which case it might be something worth considering.”

      “I don’t know,” I lean back in my seat, “I’ll need time to think about that.” I mean, I saw these people. I’m not so sure how, for lack of a better word, fostering one would go. What would we even discuss? How might we pass the time?

      She sees my hesitation. “Of course, it’s up to you, Mrs Cooke, some military wives feel the need to make amends for their husband’s crimes more than others…” No, this is most unfair so I’m quick to interrupt.

      “It’s not that I don’t feel the need to do something, it’s just…”

      “Great crimes committed by our soldiers, of which Captain Cooke seems to have taken it beyond that of most others.” She waves away her last words. “Anyway, I thought you might be interested in knowing the individual your husband credited for saving his life happens to be one of the men taking part in this cultural exchange.”

      I perk at that. “Really?” Hmm, I mean, it certainly feels appropriate that I should meet this man, at the very least, and thank him for what he did, not to mention apologize for the awful situation my husband placed him in, but all that’s incredibly far removed from allowing him to live here, even if I’ll be receiving payment for it. “I don’t know. We’re a tiny village. What will the neighbours think? People will gossip.”

      She holds out her hands like a set of weighing scales. “Bombed hospitals - ‘tiny village,’ slaughtered old men in wheelchairs - ‘what will the neighbours think’, sexual assault - ‘people will gossip’,” she shakes her head in a judgemental way and all I can do is look down at the table, ashamed suddenly. Well, when she puts it like that. Her hand is back on mine and I glance up. “Best not think about that, Tilly, in fact, it’s probably best not to think about Captain Cooke at all,” the way she speaks his name is full of contempt, “not when I can instead show you this…”

      “Ok.”

      She begins flicking through images on her tablet. “I don’t mean to be crude, Mrs Cooke, but there will be a certain section of women, spinsters, divorcees, singles or else girls who’ve lost their husbands in this war, who will be more than willing to take the government up on their offer. Heck, I know more than a few who’ll do it for free. And when they find out that one of these newcomers isn’t just the son of King Malonga, but that he happens to look like this…” she turns the tablet to face me…

      And my eyes widen of their own accord. “Huh,” the word comes out more as a quick breath.

      “…Well then, you’ll understand why you might not want to pass on this opportunity, to meet him, I mean, before some undeserving woman up in Leeds or Liverpool, or wherever, snaps him up first, and then the opportunity will be gone forever, especially when this is the same man who happened to vanquish a rampaging British army, was magnanimous in victory, treated our defeated soldiers well, quelled an angry mob by his sheer presence alone and saved your husband’s life, even after what that sadistic man did.”

      I manage to peel my eyes from the sizzling image to gape at her, though only for a second and then I’m gazing at it again. “This is the man who did all that? This is Prince Mambo?”

      She hums in the affirmative. “And we thought that it would be only fitting that you were given first refusal,” she waves her hand about airily, “in a way, it’s almost like it was meant to be, that you should be the one to home him so that amends can be made properly.”

      I can’t take my eyes off the man. The image depicts this Mambo specimen beside the British Airways pilot, who looks almost feeble by comparison, as they stand at the foot of the steps that lead up to the plane. He’s wearing another one of those white suits with long stockings that bulge out at the calves and thighs before being covered by the pleats. The white shirt fits so tight that I fear the beautiful garment might tear with the slightest movement.

      “Excuse me, let me just…” I swipe across the screen and there he is now in the cockpit. I can only see him from behind and the way his wide back and shoulders block out the view of the runway. I swipe again and oh, here he is on a London tourbus, which brings it home that this man’s truly here, in my country, and that this is an urgent matter. “And he’s expressed an interest in meeting me?”

      She nods. “Apparently, he struck up a friendship with Captain Cooke which, at least we believe, is why he risked his life rescuing him from that mob.”

      “He sounds like quite the hero indeed.” I turn back to the photo, to this Mambo character wearing sunglasses whilst flashing a dazzling smile and it’s only later that I notice Big Ben in the background. It’s definitely the same man I saw carrying Sam to safety, a devilishly attractive man, for a black, I mean. A number of his compatriots are in the same shot, all in their dazzling white uniforms, oh, and each and every one of them has an attractive young English girl on their lap. I’m not sure what to make of that last bit. In fact, judging from this image at least, Mambo’s the only Malongan without a stunning blonde or redhead clinging hard to his arm, though I can’t imagine it will be long before that changes and then the opportunity will, indeed, be lost forever.

      “Well?” Nancy reminds me she’s in the same room.

      I readjust myself against the seat so that the wood squeaks embarrassingly. Not wanting to give the wrong impression, I take one final glance and return the tablet. “Well, he doesn’t seem so … dangerous.”

      “Unfortunately, the war propaganda did too much of a good job before we stupidly went in there, turning everybody against them.” She sighs sadly. “It’s always the case, isn’t it, that the least deserving get the worst rap.”

      “Indeed, yes.” I do worry about the gossip though, no matter if she might try to shame me about it. It won’t take long until the entire village knows some big black stranger is living with me whilst my husband’s away at war. That won’t look good, no, not at all. And as for my language clients… “Two thousand pounds a week, did you say? To lodge Mambo, um, the prince here, with me?” I could use the money, to be sure, because the heating in this place doesn’t pay for itself, but more to the point, it’s a big old manor house with creaking floorboards, spiders and quite possibly a ghost or two. Let’s not forget that robbery attempt Sam’s grandfather had to deal with a few years back and with my husband now gone, having a big man around the place might just be exactly what I need, if only for security and peace of mind. There are another eight bedrooms he can pick from so, presumably, he can bring a girl back and I won’t even notice. He’ll have his privacy, I’ll teach him a little about English culture and in five years, he can leave, Sam will return, we’ll start our family and all will be perfect, though not before we’ve sat down and had a long discussion about certain accusations.

      “Mrs Cooke?”

      I slap the tabletop. “When can I meet him?”
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      If I’d thought the knowledge that Sam was alive would finally help me to sleep easier, I’d be wrong, because now that I’ve been told about what he did … I mean, the accusations against him, I’m finding it just as hard to sleep now as it was the evening I found out about our soldiers being scattered to the wind.

      Hmmm, maybe Dad was right about Sam all along. Being an army officer for thirty years, Dad knows young men more than most. I shake my head, “ugh,” I don’t know. “It’s too awful to even contemplate … must forget this!” Not least because it will be a full five years until I’m finally able to sit Sam down and ask him, face to face, if there’s any truth to these stories. It occurs to me that the addition of a house guest, at this time, might be exactly what I need because it will provide me with a little something extra to take my mind off things, off Sam.

      Last night Nancy had messaged Mambo to find out when he could make it up from London. I was expecting to find out maybe in a week that it would be another few weeks before he decided to pull himself away from the endless joys the capital has to offer tourists. However, to my surprise the response came immediately. Not only that but Mambo, according to Nancy, was exceptionally keen to move in right away, which is why, I’m somewhat nervous to remind myself, he will be arriving this afternoon.

      There’s much to do before then. I must head out for food, prepare the Carrington Suite, which is the room most guests tend to prefer, and ensure there’s enough spare linen and towels for my new and exotic African lodger. I know literally nothing about this guy, other than that the government has obviously deemed him safe, and so I’m not really sure what food or comforts I’m supposed to provide, so I just buy a bunch of stuff and hope for the best.

      Now, it’s eleven in the morning and I really need to pick something out to wear. I’m just about to head upstairs when a car emerges on the security screen. My heart thuds but after seeing who it is, I let out an exhalation. “Mark?” Drat, I forgot all about him. I open the gates and he drives through before we come to meet at the front door. “Russian mode activated.”

      “Good morning,” he says as he passes through carrying a container.

      I lead the way to the library. “Ah, this must be the borscht you mentioned?”

      “Yes, yes, yes, my third attempt at trying to get it to taste somewhat agreeable. What can I say, finally it passes the Russian fiancée test.” He’s grinning at me in a way that makes me question if there’s something I’ve missed.

      Finally, it clicks, “oh, you got engaged?” Normally I’m not quite so slow. “Congratulations!” I wait for him to place the borscht down on the table before giving him a hug. “That’s the best news I’ve heard in a while, I’m so happy for you.”

      He blows out air and takes his seat. “To be honest, I was really nervous, I wasn’t sure if she’d…”

      “What? You’re kidding.” I’m exceptionally quick to cut this foolishness off. “There was no chance she was going to say no to a guy like you.” And I truly mean that because what kind of woman would not consider herself insanely lucky to marry a man who’s just become a qualified surgeon at the age of thirty-three, which is pretty much the youngest it’s possible to qualify. A man who makes borscht, can speak fluent Russian, plays tennis for Buckinghamshire and who looks not unlike a slightly more boyish Bradley Cooper in his prime. He’s the one language client Sam was really uneasy about my tutoring, that was until he saw a picture of Mark’s Russian girlfriend, which seemed to work miraculously in quelling his insecurities. Never a lesson goes past that Mark does not talk endlessly about Anna, the way he somehow manages to work her into conversations about absolutely any topic; making reservations, playing sports, travel, it’s so obvious he lives for that lucky girl. And wow, now they’re engaged.

      From what Mark has told me during our tutoring sessions, he met Anna in Moscow during a residency placement and when it came time for him to return home, he brought her back with him. That was three years ago. Anna’s six years younger, which means she’s just commenced her first year in specialist training to become a surgeon as well. Isn’t that incredible, two surgeons! Deciding to go into that field was a tough choice for her because it meant having to drop out of the prestigious Bolshoi Theatre in Moscow, where she was already performing as a semi-pro, which also means that as a former ballerina, Anna pretty much has one of the best little bodies in existence, and don’t get me started on her incredible feminine beauty that’s so common to girls from Russia, I mean, it’s no wonder Sam got the message immediately on that score, that he had absolutely nothing to fear. But Mark and Anna together? Talk about a ridiculously photogenic and multi-talented couple, and can you imagine how their kids are going to turn out.

      As usual, our lesson flies by. The thing with teaching languages is that most of your clients are either at the beginner or intermediate level, which means much of the teaching is very formal, going through a structured lesson plan. However, once a client reaches an advanced stage, like Mark has, then all you can really do is sit back and yammer away like old friends, which is what we do. And I get paid for it!

      By the time it comes round to eating the borscht, I’m glancing repeatedly over at the grandfather clock. Mambo’s due at one and it’s getting on for quarter past twelve. If I can rush Mark out immediately after the ninety-minute lesson, easier said than done, then I should have time to find a nice pair of jeans and apply some makeup. Hey, a girl likes to make a good first impression for a new lodger, or whatever it is I ought to consider this African prince.

      Mark glances up from his bowl. “You’re not enjoying it?” Oh, gosh, the beetroot’s stained his tongue purple.

      “Um-hmm,” I make all the pleasant sounds, “if it passes the Anna test, it’s good enough for me.” I’m not sure if it’s possible to imbibe soup without it hitting your mouth in any way whatsoever, but I certainly try my best.

      When we’re done, he says, “you sit back and relax, Till, I’ll do the washing up.” He begins collecting the bowls but I’m quick to put a stop to this.

      “No, no you’re my guest and you did the cooking, so…” I glance again at Sam’s two-hundred-year-old grandfather clock, feel a wave of anxiety wash over me, and begin prodding Mark towards the exit, “same time next week?”

      “Um, yes, of course.” He’s pushed out the door and is scratching his head when I close it on him.

      “Finally!” I dash upstairs and plunge through my wardrobe. It’s a scorching day so I forego the jeans for a summer dress, knee-length, just enough to display my swimmer’s calves and this flower-print thing shows off wonderfully the delicate curves of my hips and ass. “Is it too much?” Probably, but I go for it anyway before quickly applying my makeup.

      By now my nerves have settled but they soon return when a police car turns up at the gate. I’m upstairs so I can see over the wall and just notice the second police car and even a third further back down the road. Behind the first is, I think, a red Ferrari, the angle of the wall cutting most of the chassis from my line of sight, as it does the driver as well, unfortunately.

      “He’s been here only a few days and already he’s swanning about in a Ferrari?” And what’s with the police escort? I shrug, he’s a prince, I guess. I shake it off and run downstairs to press the button that opens the gate before stopping to watch the black and white images of the police car crunching over the gravel, circling around in the forecourt and heading straight out again as the Ferrari, with its bald-headed grinning driver, judders forwards before stopping about as close to my front door as physically possible, and probably would have come closer still if not for the pillar holding up the balustrade.

      “Here we go. This should be interesting.” I head for the front door, tug it open and immediately have to crane back my head to look up.

      “Mrs Captain Sam Cooke.” He says it not as a question but more as a statement, though not quite a statement either, in fact, it seems to sound more like how you might say an old friend’s name after a chance encounter ten years after last seeing him.

      I’m struck by a few things. First of all, and I never swear or blaspheme, but holy fuck! Second, his voice causes my eyes to widen of their own accord because it’s the deepest thing I’ve ever heard and I’m still not sure if the bass in that thing just made the foundations shake. That’s going to take some getting used to. Third, I’m not accustomed to being called that and what with everything else, I’m slow to react to it and fourth, well, who cares about the police right now, or the brand new and expensive Ferrari that’s apparently been taking quite a beating.

      I step back, almost tripping on my own feet and gesture for Mambo to enter. “Please, come on in, and, erm, yes, I’m Mrs Captain Sam Cooke, but please, call me Tilly.”

      “Tilly.” The grin slowly rises on his face. He has those perfect white teeth you often wonder how it’s possible for people from such poor countries to obtain, but he has them, as his dark brooding eyes bore into me in a way that’s almost unsettling, though not in a bad way, just the kind of way that makes me aware my knees are shaking. He steps slowly, almost too casually inside, wafting an incredibly strong smell of pure man over me as he does, and I just manage to obtain another quick glance at the red Ferrari with its crumpled front end before pressing the door into its frame. I’m alone with a man who’s not my husband. He’s possibly the largest, blackest man I’ve ever seen. Indeed, hasn’t my life taken a strange, unexpected turn.

      I twist around to find him glancing with interest at some of the reception hall’s beguiling furnishings, the oak panelling, spiral staircase and portraits of Sam’s ancestors, mostly large families and former owners of The Hermitage dating back over four hundred years.

      “Where’s yours.” Again, it’s hard to tell from his tone whether he’s asking a question or making a statement, which means I have to make a quick assumption as to his meaning, but on this occasion I’m thinking he’s wondering why there’s no portrait of me.

      “I, um, only moved in a few months ago, with my… I mean, the house was a wedding…” I shift my weight onto the other flip-flop and it almost feels like I’m dissolving under his intense gaze, “well, there’s still plenty of time to commission a portrait of me.” Along with my family. Though presumably, that will first require Sam to return so we can start procreating. Once we have two or three children then we can start searching for a suitable artist. It’ll be a far shout from Sam’s great-grandparents with their eight children but that generation didn’t suffer from the fertility issues that threatens us.

      Evidently, my guest’s interest in the furniture is only fleeting because now he’s definitely checking me out from his space halfway across the room. “And your kids will have theirs too.” His dark, brooding eyes roam down my body in a way I can almost feel, and I’m sure they linger on that narrow point of my belly just above where my figure broadens for my hips and buttocks. This man’s so intense I feel the urgent need to make a satisfactory answer.

      “That’s right, whichever of my children inherits this place had better keep the family tradition going or else I’ll spend the rest of eternity making sure they’re haunted.” Either he doesn’t understand my humour or he doesn’t find me funny, so I decide against telling him about our ghost.

      His eyes again roam down to that narrowest point of my curves and only then does his cheeky, devilish grin emerge once more. Hmm, maybe he does appreciate my humour, after all, or maybe it’s just my body he likes.

      It’s getting hot. “Would you like a drink?” The portrait of Sam’s grandparents with their three children swirls around in its frame as I step past it, not for the kitchen as implied but for the stairs, imbibing a load of that powerful scent as I do. “Come, let me show you around the place. Welcome home, by the way, and to England generally. I notice you don’t have any luggage, is it still in the car? Oh, well, there's no rush, we can grab it later. It’s a safe neighbourhood, so there’s no need to worry about theft of any kind.” His feet treading over the ancient floorboards are causing all kinds of painful groans and the entire stair set feels like it’s trembling. That’s going to take some getting used to. We hit the landing and I lead the way towards the final door on the left. “I’ve put you in the Carrington Suite … silly, I know, but I can’t bring myself to change any of the names.” I push the door open and lead him inside.

      The floor complains dreadfully as he ducks beneath the threshold and glances several times between me and the four-poster bed.

      For some reason a delightful little shiver vibrates through my upper body to fade in a certain sweet spot lower down. “Look…” I nearly trip when I dash for the window, “from here you can see the village cricket pitch. Have you ever played cricket?”

      He shakes his head and begins inspecting the room as I continue to lean back against the window ledge, attempting but probably failing to look nonchalant.

      “Sorry, what do you like to be called?”

      “Mambo,” he says simply as he pulls open a drawer that contains a Bible.

      “Oh, don’t worry, I won’t preach or anything.” Did I introduce myself? I can’t even remember. “By the way, I’m Tilly, pleased to meet you.” My voice is annoyingly dainty as I clumsily lunge forward to offer my little hand and he slowly brings his giant one to meet mine. My delicate little piano playing fingers are consumed and I’m immediately struck by how rough his flesh feels. I glance down and note the near total contrast of colours. Mambo’s about as black as they come and myself, being a natural blonde, my flesh is about as far from his as it’s possible to get, even if I’m feeling hot and flushed right now. Well, I’m not used to having house guests, you see.

      I back away and study the man as he appears to be showing an interest in the fine details of the wardrobe, the danish oil finish, how the door opens and closes on its hinges and apparently even, how it smells.

      This is an attractive man. No doubt about it. I’m not sure how tall Mambo is but I’m mentally placing him against my friend Jason, who’s six feet and six inches, and I’m not sure if there’s much between the two of them, though where Jason’s gangly, mostly owing to his height, Mambo’s built like no man I’ve ever seen. Not even Erin’s husband who’s an amateur bodybuilder has a body like this. I mean, I’m not into the ripped look at all, where all the fat’s been stripped from the torso and you can see every little disgusting vein. Instead, Mambo has the look of a powerlifter, someone who goes for functional strength over the aesthetic, and only ends up looking more aesthetic because of it. His face possesses an open, friendly and good-natured default, and yet beneath the façade I can only wonder if at any moment he might be liable to explode into a rage. His eyes are dark and indeed brooding, his nose wide and lips large in a way that’s typical to many black men, but not so much that it’s off-putting and his head is clean-shaven, reflects the light and looks sexy in a way few white men, if any, are able to pull off.

      Now, as he moves to the dresser to inspect the pile of goodies I purchased earlier, my eyes can’t help but fix on his bum and the way it pushes out the white and blue pleats of his kilt.

      “You get this.”

      “Huh?” I shake it away and feel a rush of heat surge through me. “Um, yep, just some welcome goodies, tea, as we like to drink in England, Mr Kiplings, Maynard’s Wine Gums, jam tarts and Newbury Fruits.” His sceptical gaze makes me feel the pressure again. “They’re jellies with a liquid-filled capsule hidden inside. They’re good.”

      “Good.”

      I rush forwards and take the box from his hand, our thumbs lightly grazing together and now, as my arms shake trying to unpack the thing, I’m feeling like the smallest person in the world as every breath of Mambo filled air starts synthesizing chemicals and doing crazy things inside my brain. Finally, I manage to pull back the plastic and offer a Newbury Fruit to my exotic new guest who’s never before tried one.

      He plucks a cherry flavoured jelly from the pack and places it in his mouth. “Hmm,” it comes out more as a grunt but he’s nodding his head. “Good.”

      I really need a glass of water. “I told you.” But first, there’s something I really need to mention because there’s an obvious elephant in the room and normally I find these things are better to get out of the way sooner rather than later so that you can then relax.

      “I wanted to thank you for rescuing my husband the way you did,” I shake my head and blow out air, “the situation he put you in looked awfully dangerous and it didn’t seem like anyone else was going to step in.”

      His expression never changes, despite my mentioning Sam for the first time since his arrival, not that I was expecting any major reaction or anything. “You’re welcome.”

      My head tilts. “Did I hear something about the two of you striking up a friendship?”

      The man’s so darned casual with his responses that I’m beginning to question whether he can understand even a word I’m saying. “I like Captain Sam Cooke. He funny. I try help him best I could.” It’s the most I’ve got from him so far. We’re progressing. It’s funny, but not only does he possess what’s probably the deepest voice on the planet but he can’t be far from the slowest speaker either, and yet his English definitely seems adequate to me, so I’m guessing this big chap is just super chill. Apparently, people speak fast when they’re nervous, which would make Mambo one of the few guys not to be nervous speaking for the first time to me. Yup, apparently I intimidate men, all five feet and three inches of me, but if there’s anyone who’s nervous here, then it’s certainly not Mambo.

      I’m halfway there so I might as well push on with the rest of what I need to say. “And I’m sorry for what Sam did, I mean, if it’s true what I’ve been hearing?” It occurs to me that I might now actually be able to get the truth of the matter, and from someone who was actually there, not because I don’t believe that nice lady from the Foreign Office, necessarily, but because it never harms with things like this to seek corroboration, it’s my husband we’re talking about, after all, though I’m dearly hoping Mambo’s about to set my mind at ease.

      Mambo steps closer, just one step, but it forces a breath from me regardless. “Captain Sam Cooke…” and then the intercom buzzes.

      “Oh, I’m sorry, I forgot all about that,” I sigh profoundly, “it’s my client, Izzy, who’s come for her Italian lesson.” He nods and I place a hand on his arm, and damn, it feels like solid steel, “please, make yourself at home, anything you want, ok?” I turn on my flip-flop, potter out the room and head downstairs to let her in, though not without noticing the giant puddle that’s collected between my legs.
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      “Ciao, bella.” There’s kisses on both cheeks and as usual I get the impression Izzy’s trying her hardest to be Italian. Sometimes she pulls it off but most often it kind of comes across as being forced. Hmm, maybe if she didn’t have such flaming red hair she might be more passable. Oh well, as long as she’s happy, I guess.

      We sit at the library table and run over future tenses whilst sipping espresso. Izzy’s an intermediate speaker but improving. “Tomorrow, I will withdraw fifty pounds from the bank. After that, I will visit my friend Sarah and together we will go shopping in town.”

      “What will you buy?”

      Her eyes flick up as she considers her answer. “Hmm, since this is only a role play, a trip to Venice, oh, and a new car. Sure, why not. Speaking of which, why is there a Ferrari in your courtyard with the front two wheels on the step?”

      I shake my head and respond in Italian, “it’s a long story and as much a surprise to me as it is to you.” I can tell immediately that my answer is not slaking her curiosity in the slightest. I exhale, “I have a house guest, erm, kind of a lodger type thing.” I make it sound all final because I’m not wanting to get into the minutiae of the matter, for obvious reasons, that my husband, as it turns out, is almost certainly an abuser of women as well as a philanderer, and quite possibly one with a fetish for “dark meat,” as Nancy had so graphically phrased it. I also really don’t like the idea of my client even seeing Mambo. Human nature being what it is, and Izzy’s nature in particular, her bird brain will throw up the obvious scenario that something’s going on between us when it isn’t and never will it either. She knows nothing about the trouble Sam’s gotten himself into and I mean to keep it that way, so as far as she knows, everything’s all right in the world. If I tell her there’s a big black stranger living with me, well then, it’s not going to look very good in her eyes, especially when she thinks my husband is a war hero presently missing in action. Ugh, I shudder.

      Thankfully, she nods, my answer acceptable, and then her eyes flick up again, which they usually do when I ask her a question, but this time I didn’t ask anything. “Ok, so we will go shopping for a holiday and a new car, after which we will probably find something to eat.”

      “Which brings us to the other part of today’s lesson plan, ordering food at the restaurant.” I’m distracted by her eyes again, so much so that I even glance up at the ceiling myself. “Um, what will you order?”

      “What’s that noise?”

      “Excuse me?”

      “Is there a rhino upstairs or something?” Perhaps she’s not all that far off.

      “No, will you order a starter or go straight for the main course?”

      “Pizza’s always good.”

      “Come on, you can do better than that. What’s your favourite exotic dish?”

      She pauses as her mouth slowly hangs ajar. She’s gaping over my shoulder, through the door that I foolishly left wide open, and the minor detail about this house is that from here in the library you can see pretty much all the way to the other end of the place, almost, through the living room and snug, all the way to the reception hall, kitchen and beyond. Izzy switches to English, “he looks pretty exotic to me, babes. Please tell me he’s going to take my order?”

      I twist around and have to squint my eyes to see all the way through to the kitchen where it appears Mambo’s indeed making himself at home as he cooks something on the stove. He’s changed out of his flashy outfit and now wears a white tank top and stretchy jogging bottoms. I kind of wish I could continue staring, even for a second longer, but with Izzy watching that would be tantamount to suicide. “No…” I scratch my head and can feel a bead of sweat running down my back because this is the last thing I need, “I’ll be your waitress. What will you be having for the main course?”

      “I think I’ll pass on the pizza, certainly the stupid pasta too, and go for a sausage,” she actually says licking her lips, “ a biiiiiig, thick sausage.”

      The annoying thing is, I can’t even tell her to order something else because sausage is indeed popular in Italy, though obviously, I’m aware of the game she’s playing. “Excuse me, one moment,” I stand so that I can close the door but her hand is immediately on top of mine.

      “Whoa, where are you going?” She speaks over my shoulder, not once looking at me. “Don’t you dare shut out the view.” Damn this girl’s eyesight, and she’s still speaking in English. “Tilly, who the fuck is that?”

      I almost consider playing dumb by pretending Mambo’s not there but that’s not going to work, no, because such a silly game played on my part will only cause her imagination to run away with her and besides, there’s a delectable smell of fried chicken that’s just beginning to waft all the way through into here, bloody hell, and I can even hear the sizzling. No, if I tell her she’s seeing things it’s not going to work. “Can we get back to…”

      “No!” She doesn’t mention Sam, or hasn’t done yet, but I know that’s precisely what she’s thinking. Ugh, this is exactly what I was afraid of. “Tilly, is that … is that one of those Friendship Hero things?”

      “Things?”

      “Don’t play daft,” she growls, “he’s from … the Congo, isn’t he?” She’s good, almost frighteningly so.

      I exhale and decide to concede because to do anything less is to admit I’m hiding something, like the fact we’re getting up to mischief when, I repeat, we’re not and never will. “Yes, Izzy, my house guest is from the Congo. I was persuaded that the whole Friendship Heroes scheme might be a good idea because, well, for various reasons…”

      She’s barely taking in anything that I have to say anyway, as she continues to stare beyond me. “Would you get a load of those shoulders. Fuck me, Tilly, that arse too. Got some power in those thighs, I bet.” She appears to stir, almost in an agonized grinding way against her seat as a look of helpless frustration flashes through her eyes.

      “Right,” I get up and close the door, ignoring her various protestations as I do, “Izzy, you’re paying me to teach you to speak Italian, so this is for your own good.”

      She concedes but unfortunately, half an hour later, Mambo appears in the garden and starts doing pull-ups from a tree limb, oh, and now he’s discarded his tank top.

      Izzy throws down her pen. “Break time.” I sigh and give up, it’s her lesson and I’m getting paid regardless of how much time she chooses to waste perving. She gets up and goes to stand at the window. “Ok, you have got to give me the contact details of whoever the fuck it is you know in the government.”

      I cover my face. “Izzy, in Italian, please.”

      “Balls to that, I haven’t been laid since Ed, and he was a crap shag anyway.” Ugh, she’s staring at my guest as she thinks about sex, but there’s so much wrong with what she just said.

      I call across the room, “Izzy, these Congolese aren’t a bunch of sex slaves you can order to go live with you just so you can have someone to sleep with.”

      She turns around suddenly and gives me a look complete with raised eyebrow.

      “What?” I ask.

      “You mean you’re not…”

      I thump the tabletop and upset the espressos. “No, of course not!”

      Her eyebrows pull sceptically together before she turns back to where Mambo’s literally doing handstand pushups. Hey, they’re supposed to be hard. She lets out a small giggle and wiggles her hips. “I think I could order me one of those and I don’t think he’d complain.”

      “Aye,” I exhale, “you’re probably not wrong about that.”

      “Thanks, babe.” Well, it’s true. Izzy is one of those feisty redheads, short and busty with ample curves further down too. It’s just a pity she’s still wasting her time looking for random hookups or else stupid adventures like this latest idea, if she’s serious about that, which I truly hope she isn’t. She’s in her mid-thirties now and if she ever wants to try for a family, which she occasionally mentions she does, then it’s about time she started giving a chance to someone who might potentially be future husband material, not some Friendship Hero fetish, and certainly not Mambo.

      I appear beside her at the window and commence staring at the obvious, to where he’s now doing shuttle runs back and forth across the lawn, the musculature in his thighs very visible as his entire upper body glistens with sweat. I tear my eyes away. “Did you ever call Eric back?”

      “Hmm, I’m trying to picture Eric’s skinny white body next to this … Mambo, did you say?” She lets out a bark, not once taking her eyes from him. “Thanks, but I think I’ll pass.” There’s silence for a moment. Finally, she drops an inconvenient little bomb. “Say, you wouldn’t have any problem if I, maybe, perhaps, showed your African friend around the town, would you?”

      “Sure, go ahead,” I say far too fast.

      Her head snaps back. “Ok, wow, I didn’t think you’d be alright with it.”

      I answer too aggressively. “And why wouldn’t I be alright with it?” Other than the fact it’s all too close to home, my client dating a guy who’s now living with me, because when it blows up, and it will, then I’ll be the one who’s going to be hit in the pocket. Is it too late to backtrack?

      She holds up her hands. “Ok, ok, you’re alright with it,” she checks the time on the grandfather clock. “I’d best be going, erm,” she delves into her purse, “here’s extra for the lesson.”

      “Awe, there’s no need,” I move to collect it and I’m surprised when she takes ahold of my hand.

      Her lips purse and there’s something in her eyes, sadness, no, hope, optimism, faith? “And thanks, Tilly,” her voice breaks a little. Oh, sheesh.

      I give her hand a squeeze, clearly her man problems, or lack thereof, are beginning to take their toll on poor Izzy. I sense she knows she ain’t getting any younger and is panicking. “Don’t mention it, um, I’ll show him your picture, or something, and pass on your number.”

      I usher her out and clean up the espressos. Two clients, done for the day. Who knows, but if I ever manage to fill my days with more clients, I might just be able to make a living at this; languages that is, not the counselling part, and certainly not matchmaking. That’s the thing when you marry yourself into a house like this, people assume you’re rich when the truth is we’re just barely scraping by, and with Sam’s future in doubt…

      Fortunately, I get some good news because Luke’s sent an email to confirm that Vital-X wants to put my image on the walls of all two hundred of their stores. I slap the table and scream, and I’m beyond giddy to learn I’ll be placed in vinyl, double-size, on the large panelling where they keep all the yoga tops and accessories. “And the London flagship branch wants me in triple-size on the big glass window entrance to the store.” My hands cover my mouth as I begin jumping up and down. There’s no mention of money, apparently they’re still finalizing all that, but who cares? I’m now officially a sports model!

      “I hear screaming.” Mambo’s deep rumble comes from where he’s presently filling the entirety of the threshold and from the way he’s scanning about the place, he almost certainly expected to find trouble.

      My hand flutters up towards my heart, looks like he has me covered should it ever be required. “Oh, no, sorry about that,” I float towards him as the odour in the air becomes gradually more intense, “I just heard my shoot was accepted by the powers that be,” he doesn’t understand what I’m talking about but I’m just so excited I have to tell somebody, “so,” I do the ta-daaaa thing with my arms outstretched and make a little twirl, “I”m going to be modelling for Vital-X.”

      It’s true, he has absolutely no idea, as the sweat pours from his face, but he looked totally cute the way his nostrils were flaring from the anticipation of having to hurt somebody for making me scream. He slowly nods as his body loosens, “I happy for you.” The sweat continues to run off the man like rain down a window, the transparent beads changing speed and direction with the shape and size of the dark blocks and deep swells of his musculature. Now this is what I call a man. A protector.

      “Awe, thanks,” I can’t stop myself from clumsily lunging forwards for a hug, well, it’s big news and there’s nobody else around, and so my arms attempt to wrap around the man but give up somewhere at his mid-portion just before the spot where he starts to widen out considerably. My face is already moist as it presses against a giant wet pectoral. I close my eyes and inhale what might just be one of nature’s most pleasant natural stimulants and almost feel dizzy as his hands move up to clasp my shoulders and he pulls me tighter into him from when we remain like this for far longer than what feels decent.

      His leg twitches and I pull away, turning around as I do before wobbling towards my desk, my hands clammy from caressing his back, my dress now drenched and clinging to my curves. I take my seat as he turns around to, presumably, return to his workout. “Wait,” I call out with far more urgency than intended.

      He twists back and the floorboards groan considerably as he coolly closes half the distance. “Tilly.”

      I’m supposed to arrange a date with Izzy and I agree, it would be good for him to meet some more English people but, for whatever reason, I just can’t bring myself to do it. There was that other thing, however. “Before, um, what we were discussing…” I take a deep breath as I mentally and emotionally prepare myself for the answer, potentially devastating and life-changing as it might be, “about Sam, I mean,” I lay my palms out flat on the table, “Mambo, is it true what people are saying? Is my husband an abuser? Is Sam a war criminal?”

      Mambo takes another step forwards as his jaw clenches. “Captain Sam Cooke … he do a lot of bad things. I try to help.” His voice, to my surprise, is almost choking up. “But Sam lack spirit,” with the last word he presses the inside of a closed fist against his chest in a way that makes the bulk of his biceps peak obscenely.

      My head sinks. “So it’s true then.” I married a man who can’t keep it in his pants, a man who despite all his words and deeds and sacrifices broke his vows regardless, when in all the time we were dating I never so much as even entertained the invitations I received from other men, men who most would consider far superior to Sam, and there were many invitations; professional sportsmen, TV presenters, millionaire businessmen, and more than one executive in high-end fashion labels who made promises of a dazzling modelling career if I would just ditch the baggage. And then the moment my so-called husband arrives in the Congo, he’s dicking Kinshasa’s back-alley prostitutes. Arguably the worst part about this whole episode is that this last month, especially, I’ve been out of my mind with worry when all along he was sexually abusing the women in Mambo, my lovely guest’s village. It’s enough to make me shudder.

      So, since our marriage is an obvious sham, tell me why I shouldn’t also engage in a bit of extra-marital sexual activity with the very first man who happens to catch my interest. If nothing else, it would make me feel better, temporarily perhaps. It might even make me feel whole again, at least for a short while. Yes, why not!

      I stand in such a way that makes my seat scrape back across the floor and before I even know what I’m doing, I’m drifting over to this gentle giant, unable to stop myself even if I wanted, which I don’t, and my legs are just about to give way when I’m caught in the strongest arms I’ve ever felt and then those same arms are hooking beneath my knees and I’m being lifted so effortlessly that I almost wonder if this is all a dream, as his moisture seeps immediately through to connect with my own flesh and my breasts crush against his chest when our lips meet in earnest. It’s almost a shock to me, how thick his lips feel, and they’re so soft and gentle when everything else about Mambo is so hard and harsh. I have to search deep with my tongue to encourage his out but soon as they connect he’s thrusting forwards in kind. My hands wrap around his neck, which feels so different to his, the shape, sinews and texture of Mambo’s flesh, the incredibly smooth outer layer just above solid muscle. His fingers sink into my buttocks as I hook my ankles around his lower back in a forlorn effort to satisfy the screaming thrum that’s agonizing from somewhere deep inside my core.

      Indeed, I’m so wet, and it’s been so long, the loneliness, just me, here, in this big empty house, all alone … I just, want the pain to end. “Please,” I hiss in Mambo’s ear, “take me upstairs.”

      Any lesser man might have hesitated but not Mambo, thank fuck, and he sets off immediately as I slouch over his shoulder and explore his incredible back with my fingers, the hard muscles beneath the darkest of flesh. Like his earned prize after a victorious battle, he carries me up the spiral in a way that seems so effortless and as I catch the glance from Sam’s great-great-grandfather on the wall, I can’t help but question what he would make of what I’m about to do. We hit the landing and Mambo starts for the corridor’s end, for his own room, but I’m quick to make a point here.

      “No!” I sound almost tortured. “Just for tonight, please, I’d like you in my bed.” Yes, because this has to be a one-off. That’s it! Just once to expel the demon. To ease my pain. Scratch that itch. I’m a twenty-three-year-old woman in the prime of her life, I’ve had sex only once and that was with a man who… Enough about him!

      Mambo grunts in affirmation, turns around and guesses correct the master, and then I’m floating over the threshold and being dumped on our bed. I immediately tug the dress over my head and lie back in only a white bra and underwear.

      Mambo inhales the image before him, I bet they don’t come much like me in his village, and he then closes his eyes as his body almost appears to be overtaken by something that causes him to shiver. I make him do that. And it makes me feel so powerful, that someone as small as me can make such a huge man react this way. When his eyes open there’s only lust remaining but regardless, he lowers himself atop of me with exceptional and surprising care.

      He knows his own strength, he has full control over his body, he’ll make a wonderful lover.

      Again, our lips clash with a rare fire as he maintains his weight on one elbow until his hand starts glancing slowly down my body, seizing my breast, enclosing it completely, squeezing, and I can’t help but feel so insignificant yet protected entirely. Down he persists towards my abdomen, grazing the sensitive flesh with deft fingertips before delving underneath the elastic. The moment his finger connects with ten billion nerve endings, we both shiver together, my hands wrapping around his neck as I pull his mouth feverishly into mine. I can’t prevent my back from arching as my pearl attempts to press harder against his digit, he moves lower and slips just slightly inside of me before retracting and repeating, his hot and heavy breaths increasingly harsh in my ear cause what’s already building up inside of me to scream out in frustrated agony, but in such a wonderful way.

      I glance to my right and catch our heaving forms in the floor mirror, the way I’m completely enveloped by Mambo’s black body, my fragile limbs of alabaster poking out to caress the ebony. I buck my hips and sigh into Mambo’s ear, try to coax open my walls, to will his fingers deeper, deeper, deeper. He’s teasing me. I hope that special part of him is large enough to go deeper, truly, I need something different, something to help me forget…

      He comes up slightly but only so the rest of him can begin inching down my body. I know where he’s going because Julia’s told me all about this act, and I’m quick to use the free second to cast off my bra, freeing my breasts, allowing them to breathe, thank God, because if what I hear happens to be true then things are about to get heated.

      With surprising gentleness, he tugs down my underwear and then I loll back as his mouth connects with my most intimate area. He’s the only man to ever do this. I’m already so dripping wet down there that he’s going to get a real taste of me and a second is all he needs before I have to throw out my arms to grasp ahold of the posts. My hips thrust up as his head pins me down, his tongue running up, over and around, occasionally slipping inside as he makes all the delicious smacking sounds with his mouth.

      Soon, pretty please, he’s going to want to sink inside of me, to connect with me in a way that only one other person ever has and although I truly want to do this, there are things I have to consider, things I haven’t even had the chance to even start considering.

      This, what I’m about to do, is completely unplanned, not more than fifteen minutes ago I was teaching Italian to an ungovernable friend, and now I’m about to break my sacred vows, to forsake my husband in a way that can never be undone. Once I do this, that’s it, I can never go back and neither can we.

      First of all, I do not want to get pregnant following a one-off event aimed at making myself whole again whilst also getting back at him, no, definitely not, because that’s no good reason for bringing a baby into this world, especially not when the father will be leaving in five years anyway, and that’s before I even start to consider the implications of giving birth to a half-black baby.

      Second, I am not on birth control and because of my Christianity, I never will be, but what do I have to fear anyway? With male sperm counts so low, these days few women even bother with it. Something about alcohol, drugs, chemicals in plastics, soy, easy living and mobile devices being kept in the pocket close to the testicles all combining to turn men’s swimmers into sinkers. No, but Mambo’s going to have just as hard a time getting me pregnant as he would, especially when this is the one and only time we will ever do this. And don’t get me started on female fertility because the scientists are beginning to think there’s something wrong with that too, although they haven’t yet been able to find evidence of what it is exactly, there are definitely questions being asked.

      Finally, I’m relieved to know, I don’t hit the peak of my cycle for another five days anyway.

      Nope, we’re good to go.

      So enjoy this, Tilly, just tip back and forget all your struggles as this devilishly sexy stranger puts your back out.

      He pulls back and comes to his feet, leaving me gasping and gagging. “One moment,” his voice is beyond a turn on, deep and sexy. He delves into the pocket of his joggers and pulls out a mobile phone, new by the looks of it, well, he is a prince, and sets it on the dresser. “I video.”

      I purr and flick a wave of blonde from one shoulder to the other. “Just make sure you send a copy to me.”

      One side of his mouth slowly curls upwards and his smile only keeps growing as he steps back towards the bed. By the way he’s looking at me, I’m guessing he wants to have sex. Hmm, I guess I might just be willing to oblige.

      I’m up on my knees now, scooting keenly towards the edge, and my fingers are under his waistband in earnest.

      He grabs my hands suddenly. “Wait!” He orders, stopping me dead and all I can do is look up as I question if there’s anything I’ve done wrong. “Tilly, are you sure you want this.”

      “Um-hmm,” I don’t even have to think about it, as I nod with vigour and lick my lips, “yes, I really want to do this.”

      He unleashes the broadest smile I’ve ever seen and lets go of my hands, and I waste no time in peeling down this inconvenient layer, revealing the stem, oh, hello, looks like we have a thick one here, and I keep going as somehow he manages to widen out yet further, I continue slowly dragging down the elastic and by the time I’m halfway to his knees I’m wondering when this thing’s ever going to end, or at least when I’ll arrive at the head. I pause and glance up, and no doubt my eyes are filled with fear, hesitation and more than a little lust as I swallow the saliva that’s built up in my mouth, tasting the salt.

      “Keep going,” he demands, his hands now in my hair.

      I glance back down, continue tugging and only when the hem’s just north of knee level does Mambo’s thick, shiny head snag free and spring up, and the strength and tension on this thing is so great that it smacks against his sternum, making a dull slapping sound.

      “Ooooh,” it comes out sounding odd even to my own ears, whatever I was trying to say anyway, and I think I might even have fallen back on my arse, but just as quick, and without knowing, I’m before him again, wrapping both hands around his length and showing him some love, working him up and down, and squeezing as hard as I can in an effort to make him moan. It’s little wonder he was so keen to use his mouth, the cheeky fellow was keeping a secret from me, though I’m getting the impression it will turn out to have been very necessary.

      He’s the colour of charcoal, all except for his bulbous, angry looking helmet that’s a couple shades lighter, and thick veins run up his entire length. To call Mambo larger than Sam would be an understatement, a real understatement, and not only does he look bigger but he also feels harder. He groans and tightens his grip in my hair as I continue milking him and I realize I’m quite unable to force my thumb and fingers to connect around his girth. Damn, I need longer fingers to do this properly.

      He applies pressure to my head and I find myself moving towards him. Ok, I’ll try cram as much of this in there as possible, let’s see, shall we, though if I can’t fit him in my mouth, I’m not sure how much better I can do lower down, though I’m confident my body will find a way of accommodating him, even if it means bending, twisting or ultimately impairing myself in the process.

      His beautifully aesthetic round bulb is already slick with pre-juices, and I’m beyond thrilled to learn I’m able to excite him like this, though I’m keen to lap it up immediately, to taste the cream on my tongue and deliver it to my palate as his fingers twitch in my silky blonde clumps. I clench my fist beside it, just to compare, but only end up having an involuntary breath forced from me. It’s not like I’ve ever tried, but I can only imagine I would struggle to fit my entire fist inside my mouth, so I can’t see how Mambo’s going to fare any better on that score. Instead, I concede to merely use my lips and tongue, kissing, caressing, licking and sucking the sensitive area around the tip as much as I’m able, as well as showing the occasional bit of care to the long velvety shaft, though by the agonized groans he’s making, I’m getting the idea he’s enjoying my attempts to please, inadequate as unfortunately they are having to be. To add a little more pleasure, I cup his balls and immediately note their considerable weight, and then begin applying just a small amount of pressure, incredibly tender as they are, squeezing and pinching, just until he’s at that point where he can no longer tolerate it anymore. Finally, my efforts are rewarded when his hands leave my hair and he manoeuvres me bodily around.

      I hum with anticipation, even though I’m incredibly intimidated and more than just a little scared about this, about what’s seconds away, however, I wouldn’t change course for the world.

      His fingers sink into my hips. “Tilly, are you sure.”

      I twist around to find what’s probably one of the largest male organs on the planet positioning to enter me. “Please, I really want this…”

      I hold my breath, squeeze a handful of sheets and brace myself.
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      Using a filthy fingernail, I notch off another day on the upright. “Twenty-three.” What a waste of time, of life, to be cooped up so long in such a seething hot, sticky, mosquito, cockroach-infested shack.

      Boredom, boredom, boredom.

      I’m so bored that I spend hours sitting, staring at the wall, willing myself to hallucinate, just something to occupy my mind even for an hour. There are mushrooms outside. In the forest. An endless supply of mushrooms and I’m tempted. To poke my hand out through the door and beg. Send me away. Away. The guard outside, Tiny, would he sort me out? No, probably not. I mean, why would he? What does he care?

      Tiny, he never answers me. Never. I pick up strange words in their language and repeat them, hoping perhaps to build rapport but it never works. Occasionally he might turn around, stare in through the crack but never will he react. Never has he so much as spoken directly to me.

      Thrice daily he brings my food and never is there so much as a hint of human compassion flickering behind those gloomy eyes, for the poor white man the big brute spends his days watching over, no hint of any curiosity whatsoever, to maybe discover a little something about his charge, his home, his life, his hopes and dreams, motivations, interests. Nothing.

      That’s the strange thing about what’s been transpiring since that day most of the men took off through the jungle and never returned. They’ve been feeding me. And not just beans and rice. No, but I’ve been dining on goat too. And not just goat, you know, the offal, testicles, eyeballs, but they’ve been giving me meat from the shoulder and leg. I’ve been eating surprisingly well during my imprisonment, and I’ve been slowly recovering.

      To be sure, breathing has become easier, which is a wonderful blessing. The atmosphere up here is not the best anyway but when you add cracked ribs to the thin supply of air, every breath becomes a pained struggle. The headaches have subsided, mercifully, so I’m hoping I’m over the worst of my concussion, though it’s not like I’ve been doing much too strenuous to test my brain. It still hurts to walk but not as much as it did, though again, it’s not as if I’ve been able to test my legs’ capability, short of the five metres or so of space I have in my prison. But I’m recovering nonetheless, no doubt about it, I’m growing stronger.

      Why?

      Why are they feeding me so well? Why are they allowing me to recover?

      After what I did, why haven’t they tied me naked to a tree and left me for the insects? Why haven’t they skinned me alive and placed my red raw mutilated and still twitching carcass in a cauldron of salty water to slowly boil?

      The only way to explain it is that they want me to recover.

      But again, why?

      More than anything else in the world, this is the very question that’s confused me and with the extreme boredom I’m being subjected to, pondering this very question is about all I have to occupy myself.

      Do they wish for me to recover just so they could have one extra body to mine for cobalt? I’ve concluded no. What’s but one extra pair of hands added to a thousand? And in any case, why bother waiting for my recovery before sending me off in chains? I could probably make it there off my own steam now, just, so why not send me today, or last week? That is the question and no matter how much I ponder it, I’m unable to come up with a satisfactory answer.

      Maybe they’re just dumb? Perhaps the orders have been misplaced. Have been lost in transit? They forgot? Couldn’t put it past them. Perhaps, even, one of the local tarts has taken an interest? Fucked the right guy in return for my life. So then where is she? Why haven’t I been paid a midnight visit after the guard had been bribed with an offering of a quick tumble himself?

      If Mambo wants me alive then why feed me so well when I could get by just the same having jungle beetles shoved down my throat as they pinched my nose.

      Nothing makes sense.

      Admittedly, I’ve thought of other things too, how could I not, although I try and try not to. Fail every single time. Like right now.

      Tilly.

      How might I make amends when I return home? If I return home. My long absence. Will she still look at me the way she always did? Will she still love me? Will she still want to bear my children, to have our family? I close my eyes and try to imagine it, me, her, three bouncing blonde children, two boys, a girl, a dog, walking along the beach, laughing, singing, our lives so perfect.

      Is it really so much to hope for?

      I open my eyes and shake it off. “Stop it, you’re not helping yourself.” Oh, but I must have something to cling to, a reason for remaining alive, to keep going. While there are dreams there’s hope.

      And they shall not take those dreams from me.

      And as for Mambo…

      I let out a laugh which soon turns to a cackle. A foot scuffs against the ground outside and then the door’s being thumped by an angry fist. I fall silent but still can’t hide my smirk.

      Maybe I was given mushrooms. Maybe I truly have been hallucinating because the mere thought of these strange dreams I’ve been having actually coming true is so far beyond the realms of possibility as to be laughable. My country made a special deal with the Congo and then betrayed their soldiers, abandoned them out here whilst thousands of the enemy were given first-class tickets to England, to roam about and do whatever they pleased. Amongst them is Mambo, who saw a picture of my wife, and ever since that moment has sworn to bed her. Risking the guard’s ire, I can’t help but laugh again.

      “It’s all so hilarious!”

      Because it’s just so completely unbelievable to the extent that if some deranged storyteller was to ever conceive of such a thing, he’d be in urgent need of a visit to a psychiatrist before being placed in a padded cell for his own protection.

      No. Mambo is not, even now, in my country, my county, village, house, sharing a bed with  my wife. It’s just so absurd. Get it out of your head, Sam.

      The door rattles as the piece of cord tying it to the wall is unfastened by a set of long, filthy black fingers. A second later it swings open and Tiny beckons me out.

      I’m hesitant. This is unusual. I don’t move. He does the hand thing again, gesturing, so I stumble out. He doesn’t touch me and there’s nobody else around. I glance at him with a raised eyebrow.

      “Walk.” It’s a disappointment, the first human voice I’ve heard in over three weeks.

      My eyebrow is still perked. “Where?”

      He shoves me in the back and I pitch forward, gritting my teeth to endure the pain that shoots up my leg. “Ok,” I say after it subsides and I set off limping towards the trees, my old lounging spot, just to see something familiar, something that’s not the inside of a hut made from sticks and mud.

      Are they letting me go? No, because that would be certain death, me, alone, in the jungle, not that they give a fuck about that. I twist around to check on the guard in the silly expectation that doing so might provide an answer. He’s keeping his distance, sure enough, barely even caring, but I’m not being told to bugger off into the rainforest, to make my own way and best of luck to me. This is just exercise, really? After all this time? Huh, maybe there is some small semblance of humanity amongst these savages.

      I glance down into each empty pit as I pass. Shit. Soiled uniforms. A few teeth. Emptiness and an unsettling silence.

      Aside from my former fellows, there’s barely anybody else around either, and what few men remain appear to be older, crippled, diseased, not quite so well-hung as their tribesmen who claim to be heading for England. Certainly, my guard, now that I’m able to take notice, walks with a crooked back as he hunches forwards at such an unnatural angle I fear he might tip over at any moment. Still, he’s taller than I am and his manhood, although older and with the early signs of shrivelling, puts me to shame as expected.

      No, it’s the weak and elderly who’ve been left behind, those and the children and women, some of whom raise their chins as I pass and give nothing away as they continue weaving skirts, grinding food or lounging about in the sun from their platforms.

      About the only sounds come from the kids, who mostly run around or fight with their friends. That is, until they see me, from when they stop and stare, one or two running inside or hiding behind mothers.

      Tufty? I wonder about him and have wondered often. How badly did I hurt him, truly? There’s no sign of him now, however, to assuage my curiosity.

      Though finally, on my third lap around the camp perimeter, I spot the little bastard crawling through the mulch verging off an overflowing cesspit as he sifts through the slop in search for … well, who knows. Eventually, we clock each other from across the diminishing distance, his irritating tuft having grown back almost to its original length, and if I was expecting something in return, a handful of shit flung my way perhaps then I’m to be left disappointed when he merely maintains a stoic look of apathy. What’s obvious, however, is that I failed to kill the little shit nor even permanently cripple him which, I can only surmise, might be the only reason I’m still alive.

      There. That must be it. I can now be satisfied that I have my answer, or at least one of them.

      I’m escorted back to my hut, though there can be no failing to notice the small modification that during my absence has been made to the structure. Whilst approaching, I almost angle to the left for a closer inspection but there’s no need because I recognize what it is. Resting on the ground flush against the outside wall is one of those large petroleum-powered generators. I’m frowning as I approach the door, could it truly be that they’ve thought to surprise me with some form of electric powered entertainment? My heart dares to hope and then as I cross the threshold, there, attached to the mud wall by a set of wall mounts is a large flatscreen TV.

      “Huh!” It comes out as a breath. “Something to do, finally.”

      “You’ll have something to do, alright.”

      I twist around to find Rothstein leaning into the corner, his arms crossed over his chest and a strange smirk curling upon his lips. Most notable of all is the white bandage wrapped in a diagonal fashion around his head, concealing his mangled eyeball, and there are one or two small specks of blood that’s seeped through.

      I require a moment to come to terms with this particular visitor. I’ve not seen Rothstein since I left him in a ball of agony writhing on the ground. “You…”

      “It is me.” He doesn’t move and his voice is level and surprisingly measured. The hatred he must feel towards me. His head just barely bothers to jerk in the direction of the screen. “A little gift, from me but courtesy of your prince.”

      I blink a few times. “My … Prince George got me a…”

      “Not little George, your prince, Mambo.” The sly, slick smile again. “He will forever be your prince.” Whatever that means.

      I shake my head. “Speak English, the screen’s from Mambo?” I vaguely recall him saying something about there being a surprise for me, or whatever, supposedly as punishment for what I did to his son, though I never took those words seriously, and it’s especially hard to imagine I deserve a gift like this after what I did. With Rothstein involved, however, then who knows, it could be a trap or, I don’t know, maybe the thing's loaded with nothing but Jeremy Kyle Show reruns.

      He doesn’t answer. I’m confused. He shuffles towards the door but spares a final glance for me before exiting. “I just wanted to say it to your face, to see your face, that triumphant ginger smirk one final time before it’s wiped clean away forever.”

      I shrug, “say what?”

      “Ah, yes, there it is.” He closes his eyes and shivers, almost like he’s undergoing some form of orgasm. “Enjoy the show. I know I did.” He leaves, the door closes after him and the cord is again tying the ramshackle door to its frame.

      I’m already shaking my head, exasperated, and more than a little disappointed. Couldn’t they at least have hooked up one of those old Playstations? I glance a hand down the sides, across the top and along the bottom, searching for a switch but there’s nothing. “What the…” I even check the back but there’s nothing again and no remote either. I exhale profoundly and resign myself to yet another day and night of lying on the ground, sleeping, or else dreaming about home.

      The shack lights up as the screen comes to life. I twist around…

      And my mouth falls open.

      “What the fuck?”

      Because I’m staring into my own bedroom, my own bedroom, the floor mirror that was a wedding gift from my mum, our sliding wardrobe only half closed revealing some of my things, most notably my beloved leather jacket, our glorious four-poster bed, or at least the lower half of it, dress chair that even has Tilly’s dress strewn over the back. What? Why is her dress strewn over the back? And how is this picture here, now, on this screen?

      I gasp … Rothstein’s words. ‘Enjoy the show. I know I did.’ What did he mean by that? Did my wife send him a still of our bedroom? Why ever would she do such a thing? She wouldn’t! Maybe Rothstein has his own camera on my property? He’s in the business, he knows people and he hates me enough to do anything. Or perhaps someone broke in to fuck with me and that’s all this is, a joke. Well, it’s not funny and right now a million questions are assaulting my mind.

      And then something moves and my heart shoots into my mouth.

      Because this is not a still image but a video!

      And then a black body passes in front of the lens, walks away and turns towards the bed.

      And now it hits me.

      My entire body numbs, my head swirls, my hands clam, begin to shake, and I want only to burst through these walls, murder everybody in sight and fly immediately home, all the way, no stops.

      And yet still, I’m unable to believe what I’m seeing.

      Mambo’s in our bedroom, our bedroom!

      He wears only a pair of joggers, his black flesh already glowing with perspiration. But if I thought things were already awful enough, what happens next chills me to my very core.

      Tilly shuffles down the bed and emerges in the video, wearing absolutely nothing, and she wastes no time thrusting her hands straight down Mambo’s pants … and then stops! Because his hands are immediately on top of hers, his black flesh seizing her white.

      “Wait,” he orders with a voice like gravel and my wife, my beautiful wife glances up, a look of fear and apprehension in those adorable blue eyes that I miss so much. “Tilly,” the brute continues, “are you sure you want this?”

      My heart is screaming. Of course, deep down, I’m already guessing what she’s about to say, what’s about to happen, that my whole world’s about to come burning down, or else why would they be showing me this, but I pray, pray for a different outcome regardless. Oh, but to see her now, after all this time, here, like this, with him. I’m not sure I can take it, if I’m able to watch even a second more, and yet neither can I bring myself to turn away. And then she speaks.

      “Um-hmm,” she says almost immediately, no thought put into her answer at all, she even nods enthusiastically, with no small sparkle in her eyes and the way she licks her lips is the final nail in my heart’s coffin, “yes, I really want to do this.” Her words are like daggers, daggers to my soul.

      I stagger away, clutching at my heart, the pain in my leg searing through me and yet I can barely even feel it because it’s nothing compared to what’s going on inside my head. This can’t be true, it can’t be, or it’s a joke, yes, that’s right, one sick fucking joke at my expense, heck, maybe I deserve it after what I did to Tufty, after all those other bad things I did too, my cowardice, using Jones as a human shield, joining the army merely to impress Tilly instead of being my own man, but come on, please, I don’t deserve this…

      His grin is broad when he lets go of her hands and then she wastes no time slowly peeling down his joggers, making ceremony out of it, and all I can do is fix on her eager eyes as she gradually reveals the demon tool that lies beneath. Surely, she’ll take one look at that thing, recoil in fright and pass, surely, I mean, it’s made for big jungle women with vaginas like a wizard’s sleeve, not for girls like my darling Tilly with her petite, tight little snatch. She continues tugging down the material, her eyes widening more the further she goes, her teeth pinching at her bottom lip, further, until, not believing what she’s seeing, she pauses, glances up and swallows.

      “Keep going,” he demands as he places his hands in her hair, almost enveloping her head as he does and I’m slowly, slowly beginning to get the impression that this might … just might not be a joke at all.

      She does as he demands and only when her hands are about level with his knees does he finally spring loose to slap against his sternum. My God, but the size of that fucking thing. Tilly knows it too and I can’t stand the thought that even now she’s almost certainly mentally comparing him to me, the only other cock she’s ever experienced. Upon beholding it, my sweet wife falls back on the bed. That’s right, stay there, please, but no, she clambers back almost as fast as she fell from when she’s unable to quickly enough wrap her fingers around that impossibly thick length.

      My hands are in my hair now, tugging, she’s touching his manhood, she’s actually fucking touching it, no, she’s jerking him off, or at least she’s attempting to. My mind throws me back to that innocent time behind the shed when she made me cum all over the uprights. One of her little hands had been quite adequate for me but now, with this monster, she’s having to use both and still it’s not enough, not that you’d know it from her expression, her tongue poking cheekily out her mouth, because she’s having so much fun trying her hardest regardless, as he stands there, the body of a Greek God getting jerked off by my wife. And then things ratchet up one more level…

      He pulls her face closer, though she moves willingly enough, and then her lips are taking position beside that impossibly thick, glistening dome. Don’t do it, Tilly, please don’t do it, I hate what you’ve done, what you’re doing, but it’s not too late, it’s really not, if you don’t do this we can still work things out, I can forgive this, yes, I’ll forgive this, but please, don’t take things any further, my darling.

      Mercifully, she appears to hesitate before such a daunting prospect, intimidated as I’m sure she’s feeling, and I almost dare breathe a huge, beautiful sigh, but then she licks her lips, subconsciously, sure, but it sends a shot of pain racing through my heart all the same. And then she does it!

      She drags her tongue once all the way around that shiny, twitching head then tips back and appears to swallow, her eyes sparkling. She brings up a clenched fist and places it beside that swollen hood. Why? To compare, of course, and because it’s the fun thing to do, she's adorable that way, which is why I fell in love with her in the first place. Now, her gaze switches between her clenched fist and that thing, realizes there’s not much between the two and starts giggling. She knows she can’t fit him in her mouth so instead she yields to lavishing that sensitive area with her lips and tongue, though not without sparing a thought for his shaft as well, yes, she makes very certain to attend to that too. He readjusts his hands in her lovely blonde locks and in return she gently cups his balls, giving them a squeeze as his jaw tips back.

      I watch, distressed, for what seems like forever until finally he has enough and pulls away, and I’m foolish enough to almost dare hope he’s had his fun and no longer wants to torture me but no, almost manhandling her, he turns her around one-eighty as she yelps with delight.

      He grabs ahold of her ass as that thing projects so abysmally close to that sweet spot of hers I spend all my days dreaming about. “Tilly, are you sure?” It’s obvious what he’s doing, this is all for me, to let me know that she’s choosing to do this.

      She twists around, her eyes glowing with all kinds of emotions, oh, I don’t know what’s got into her but this shit’s getting real. Is it? Is this really happening? I slap my face and feel the sting. No, this is definitely happening. She nods and a tumble of blonde cascades from her shoulder. “Please, I really want this…” she says with an agonized voice as she straightens and grabs a handful of sheets in readiness, and all I can think is that this joke has gone beyond far enough.

      “Please, my darling love,” my entire body shakes as I choke the words into a clenched fist, “stop this now. Whatev…whatever it is I did to you … to deserve this, I’ll change, I promise.”

      But she’s already said she wants this! She’s already given Mambo the green light to enter her, not that for one second I imagine him to be the permission seeking type, no, again, that was all for me, to further compound my misery. Now, my mind can only dredge up that decisive one second back when Mambo first saw that image of my wife, the way his eyes had bulged out of his head, he’d wanted her more than anything else in this world. If only I’d known then how far-reaching that moment would turn out to be, I’d have done anything, anything to steer events from this trajectory. That seems like a lifetime ago. Since then he’s unalterably changed the fate of two countries, travelled halfway across the world and somehow managed to contrive a situation where he’s gained my wife’s trust, all to arrive here. Now that she’s naked before him as he grabs ahold of his root to steer himself towards her opening, the last thing he’s about to do is stop now.

      And then Mambo positions that bulging, black bulb against her pert little pink lips and begins to push forwards. He hits an obvious wall, it was always going to happen, but the human penis is shaped in such a way as to make even the largest organs fit inside the tightest of holes, and there can be little doubting how determined Mambo is to squeeze his entire length inside of my wife.

      The video only reveals Tilly up to her tight little waist, I suspect because Mambo wanted to close on her pussy as she’s stretched by his considerable size, the money shot, so to speak. He persists, rubbing, trying to tease open her lips as I cram my knuckles into my mouth. She assists him by wiggling her hips as Mambo’s tip slowly manages to tempt her open. Suddenly, she lets out a pained wail as my teeth clamp down hard on bone, cutting into my flesh as I taste blood. Mambo also lets out a groan as that sensitive area with hundreds of billions of nerve endings is crushed as Tilly’s entrance opens wider, far wider, than it ever has before. Perhaps even Mambo wasn’t expecting it, the squeeze, which might explain why he pauses to collect himself before persisting, or maybe he just wants to allow Tilly a moment to adjust. But really? Does he care that much for her comfort? The true reason reveals itself when he takes a moment to glance towards the camera, his expression all serious, business, look what I’m doing to your wife.

      Now, he grabs ahold of her hips and sinks just that little bit further, and then a little bit more, and I’m almost wondering if he’s finding this harder than anticipated. He pauses again as my wife circles her hips, perhaps to adjust to the pain, or maybe just to signal that he should continue. Oh, trust me, he does, and my wife lets out an ecstatic scream that’s like a thousand punches to my skull as the bedsheets ride up around the skirts, I suspect because she’s clutching a greater handful.

      Mambo’s not even halfway in and to see what he has left in reserve, I can’t imagine how he intends to bottom out, but now he retracts slightly before pushing back, repeats, attempting to further prompt my wife’s walls to open up, to quit being so shy, as I suspect he’s already close to hitting her cervix. He pushes deeper, a couple more inches, and again Tilly moans. More. A bit more. He pulls out and repeats, occasionally leaning forwards to play with her breasts. More. Out again. Together they work their organs trying to make this fit whilst I remain surprised, astonished even, as to how gentle this enormous brute is being, that he’s not merely wanting to fuck my wife, to brutalize her, to humiliate and destroy me, but that they’re instead making love.

      There’s about an inch and a half of solid black meat still remaining but with one final concentrated effort on both their parts, and no doubt pushing her cervix hard against her womb, he manages to force himself the rest of the way inside, hitting base, and in so doing the man I hate more than anyone else in this world has forever changed my wife’s body, as the deep rumble that is his satisfied groan fills every corner of this torture chamber. In this position, he’s more than happy to hold as they both adjust to being fully connected, and only after he feels the crush lessen around his substantial width does he use the immense strength in his biceps to pull her into him as hard as possible so that her buttocks squish against his pubic bone. As together they experience this delightful pain, so too they let out another agonized moan, only this one is greater and more prolonged than the first.

      “Please. Be. Slow.” By now it barely even sounds like my wife, certainly, it’s not a tone I recognize though, numb as I’m feeling, there can be no mistaking it’s truly her, that for whatever ungodly reason, she’s chosen to put me through this turmoil.

      Indeed, I attempt to remove myself emotionally from my body, to transcend this awfulness, by thinking of freedom, of good books on sandy beaches, cocktails, great food and beer, but it could never last long, not when her joyful squeals wrench me straight back to this twisted reality.

      Mambo slowly pulls out before pushing cautiously back inside, once more up to his root, and again, I’m astonished by how slow he moves, that he’s attentive and mindful to the pain and discomfort Tilly’s feeling. He persists. Boy, does he ever. Over. And. Over. His black hands gripping hard her tiny white waste, his thighs smushing against her buttocks an almost perfect contrast of colour. I don’t know for how long I’ve already been forced to watch but I’m amazed by his discipline, that he could be inside of a woman like that and not feel the overwhelming urge to rail her, hell for leather, to panel that ass and release his seed inside of her. I collapse back against the far wall as my mind is polluted by strange images, considering the circumstances, like green fields, pleasant vistas, and numbers, of all things; has he by now already been inside of Tilly for cumulatively longer than I have, because for some unknown reason, that matters?

      Clearly, I’m going insane in here.

      Behind Tilly, Mambo much resembles a bull beside a calf, as only now does he begin to increase rhythm, his grunts becoming ever more obnoxious, whilst Tilly seems to have gone quiet, I imagine because she’s crammed her mouth full of bedsheet.

      Did she put up any fight? Or did she succumb to him right away? Perhaps it’s a strange notion to be contemplating at a time like this, as his thighs begin powering into my wife’s sweet little ass cheeks, as she’s held firmly in situ by immensely strong arms, but I can only reason that my mind, my ego, is attempting all kinds of shit in order to self-preserve, because what choice do I have besides death? Less than three weeks ago that monster was here, in my face, and now he’s over there, that one place I would give anything to be right now. How long was his transit? How long did he have to wait in Kinshasa, at Heathrow, in some kind of luxurious holding facility until arrangements with my wife could be made? Clearly, Mambo was in no way made to wait for over six years like I did, so maybe such a question is not so unreasonable after all. I don’t know, perhaps it’s an answer I’d be best never knowing.

      With the rhythm inherited from thousands of years of African tribal dancing, he increases tempo yet further, and it occurs to me, regrettably, that not only is Mambo endowed beyond what I’d previously thought natural, or what nature was even capable of bestowing upon a human male, with a body to go with it, but that he also possess incredible stamina as well. By the manner he’s been hammering at my wife, by now I’d long have run out of steam, and yet still he goes, faster, full strokes, partial strokes, the occasional stirring of his hips at full penetration, which always precedes a cry from Tilly, and yet always he appears to be in the throes of dance, as his balls jiggle and twitch, become ever more tender with every thrust, and occasionally slap against my wife’s belly.

      Oh, God, and then there’s his balls! How could I forget what Rothstein had said about them, which again, at the time I had failed to take seriously but now, after this, how could I not?

      Mambo took a vow of abstinence until he could cum inside my wife!

      Now, I shudder as I can only transfix on those stones, large like oranges and heavy with demon seed as it readies to be shot, hard and accurate, right to where it’s needed for nature to carry out its work, its most important task.

      Thank God our people are having fertility problems, yes, at least I have that, and that if his plan was for me to spend my life working my arse off just so I could pay to raise his bastard then he’ll be laughing on the other side of his face when my wife’s eggs are unable to do very much even with his semen, proven as it obviously is out here, a continent away. Aye, if there’s any silver lining that can be found in a situation like this then it’s that, because Tilly’s my wife, so by law any children will be considered mine no matter what they should happen to look like when they’re born. If she was so inclined, Tilly would hold it in her power to use the full force of the British state to come after me, to force upon me a life of indentured servitude, ensuring I would have to pay for Mambo’s child the rest of my life.

      Well, I again reassure myself, at least that can’t happen to me, no matter the outcome here, I will be spared that.

      Thank God for our fertility crisis!

      And then Tilly’s screams fill the entire shack as she’s overtaken by a deep, deep climax that seems to persist and endure and continue forever as the musculature in her tight walls pulse and work to further squeeze Mambo’s manhood until finally her joyful throes fade and yet still, her lover’s beating her buttocks ever harder. She comes again, a few minutes after the first, and then again a few minutes after that, and each time it’s like a fresh wave of torture is being unleashed upon me.

      The fourth time she climaxes the image closes on my wife’s opening as it’s stretched beyond its limits by a black staff that’s thick as my wrist. That’s the other thing to consider, because that bastard Rothstein has obviously seen this and has edited the footage to further harm me, as the shot lingers, completely filling the screen with Tilly’s lips clenching drum-tight around Mambo’s girth. By the time this new wave passes, the video has returned to its original aspect so that I instead get to watch the power that massive man is using against my first and only ever love as he lengthens his strokes almost to his full size.

      And then, bizarrely, I’m alerted to a strange yet familiar feeling of tension churning inside my belly. I’ve been so preoccupied, existing only in a world of horror, that until now I hadn’t noticed it.

      Because my erection is straining against my khaki shorts.

      “Oh, God, no. Not now! Not for this.” What the fuck is wrong with me!

      I haven’t had an erection in so long because, as it turns out, it’s hard to get it up when there are so many other things on your mind, not to mention starvation, dehydration and blood loss. Now, however, I can’t deny I’m about as hard as I’ve ever been in my life. Completely disgusted with myself, I try to shake it off, to ignore it, but it’s thrumming, irritating, annoying, beyond frustrating and quite possibly the source of a great portion of my anxiety.

      It’s a relief to discover everything still works, sure, at least physically. Emotionally, however, I don’t think this is right at all. No, because this is the very last thing that should be exciting me, even now, as I watch that almost unearthly black member forcing its way in and out of my wife, repeatedly, again and again, over and over, her wails, cries of joy, that’s causing me hurt beyond which I had ever previously comprehended. How has such an appalling spectacle done this to my dick?

      Within less than a minute my body begins to shake. What can I do? I’m seriously not about to jerk off to images of Mambo fucking my wife. I tug at the hair upon the back of my head, slap my face and demand angrily that my body settles down.

      It doesn’t.

      And I’m sure it’s hardly helping that I’m presently carrying around the accumulation of four months solid effort and discipline, weighing me down and now playing the devil with my head, because this … these are the first sexual images I’ve seen since leaving England. I readjust my waistband and headbutt the mud they use to plaster the sticks. “Damn this goddamn boner.”

      And then Mambo lets out a loud sigh, I expect he’s about to fucking fire inside my wife but then he stops…

      And clenches himself, four, five, six, as every muscle in his body tenses, his pectorals especially twitch from the effort it takes to hold back, nine, ten, eleven, and then his imminent climax fades from when he recommences rutting my Tilly.

      I shake my head and the sweat scatters from my hair. “I know what he’s doing.” I’m pretty sure, because he’s not trying to prolong this just to make his first time with Tilly extra special, no, but by postponing his climax he can ensure his delivery fires even harder into her.

      I really fucking hate that bastard.

      I exhale, wipe at the tears pouring down my face and unbuckle the belt that, as I continue to lose weight, is becoming ever more necessary to hold up my fatigues. “Let’s get this over with, quick,” I growl, tugging down my underwear, the same I’ve been wearing for a month straight, wrapping my fingers around my cock, fixing on Mambo fucking my beloved wife, and begin working myself. “Uh … ugh.” Three, four, my eyes roll back inside my head, five, six strokes and I’m cumming all over the floor, my hand, wrist and boot. It’s by far the most cum I’ve ever been able to produce in my life.

      I collapse against the corner and can only glare at four months of investment, what was supposed to have been my first child as it now attracts flies on the filthy floorboards of this Congolese hovel.

      And right at that moment, Mambo growls as his entire body ascends into a rapture, vibrating, his buttocks tightening, his balls twitching as his seed is pulled out and fired with force inside of my wife, who herself is undergoing yet more throes of ecstasy as her own body works to suck her lover’s seed deep inside her womb. Their shared ecstasy seems to last forever, as my world spins around me and a cockroach immerses itself in my own discharge, until finally the last drop of Mambo’s baby-making batter is milked from his cock to begin making its way towards Tilly’s egg, ready and waiting to receive the strongest, fastest and fiercest of his little black warriors.

      To compound my angst yet further, Mambo clutches the back of Tilly’s neck from when he pushes her down hard so that her entire upper body’s now positioned at a downward angle, thus ensuring his seed, of which I have little doubt there’s an abundance, remains inside of her, as far up as it can possibly go, plugged by that obscenely thick head, and there they hold this position only until he leans forwards, their connection maintained, still, always, and he begins kissing her in the sort of way you do when you own somebody.

      I don’t know for how long they remain like this, ten, twenty minutes, but when finally he pulls out, he’s still solid like steel, and a huge glob of creamy substance spills out with him. He backs away and glances at the lens, his look, even now, giving nothing away as to his thoughts, his black shaft that has to be about the size of my entire forearm is completely white with churned up lubricant, semen, and not to mention Tilly’s own juices.

      The screen goes black…

      And before my head can flop down so that I can begin sobbing myself to sleep, it lights up again…

      And I see my wife’s back as she returns to the bed where her lover sprawls at the ready. She clambers up, manoeuvres atop him, and slowly sinks down.
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          Two Months Later

        

      

    

    
      Sam

      Hot beach. With a good thriller. Vigilante justice. Yes. Why not. He takes out his vengeance on all. Who have wronged him. All of them. Long list. Draws out their deaths. Savours it. Takes pleasure. Deserved. Try to imagine. Me. Different world. Different life. I find. Back alley. Tie up the fucker. Slowly cut. Another down. Get on motorcycle. Ride for country. Green fields. Beer. Hot beaches. Big house. Dream. Fix up myself. Long road trip. Through Europe. Russia. All the way to China. Don’t stop. Never stop. Isolation. Beautiful.

      “Yes … oh … fuck … yes.” Tilly’s screams pull me back into this reality so that my eyes regain focus. This time she’s in the library, straddling Mambo as he sits, bare arsed on my grandmother’s Chesterfield, her beautiful, supple breasts crushing against his face as I get a side view of her bouncing up and down on his shaft, their lips squishing together with urgency, his hands gripping her hips as she wraps her arms tenderly around his neck. He grits his teeth and his head lolls back as he cums inside my wife.

      I turn away, accidentally kick the pile of wooden bowls that’s accumulated and…

      I’m on a Tibetan mountaintop, meditating inside a Buddhist monastery. Quiet. Seclusion. No problems. In. The. World. Nobody can find me. Ever again. Hiking. Through the Far East. See the world. All of it.

      “Quick, put it inside of me!”

      I’m jerked back to this reality and my eyes fix on our old workbench in the shed. My wife is bent over it as Mambo thrusts into her from behind. This time I get a frontal view so that I’m watching Tilly’s face flushing all shades of red as she has to repeatedly toss back waves of blonde, her big, black bull looming behind her, the immense musculature of his body as he drives into her, repeatedly, again and again, over and over. She clings onto the vice for support as her body jolts forwards with every pounding of Mambo’s hips against her ass. Rothstein closes on her eyes, filled with demon lust as they appear to be, the perspiration pricking upon her forehead, her teeth biting into her bottom lip, before pulling back out to show the large black hand completely devouring her breast. A cartoon image of Rothstein appears in the corner and it doubles over, laughing in hysterics before walking off screen with a little boner poking through his trousers. The image returns back to the original full aspect, from when I’m treated to the spectacle of another man giving my wife no fewer than seven orgasms, until finally he releases inside of her and the screen goes black for a count of five before once again, it lights up for the next show.

      This time we’re in the Carrington Suite, no less than the room in which I was born, as they now appear to be making love in a slower, more passionate way, missionary, as Mambo thrusts deep and powerfully into Tilly, her legs wrapped around his back and her ankles locking him in place. Every time I’m subjected to this position it turns into a three or four-hour epic where by the end there’s blood streaming down Mambo’s back. This time, however, he’s cumming after what’s probably only an hour and a half, though in reality, how the fuck is it possible to keep track of time anymore when all you have to measure it by are their marathon sex sessions that phase in and out of each other.

      I close my eyes… “the Amazon rainforest…” and hope to be mentally away before it restarts. After a minute, my eyes open because the screen’s still black.

      “What the…”

      Why hasn’t it restarted?

      “What … what’s going on?”

      What has he done to her?

      Evidently, I still care, as my alarm is proving, and that’s something I’m not prepared to deal with. I shout, “what has he done to her?” And bang at the screen with my fists.

      The door opens and I have to shield my eyes against the light that reveals the eighty-four notches in the support pillar. Backing away, I accidentally kick over one of the overflowing piss pots. “What … who…?”

      “Out!” The voice, it belongs to Tiny, the guard.

      I shuffle out and again have to shield my eyes against the daylight’s intensity. I’m greeted by a loud cheer, mostly female, but there are children laughing too, and a small number of mostly crippled men. For a few minutes they persist as I slowly begin to get the impression I’m encircled by them. When finally I’m able to open my eyes, this indeed turns out to be the case, as they stand, point, laugh, jump up and down and … yes, there’s Tufty, his retribution secured many, many, many times over, humping at the air as he pulls faces up close and almost within reach, like he’s begging for me to attempt another pop. I turn away from him and run my fingers through my beard. Now that they’ve subjected me to the worst punishment imaginable, only one question remains.

      What next?

      “Go on then, finish me off.” I’m expecting to be killed now, for sure, because what else can they do to me that’s not already been done. “Do it, would you, just make it quick.”

      I glance for the spot the machetes are kept, though in truth I’m not sure why, perhaps grabbing one and waving it about might be the best way of guaranteeing a quick death but they’re no longer in the usual location so that option doesn’t even exist.

      And then I’m grabbed from behind by a pair of strong hands and my arms are assailed by pain as they’re tugged behind my back and bound with cable ties. I’m shoved towards the trees and through an opening I can just make out an old truck waiting on the dust track. They continue to prod me in that direction and when we arrive I’m lifted bodily onto the back from when I take position leaning against the cabin. Tiny clambers up and perches against the opposing side and then we begin moving down through the forest.
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        * * *

      

      The ‘roads’ were about as expected, mostly of mud threading tightly between trees, and we sheered so many branches from limbs that the back of the truck soon came to resemble an elephants lunch pile. We drove through several villages of the Goma Mbandaka Bukavu and at least three chimp communities, the driver giving little care for my comfort rocking around in the back, or for local bylaws.

      It seemed like for hours we laboured through rainforest, Tiny staring at me with bemusement for a great portion of the journey.

      “Where are we going?” I would ask sporadically, receiving nothing back in return. “Am,” I coughed into a closed fist, “am I going home?”

      This made him smile, a big shit-eating grin that answered the question for him.

      Gradually, the forest phased to a brown barrenness, the terrain long since having flattened, and eventually this too turned to a landscape of orange rock as the dirt track finally passed to a slightly more tolerable gravel that would throw up huge clouds of dust with the passing of every cargo laden truck.

      Trucks!

      I was so delirious that I almost failed to recognize the significance of passing them with an ever increasing frequency.

      Later that day we arrived.

      Now, we come to a stop between two behemoths that were almost certainly left behind by the Chinese, with wheels the size of cars and beds that could easily carry the rubble from my house. A number of blacks are standing around with rifles slung over shoulders and immediately I can tell they’re not of the same tribe that’s spent the last few months turning my life to complete shit. It’s true that for a humble Englishman, telling any two of them apart is an exercise in futility, however, there can be no mistaking the difference in stature here, as the men now strolling over appear far smaller on all planes.

      Suddenly, I’m yanked off the back by the neck and come to land hard on my back, knocking the wind out of me. Angry words are shouted and I’m certain the kicks are about to start raining down when suddenly my aggressor, himself, is pitched to the gravel via the stock of a rifle. This new man wears a white stripe on his military jacket and he shouts more angry words before kicking the perpetrator away. The white stripe ignores me completely but yells at Tiny. A second later, the truck I arrived in is driving away, leaving me alone with the stripe and three other men with rifles.

      “Captain Cooke,” he displays his teeth in a grin that does not look completely unfriendly, “welcome to the Mutanda Cobalt Mine.”

      I should have known better.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Thirteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Tilly

      Once again, my vision blurs over as I ascend into rapture, my flesh flushing heat and sweating freezing cold as one, and my passage grips deathly hard around Mambo’s wonderful organ as he thrusts as deep inside of me as my depths will allow, his beautiful seed gushing against my womb whilst I cling as hard as I can around his neck, pulling his lips into mine, our heavy breaths splashing against each other’s face. Like this we remain, as usual, until we’ve both come down from our ecstasy.

      Finally, my eyes regain focus and my body gradually begins to settle. “Seven, I counted, s…seven.” I can only shake my head as my ankles unlock from behind his buttocks to land on the mattress.

      He’s still iron-hard inside of me and I can feel his substantial creamy white gift oozing in, out, around and everywhere. “I like make you cum. Our spirits as one.”

      You see, it’s reasons like this that I love him, which is foolish of me, I know, but how on earth could I ever have stopped myself. It’s not like you can find a man like this down at the local Tesco. I sigh and wish I could tell him, wish that he’d say something in kind with regards the same. I don’t know, maybe he will, I … I don’t know. I gaze into those mysterious dark eyes that hold so many secrets and can’t help but bring my lips back to his.

      He returns my kiss and as usual, it’s only a couple of seconds until he’s pulling slowly out before pushing back inside, my walls once more constricting around the great void left behind by his retreating phallus and then once again I’m being stretched wide apart as he forces his way back inside, where he belongs, that familiar shot of scintillating pain that makes my entire body shiver. Again and again he moves, his thrusts driven by powerful thighs and the rhythm of his people, and it’s less than a minute until once again my vision blurs and my body is sent to the heavens. It’s ninety minutes later when Mambo again releases inside of me and I will his seed deeper, always deeper, inside of my body, but to do what? That is the question and as with so many other things, I’m conflicted, so conflicted. Always conflicted.

      The bell chimes.

      “It’s Mark,” I sound beyond exhausted and really don’t want to leave our bed, “he’s here for his lesson.” Reluctantly, I stand, throw on some clothes and, still immersed in my lover’s sweet smell that I find so intoxicating, I head down to let him in, though not before forlornly glancing once over my shoulder to Mambo’s resting form. He’s used to it by now, my clients coming and going, and knows to remain in bed, not to disturb, until such time as I can return to him.

      True, I feel like a naughty schoolgirl who’s keeping a secret from her parents, though what choice do I have? And yes, I know what I’m doing and believe me, I’m awfully conflicted, again. That I love Mambo with all my heart and yet still, I can’t bring myself to introduce him to the people I know, to be seen outside with him, to scream from the rooftops that I’m … that we’re … well, what are we, exactly? I want more than anything in this world to be allowed to love him but likewise, know that I can’t. I want more than anything in this world to give birth to Mambo’s baby but know too that such a thing would be the stupidest course imaginable. And yet, if it’s meant to be, then God will have His say too. Our fertility is all but broken, Mambo’s seed cannot do what is required anyway and yet still, it’s all I can think about.

      Indeed, God will be the decider.

      “Russian mode activated.” I open the door to my client and friend’s puffy red face. “Mark, are you alright?”

      He enters shaking his head and to say this is supposed to be his Russian language lesson, he’s having awful trouble speaking.

      “Oh, dear, come on, let’s go to the library, here, let me make you some coffee.” I prepare the drinks and when I bring them to the table, he’s staring glumly down into the surface. “Mark?”

      He flaps a hand, “I don’t know, Tilly,” and exhales, “I was learning Russian to impress Anna, to learn more about her and her culture, to bring us closer, maybe one day we could have moved to her home country but…”

      I don’t like where this is going at all, no, and can immediately tell something awful has happened with his fiancée. “Mark, what is it?”

      His mouth moves to speak but he almost appears to be in shock. “She…I…” he breaks down, the tears flow from his face and I have to run to get the tissues before pushing the box in front of him. I hate seeing men cry but to see a man like Mark cry, and crying like this, is truly saddening. He happens to be one of the greatest men I know, easily one of the better catches, with a range of attributes and qualifications that would be impressive even for a genius two or three times his age.

      I place a comforting hand on his arm. “Take your time.”

      “It’s Anna,” he begins when finally he manages to settle himself, “I … I mean, she … has broken it off.”

      I kind of guessed this would be the reason but to actually hear the words causes my body to tense regardless. “No. This can’t be. You two were so perfect for each other.” I recall the photos of Anna that Mark was always so proud to show off, her lithe ballerina’s body, slender neck, long blonde hair and the perfect feminine features so typical to Russian women. She’s gorgeous, movie star gorgeous. “Surely the two of you can work this out, can’t you?”

      He again flaps his surgeon’s hand, all useless. “She left me for one of them…” he blurts out the final word and makes no attempt at disguising his scorn, though I’m not sure I can say I know who he’s referring to specifically.

      My eyebrows pull together. “I’m sorry, one of who?”

      “A fucking nigger!”

      My head jerks back. “Oh.” I need a second to process this news, though I’m not about to repeat that word. “You mean, she’s started dating someone from The Congo, um, Malonga?”

      His hand balls in and out of a clenched fist. “She arrived in a car that wasn’t hers, a fucking Lamborghini, collected her stuff, spent ten seconds barely even apologizing and drove away.” He shakes his head and a fresh wave of tears spill from his eyes. “It’s like I was already old news, completely forgotten. That…” he wrenches his jaw away, the terrible memory difficult to dredge up.

      “Yes?”

      “That nigger made sure I got to see who she was leaving with,” Mark becomes harder to understand as his voice descends into palpitations, “by … by getting out and leaning against his car in full view. He … he could have stayed inside, concealed behind the tinted glass but no, he wanted me to see him.” His fist clenches so tight that I fear he’s about to burst a vein. “Tilly, the look on his ugly black face … of victory, of domination, that he’d won. I … I just couldn’t take it…”

      I move my chair closer and give him a hug, though all I can do is remain mostly silent because what is there I can say anyway? I, um, can kind of see the appeal, though that’s the very last thing I’m about to say at a time like this. “Mark, I’m so sorry.”

      The poor man’s shaking. “I just don’t get it. She threw it all away, everything we had, our great future, and for what? A stupid fucking fling that’s not going anywhere. And there’s no chance she could love him like she did me … a fucking nigger!”

      I pull back. “Please, Mark, could you stop using that word. I know you’re upset, but…”

      “Damn right I’m upset!…”

      “But that’s no reason to use that word, come on, you’re better than that…”

      “It’s just a word,” his voice rises, “I’ve had my entire life wrenched away from me and you’re banging on about a fucking word.”

      I shrug, “it just makes me uncomfortable, that’s all.”

      “Uncomfortable?” He shakes his head and narrows his red, bloodshot eyes, “who the fuck cares?”

      I’m caught between a few hard places here, remaining friendly with my client, trying to remain professional and standing up for what’s right. I decide to attempt diplomacy. “I’m sorry about what happened but you’ll find someone else.”

      “Anna was supposed to be my wife! There is no one else! And those … those animals, Tilly, they’re taking our women by the tens of thousand, fucking them, leaving them pregnant and moving on to the next. I mean, I have two friends who’ve had their girlfriends stolen in a similar way and these bastards have only been in the country a couple of months. How many more lives, relationships, families, even, are they going to tear apart with their…”

      I’m hearing him but my eyes have already glazed over. Something about what he said. “I’m sorry, Mark, did you say pregnant?”

      “Huh?” He pinches at the skin atop his nose. “Yeah! It’s all they’re talking about at the hospital. So many women have suddenly started coming in for ultrasounds that we’ve had to take on an extra sonographer. Even the supermarkets have sold out of pregnancy tests and apparently they’re also running low on white vinegar because these bloody women are concocting homemade tests.” His nostrils flare out. “I mean, if this doesn’t destroy our fucking country then I don’t know what will.”

      So there’s hope?

      My hand subconsciously slides down towards my belly as I gently squeeze my thighs together, perhaps in the forlorn hope of sending Mambo’s gift to that place where it needs to be. I close my eyes as a delightful shiver overtakes me.

      “Tilly?” He sounds angry.

      I’m jolted to. “Um, you will find someone else, Mark.”

      His jaw clenches. “I don’t want one of these used up whores and I certainly don’t want to spend my life opening arteries just so I can pay to bring up some nigger’s bastard.” He shakes his head angrily and lets out a contemptuous blast of air. “I mean, what kind of fucking slut would do something like that, degrade herself in such a way?”

      I’m unable to prevent my fist from crashing against the table. “Mark, not all women who choose to date one of our guests is a slut…”

      “Date? Guests?” His words come out as a disbelieving hiss.

      I forge on with my rebuttal. “Most women might genuinely love them, you know, I mean, it is possible,” because I know this to be oh so true, “and they’re not animals. They’re lovely, gentle, caring people who…”

      “What do you care, Tilly?” He’s giving me a strange look now. “And why are you, of all people, sticking your neck out for them, especially when those same mountain gorillas have taken your husband prisoner.” He’s so shocked that for a moment he’s unable even to finish his words. “Why the fuck would you have even a single nice word to say about any of those evolutionary throwbacks?”

      I stand. “I think, Mark, that this lesson is over.” I try to soften my voice. “I know you’re upset, and I understand your reasons, but I think you need to cool down before our next…” it’s not working and he kicks his chair angrily back as he comes to a stand.

      “Don’t patronize me, you silly bitch,” and then his hand is clutching at my wrist, squeezing, “and I wonder what Sam would think about the way you defend these niggers.”

      I try to pull away but can’t. “Mark, you’re hurting me, please…”

      A shadow falls over us and together, Mark and I twist towards the threshold to find Mambo looming, completely blocking the exit, naked as the day he was born. “Tilly, I hear shout.”

      Mark’s gaze slowly dips and then the whites of his eyes are bulging almost out of his head. “Wh…” it comes out as an astonished wisp as his hand wilts from my wrist.

      Mambo casually approaches and pulls me into him by the hip. “I think you leave.”

      Mark gets it now, if he didn’t before, he certainly gets it now, because there can be no misinterpreting what Mambo is to me and what I am to Mambo. Quickly and with trembling hands, Mark quietly gathers his belongings and dashes for the door.

      I sigh. That’s one client I could have done without losing, not to mention a man I’d considered a friend. I glance up at my hero and have to stand on my toes to throw my arms around his neck. “Thank you,” I say, dispirited, “I think that was pretty amazing timing.”

      Within half a second, his manhood is pushing against my belly and as usual, I can’t stop myself from reaching down and attempting to curl my fingers around it. He groans as I begin gently milking his rock solid organ beneath a thin layer of silky black flesh, breaking off only by the necessity of removing my jeans, sweater, bra and panties and then I’m leading him via his shaft towards the Chesterfield.

      “Please, mister,” I still sound dejected but happen to know the one thing that just might improve my mood, “I think I really need to feel you inside of me right now.” And I want our baby. Or maybe I don’t. Ugh, I don’t know. This is already causing so many problems and a baby will only make things so much worse, it’s just…

      I’m in love with Mambo.

      But there’s that other thing too because, if what Mark said is true, then England will soon be black. No doubt about it. The way things are going, with all these black babies being born and a huge promise of many more to come, it’s only a matter of time.

      And yes, I’m conflicted.

      I still believe England should be for English people, overwhelmingly, and yes, I hate the idea of so many of our women leaving their husbands, fiancés and boyfriends for men like Mambo, perhaps to forever change the colour of our lovely country, it’s just…

      If I can’t bring myself to stop then why should anybody else?

      Conflicted.

      As usual, I press record on the camera before returning to where he waits on the couch. Before Mambo, I almost certainly would have been turned off by such an idea as filming us making love but now, to actually engage in it, I guess I find it kind of sexy and it’ll be hot to look back on, to remember, because, once again I have to remind myself, one day Mambo will leave. Besides, anything Mambo asks he gets because how could I ever say no?

      I can’t stop myself from giving his organ a tender caress before clambering upon the Chesterfield, wrapping my hands around his neck for support and slowly, carefully, lowering myself down.

      He lets out a groan of total pleasure, the sound that I love more than anything else in this world, that I’m the one who’s doing this to him. The delicious pain shoots through my entire body, of being stretched to my very limits, as I impale myself with his thick, shiny bulb already moist with his pre-juices that are so important for lubrication. I still remember the first time he’d broken me, it was beyond painful but in the most amazing way imaginable, and ever since then it still hurts, though admittedly not quite as much now as it did. I don’t know, I can only assume that Mambo has changed my body, for the better, and now no other man will ever be able to touch me the way he can, make me feel the same, filled completely, owned entirely.

      What was supposed to have been a one-off is now anything but because how ever could I make love to Mambo the one time and never again?

      Impossible.

      I place more of my weight upon him and continue my pleasurable descent until I have enough of Mambo inside of me that I can begin rocking my hips, pleasing him, whilst teasing my walls open enough that I can hope to meet my lips to his stem. It takes a while and requires our natural lubrication to work as one until finally, once more I’m ascending to the heavens as my farthermost depths are touched and our souls are connected, maybe forever if his seed can do what it must.

      I crush my lips to his, feel his hands devouring my breasts, and all the while I rock my hips, working his length with a mix of strokes, back and forth, circles, shallow, deeeeeep. I inhale his intoxicating man scent and am sent immediately to the clouds and it’s only a couple seconds later when I feel that first wave begin to take hold. When it overtakes me, I make sure he’s taking my nipple in his mouth, the sweet, gentle pull from his teeth all but finishing me on the spot.

      But we’re not done, even if I have to pause when finally I recover, from when Mambo commences ramming me from beneath. My wails become almost deafening as his thighs smash into my ass with ever increasing power, all as he continues to hold me down with strong hands grasping at my hips. I’m soon taken by a second wave, followed shortly after by a third and by the time I’m obliterated by the fourth, Mambo too is beginning to twitch inside of me as he holds back his imminent release in order to further heighten his pleasure. He stops ramming so that I can take over and I increase my stroke length as I reach behind, grasp ahold of his rocks and gently squeeze. Please do what must be done.

      He groans and his body tenses as his cream is drawn out and there’s that pause when the whole world seems to stop, I smush my lips as hard against him as possible as he wrenches me down in kind and then, because I too was holding back, I’m thrown into my fifth climax at the precise moment Mambo’s spilling inside of me. We heave against each other, our bodies and souls connected as his delivery is sucked ever farther inside of me, load after delicious load, splashing against my deepest reaches and just when I think he couldn’t possibly have any more to give, he continues giving as my body works to continue pulling it within, drinking it.

      When finally we’re done, we collapse across the couch, though not without ensuring my legs are propped high upon the backrest. Again, I remain, willing his seed further, deeper. I’m playing with fire but I no longer care.

      For what seems like forever, we remain in each other’s arms until finally I whisper into Mambo’s ear. “Let’s go out for something to eat.”
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      Tilly

      Mambo parks his Ferrari, which apparently was a gift from the British Government, right outside Dino’s on the double yellow lines, shunting a small Peugeot as he does. It’s a busy Saturday evening with masses of people finishing shopping trips whilst fresh revellers head into Milton Keynes for dinner and drinks.

      People are staring as we step out and close the doors and I’m getting the immediate impression it’s not because we’ve arrived in a flash car. Rubbing my arm, I wait on the pavement for Mambo before immediately slipping my hand through the crook of his elbow and feeling more than just a little twinge from solid bicep as I do. Despite the attention we’re receiving, never have I felt so safe. A white couple gives us a wide berth as we approach the door that’s held open as we enter.

      We’re shown to an intimate table and order, so far without incident, but then what was I expecting?

      I reach across the table and squeeze Mambo’s hand. “I say we do it.”

      He continues to stare at me in the same way he always does, like at any moment he might throw me over the table and take me from behind, which always makes me feel so wanted, needed, and protected. “The photo thing.”

      I nod and maintain the squeeze on his hand. “I don’t know why I hesitated so long but I’m sure now. We should do it.”

      It was about five days after Mambo’s arrival when Luke had visited to talk modelling. So he had said, an up and coming Paris based fashion house was interested in using me for a new line of lingerie, which we discussed over coffee for around an hour. It was around then that he saw Mambo working out in the garden.

      “Is that … one of those Friendship Hero people?”

      I’d already been gazing through the window in that general direction and, I’m guessing, the very astute Luke had almost certainly picked up on something. “Uh-huh,” it had come out monotone, my modelling temporarily forgotten. It had only been a little over an hour before when Mambo was pinning me against the side of the hot tub, the water somewhat aiding our usual struggle to accommodate his size as he stretched me from behind and, I don’t know, but perhaps Luke could sense I was still basking in the afterglows of five or six heavenly climaxes.

      Luke had shifted in his seat, causing it to creak, and which brought me out from my reverie. “We, um, we’re looking for a … how can I put this … Louis Vuitton are looking for an attractive young couple for a new project.”

      I’d denied that we were a couple but, of course, that hardly mattered for a photoshoot because all we needed to do was pretend. It was, indeed still is, the opportunity of a lifetime but I just couldn’t bring myself to bite Luke’s arm off. It would be a racy shoot, people might find out I was already hosting Mambo and then…

      They’d jump to the inevitable conclusion.

      Life was already hard enough for me, I’d only days before found out about my husband, his philandering and war crimes, and even though Mambo and I were already making the most amazing love, it still felt all too very public.

      Now, as I gaze at my lover with the kind of intensity I’ve never felt for anybody, I can safely say I’m over it, in fact, all my prior concerns now seem totally silly. “Yes, let’s do it.” I nod with finality and then together we enjoy our drinks and Spaghetti alle Vongole.

      We’re halfway through when I catch a traffic warden scoping Mambo’s illegally parked car. I watch only with a half interest as he stands around, checks something on his device, and then leaves without issuing a ticket. It’s about now that I’m also beginning to notice more and more of the other diners, women in particular, who’re paying attention to my man. I can’t say I blame them, Mambo’s a living God here on earth and he looks incredible in his all-white Evzone uniform. The attention he receives makes me feel so sexy, not to mention lucky, because I’m the one who’ll be going home with him tonight. Hmmm, the very thought causes my belly to swirl and again I press my thighs together whilst mentally willing his seed to do what must be done.

      When we’re ready to leave Mambo waves for the waiter but, I’m thinking, the man who approaches is almost certainly the owner. “We bill please,” Mambo says in his usual, easy authoritative manner.

      The owner, who’s probably Dino himself, waves a dismissive hand. “It’s on the house, your majesty, and might I say it’s an honour to have had you as our guest tonight.”

      Mambo grins, stands and, ever the gentleman, shakes Dino’s hand before posing for a few photos. I’m feeling like the luckiest woman in the world and can’t wait to get him home. Perhaps another visit to the hot tub is in order along with a few glasses of champagne.

      “And I’m supposed to be the model here,” I cosy up against his side as the door’s held open for our exit and when he pulls me possessively into him, I get the most delightful shiver that pulses throughout my entire body. If the world doesn’t know we’re an item by now then it won’t be long until it does.

      “That’s you.” Mambo’s pointing across the road and I glance up to find a huge image of myself on the Vital-X storefront.

      “Oh, gosh.” I jump up and down. “Isn’t that wonderful.” I’d heard they were also placing my image on my hometown storefront but this is the first time I’ve seen it and it’s quite a thrill.

      “I sex with England prettiest girl.” Mambo picks me up and spins me around as though I’m completely weightless.

      “Yes you are,” I say a little too loud for decency and in the moment I can’t remember a time I was ever so happy. This feeling lasts for all but a couple of seconds because from somewhere close there’s the scuffing sound of boot on concrete.

      “Put the girl down.”

      I’m a little dizzy from the inertia but Mambo places me down and when my world stops spinning and my equilibrium returns, three men are standing ominous and too close for comfort.

      “Yes.” Mambo says in a way that disguises what must be going through his mind right now and truth be told, I’m not sure what to make of this either, though I’m beginning to get a bad feeling.

      One of the men, the tallest of the three takes a step closer and brandishes his fist in a way that subtly shows off the knuckle dusters. He has to glance up considerably to catch my man’s eye. “Perhaps it would have been better for you if you’d stayed in the jungle.” He’s wearing faded military fatigues and Doc Martin boots. His head is also shaven and his nose is crooked.

      Another man steps forward, slightly shorter, and the first thing I register is that he doesn’t appear to be carrying any weapons. He wears jeans and a t-shirt that reveals muscular arms and the edge of what might possibly be a tattoo of a swastika high up on his arm half-hidden beneath the hem. “You’ve got a fucking nerve, nigger, killing so many of our lads before coming here and taking our women.” He now gives me a look of such utter distaste. “What a fucking waste, you stupid slut, being a whore to a nigger.”

      “It’s a fucking insult, for sure.” The third man circles around us so that we’re surrounded and as I clutch hard to Mambo’s arm, I can just make out a small blade that’s poking out from his sleeve.

      “Mambo…” I hiss as my heart starts beating so fast it causes pain.

      “See, it is him! The race traitor said Mambo.” This is a fourth voice and I’m astonished to find a stunningly attractive blonde girl, perhaps my age, lingering in a space left behind when her companions advanced. “Teach him a lesson!”

      The knuckle duster comes so fast that it’s unclear who he’s aiming for, me or my lover, but Mambo’s quick to spin around, shielding me and taking the blow on his back. He pushes me out of the way just as an arm wraps around his neck. Mambo takes ahold of the man by the wrist and squeezes so hard that he screams, a second later he’s being pitched through the front windscreen of a parked car.

      The man with the knife now comes from behind and I shout for Mambo to turn around, which he does, catching what might have been a deadly slice that comes fast from the blind side. Mambo tugs so hard on his arm that it almost certainly becomes dislocated, which causes the attacker to fold straight to the ground unconscious.

      There’s only the guy with the swastika tattoo remaining and now I can see he’s also brandishing a knuckle duster. Before Mambo’s able to twist to deal with him, the assailant’s striking my man hard on the back with the brass. Mambo turns around, takes another couple of fast shots on the chest before catching the third and then Mambo’s grabbing him by the throat and lifting him so that his feet are dangling high off the ground. Mambo adjusts his grip, grabbing his crotch and holding him up in a military press before launching him over the top of the nearest car before the attacker eventually comes to settle in the gutter on the other side of the road.

      “My God, are you alright?” Ignoring the crowd that’s gathered, I rush to Mambo’s side and my hands are immediately all over him.

      “Yeah,” he grunts as we both fix angrily on the blonde.

      She backs a couple steps away, her hand having gravitated toward her heart. How is someone so pretty hanging around with men like this? She takes another step back but stops and then she’s glancing between her three unconscious friends, Mambo, me, her friends and back to Mambo.
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      For three hours now the screaming has wailed down from upstairs. I make myself another cup of tea and sit to drink it. I consider grabbing my headphones and listening to some music but decide against it. I’m not in the mood for music. Besides, how much longer can they be?

      Actually, hold that thought, because experience tells me they might possibly be a while yet.

      “Fuck! Fuck! Fuck! Oh, God, yeah, fuck!”

      Was I like that the first few times? Oh, gosh, I think I was. I let out another sigh and feel the moisture that’s collected like an ocean between my legs.

      I really ought to be devastated by this, what Mambo’s doing with another woman, and although I’m put out, miffed a little, and even somewhat hurt, realistically, I don’t own the man and we never made this, whatever this is, official. In fact, I’m not even sure we can make it official considering my circumstance, not to mention his. Ugh, no, but if Mambo wants to have sex with another woman then unfortunately there’s not much I can do about it. Besides, after his earlier display, how can I deny him his prize, especially when there’s a large part of me that’s so angry about what those three men attempted to do that I’m wanting to see the ultimate revenge exacted, even if that means the man I love is even now sharing our bed with the woman of one of those awful Nazis.

      I just wish they’d hurry up and finish so that I can get mine because, as it turns out, there’s nothing quite like being rescued to set your lady bits on fire. I shift against the seat and feel how badly down there I’m aching.

      “Ow, owe, uuuuuuh! Fuck, yeah!”

      At least I got to drive a Ferrari, as uncomfortable as it was for me when those two began devouring each other in the back, and I had to close the roof when things began getting truly indecent just as we were nearing the village. The way that girl, Stephanie, squealed when Mambo unfastened his belt and revealed himself, I’ll never forget, and then she disappeared from the rear mirror’s view as she bobbed down from when I was treated to an assortment of gargling sounds. It also seemed, I have to concede, that her mouth can open far wider than mine.

      After that, I had to drive around to the back of the estate so they’d be concealed from prying eyes, as they were both completely naked by the time I cut the engine, and then Mambo carried her over his shoulder like a sack of swag as she revealed a swastika about the size of a grapefruit tattooed between her shoulder blades.

      “Fuck! Fuck! Fuck!”

      Hmmm, I wonder if Mambo even knows what it means.

      It’s a little after one in the morning when finally Stephanie labours down the steps. I’m seated in the library going over my modelling contract when we make a wary eye contact through three doors worth of distance. She takes her time descending, or rather wobbling, and uses both hands to the bannister as she does. Oh, and she’s wearing my clothes.

      I head out to see what she has to say for herself and stand arms akimbo, attempting to be just menacing enough to get the point across but probably failing.

      She stops with two steps remaining so that she can recover and makes a fleeting gesture to my jeans and favourite red sweater that complements my breasts so well, though right now I have to grudgingly admire the way she looks in it. “I, erm, well he tore my dress, so…”

      I nod. “Got a little excited, the both of you, didn’t you.” My voice, ugh, well, she certainly knows I’m somewhat pissed by now.

      If it was possible for her to flush any more then I’m sure she would. “You, erm, couldn’t hear any of that, could you?”

      I could be cruel and tell her the truth, that I heard all of it, but apparently I’m a nice person, which is annoying. I shake my head. “No.”

      She breathes and grits her teeth as she descends the final two steps and when we’re on a level footing I’m just a tad taller than she is, so at least I have that victory, but unfortunately she’s way curvier than I am and that’s terribly irksome. She’s a beautiful girl too, with bright blue eyes, crystal clear skin and long blonde hair that’s a total mess. Back when we’d, um, met, I was sure it was intricately pleated. She touches me on the arm. “Sorry about before.”

      A breath of air is forced from me, the cheek of it. “Oh, don’t mention it,” I say as sarcastically as I’m able, any veneer of friendliness now gone.

      She averts her gaze. “I have to get back, somehow, or else my husband will wonder…” she lets that thought trail off as another breath is forced from me, and I’m left to wonder which of our would-be assailants she’s married to. Is it the one with the knuckle dusters or the one with the knife? “Come to think of it, I don’t even know what happened to…” she lets that trail off too. Aye, it’s beginning to look like this Nazi wanted sex with my big black lover so badly that she was willing to forgo any knowledge of her own husband’s status of well-being.

      She begins to coyly slope past me but then turns around. “I’ll, erm, have to bring these clothes back at some point.” Her voice is annoyingly dainty, almost like she’s just spent the last four hours having the most incredible sex in the world. But I instantly know what her game is here. She wants to return for round two.

      “Don’t worry about the clothes, keep them, I have more.” I attempt to shoo her towards the door but she doesn’t budge.

      She shakes her head. “No, I couldn’t do that and besides, Mam…” her eyes flick up towards the ceiling, “Mambo,” she speaks his name as though it’s a question, “he says he wants to see me again.”

      I exhale, “and let me guess … you’re alright with that,” I say as a statement of fact before tacking on, “and your husband?” I don’t know why I bother asking, though I have to grudgingly admit, it’s not like I’m any better than she is on that score.

      She tucks a clump of blonde behind an ear. “He doesn’t have to find out.”

      I’ve had about enough of this Stephanie girl and, temporarily forgetting the pain she’s feeling, I take great pleasure in marching her quickly to the door, I have little doubt she’ll be back, and I’m just about to shut the door before applying the locks when I stop for two policemen coming this way through the gate.

      They each give admiring glances in the floodlights to the absconding girl as she limps away. “Good evening, Mrs Cooke.” Oh, dear, what now?

      I stiffen. “How may I help you?”

      The first cop smiles warmly. “We understand you have a house guest who might have been involved in an incident earlier this evening.” His tone suggests he knows exactly who my house guest is.

      I suck in air. “That’s right, but it wasn’t…”

      He holds up a reassuring hand. “That’s ok, we’ve reviewed the CCTV footage and we’re just checking he’s alright?”

      I take a breath. “Oh, right, yes, he’s doing very well.” In fact, one might even say he’s the same as always. “Thanks for your concern.”

      They take a step closer and now, in the dark, I see that the second officer, the one who’s allowing his colleague to do all the talking is not looking happy at all. “Mrs Cooke,” the first officer continues, “if there are any problems, any problems at all then please don’t hesitate to give us a call.” He reaches forward with a card for me to take. “This number will put you, or your houseguest,” he emphasizes the last word, “straight through to me.” He backs away and now his friend is seriously giving me the evils. Oh, I’m under no illusion he knows exactly what’s going on under my roof and isn’t happy about having to safeguard and give special treatment to our guests as per government instructions as they gallivant around the country taking most of the women. Still, such a degrading task is not worth his resignation, I see.

      The first constable has no qualms, however, certainly not about protecting Mambo’s sex life. “Mrs Cooke, the DVLA will send your guest a letter about some points he received for speeding. We’ve already had them quashed so rest assured the letter’s just a system formality that can be ignored.”

      “Oh, thanks.” I think. “Is there anything else?”

      He hesitates but evidently feels there’s no harm in divulging whatever it is, since, I suppose, I’m Mambo’s guardian. “I don’t know if he told you but there was an incident in London the day after his arrival. Just a street fight with some locals. The prince was with his friends and it was one of them who started it, though your guest had no problem jumping in when it all flared off.” He rolls his eyes with good humour. “Let’s just say there were a few hospitalisations but we spoke to the prince at the time and assured him it was the last he’d hear about it. Today’s incident too.”

      I picture Mambo effortlessly tossing around numerous white-skinned attackers and my belly stirs worse than ever. Even now, he’s upstairs in our bed and I just wish these police officers would leave so I might finally go to him. I’m done with waiting.

      Finally, PC Chatty nods. “Goodnight, Mrs Cooke.” And then I watch with astonishment as they just walk away because, I mean, wow, anyone else would at least have been dragged to the station for questioning, which prompts me to ask, is it all twenty thousand Congolese warriors who’re receiving special treatment or just Prince Mambo?

      And that, in turn, makes me pause as I close the door. I’m having sex with an exotic African prince. How crazy is that? Meh, who cares, because right now there’s something far more urgent I must take care of, like having sex with an exotic African prince.

      I’m extra quiet as I ascend the stairs and push through into our room, the sweet sound of his sleep gently punctuating the silence. He stirs just slightly as I slip out my clothes and slide silently in beside him, feeling the delightful heat from his body as I do. Really, who needs central heating when you’ve got a giant furnace like this?

      He’s lying on his back, so I reach down and find what I’m looking for. It’s drooped around the far side of his leg so I have to stretch over him to take ahold before giving him a few gentle tugs from when my fingers and thumb are soon forced apart as he begins to expand in my grasp. His smell is intense and that, along with the anticipation of once again feeling him hard inside of me, is all it takes, and my body is temporarily overtaken when a surge of blood rushes down to my most intimate area.

      As soon as the prolonged shiver passes, I throw my leg over him, rise up on my knees and press the bulbous piece of meat into my folds. A flinch is forced from me that I feel all the way to my toes, his breathing remaining slow and rhythmic, and my lips are forced apart as I place my weight upon him and begin gently, ever so gently, sinking down. Down. Down. Down. Until the wide expanse of his head pushes against my cervix, forcing it against my womb, and still I descend until my every nook is filled.

      A set of perfect white teeth appears suddenly in the dark and then a pair of strong hands are grasping my hips.

      I lean forwards, careful to control the angle and depth so as not to cause too much pain, and groan into his ear, “did she give it to you like this?” I press my mouth to his and squeeze my thighs as hard as I can, there’s no remaining room inside of me anyway, but we both enjoy the sensations when I clamp around him like a vice.

      “Uh, baby…”

      I continue rocking him, faster, slower, circling my hips, but always as deep as I’m able, and always whilst maintaining this crush around his steel. We can enjoy each other’s body taking things slow later but for now, my aim is to make him explode quickly, so that I can be reassured I’m the one he truly desires. I’ve been made to wait so long and have been so aroused these last hours that it’s not long before I’m transcending to the other side, floating in the clouds that soon turns to a thunderstorm. Throughout, I do my best to maintain my grip and rhythm, which isn’t easy, but it’s not long before I’m rewarded when his fingers sink into my buttocks and I’m being pulled down hard so that my lips stretch to their limit around his considerable root. I know what’s coming and hold my breath as blinding stars flash all around in the darkness and then he’s quivering beneath me as jet after hot sticky jet of delicious African cream is firing against my womb and only after he’s fully depleted do I release my death grip around his size and collapse against his body.
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        * * *

      

      It’s not quite sunrise when I have to leap out of bed and make a mad dash out the room and across the landing for the bathroom. I’m just able to hunch over the bowl before my belly evacuates.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Fifteen

          

          One Week Later

        

      

    

    
      Tilly

      The three of us are giggling indecently as we continue working Mambo’s delicious length, a hand each wrapped around him like three witches stirring the broth. Izzy doubles up, linking her fingers whilst Steph uses her second hand to greedily snatch those spare inches around the base. I guess I’ll just switch when I get tired then.

      The laughing persists as Mambo merely lies back against the pillows, hands clasped behind his head and two biceps popping massively whilst maintaining a grin of complete contentment. The three of us attempt to maintain a steady unison.

      “Don’t bring him off,” Izzy reminds us for the third time, “as much as I’d love for him to splosh against my tits, there’s some other place he needs to finish.” Her pupils are huge and almost demonic looking as she puts her shoulders into jerking this giant piece of man meat. Either subconsciously or not, she licks her lips for about the thousandth time.

      It had been only yesterday when she’d suggested this, a threesome in order to “keep the man interested.” This was because I’d told her Mambo and I are involved and that I’m also pregnant. It’s something that still worries me, that when I tell him he might want to move on to some other girl and then I’ll be left alone in a big house, no man and a black baby to raise all alone. It’s not ideal, of course, but this situation was never ideal to begin with.

      “And you’ve done that before?” I’d asked with a voice that was so faint I could hardly hear it.

      “Few times,” she’d said as if it was nothing, “but with two men rather than two women, which just goes to show how shit in bed my ex was, so this girl on girl on guy thing will be new to me but,” she’d shrugged, “what can I say? I’m up for it.”

      I’d rubbed my chin. “Except … there’s Steph to consider as well.”

      “Steph?”

      “Stephanie,” I’d said as a matter of fact whilst realizing that perhaps for the first time I’d spoken her name sans my usual scoffing tone, “the thing is she’s been around a lot lately and, um, well, she’s kind of hot.” And to think just a few short weeks ago I considered myself a good Christian girl. But let’s be real for a moment because as it happens I’m carrying Mambo’s baby and the way the two of them have been going at each other, it’s not beyond the bounds of possibility that eventually, Steph will be carrying the half brother or sister to my very own flesh and blood. Again, it’s not ideal, such a family situation as that, but here we are regardless. Our children will be related, so we might as well learn to get along. That I’ve actually come to find the girl attractive, something about her narrow waist, big perky boobs and elfin features, is a bonus.

      “So a foursome then…” Izzy’s chest had pushed out, “interesting.”

      Apparently, Steph has told her Nazi husband that she’s spending the night at her sisters. So now here we are…

      “Baby,” Mambo’s authoritative voice is quite the contrast amidst three women, as his eyes flick from me to Steph, “you lick.”

      Something thumps inside my chest as Steph and I make immediate eye contact. I mean, I’d wanted, hoped to do something with her, though I’d probably have settled with a nice kiss. Now, Mambo has just ripped the band-aid off completely.

      Her perfectly trimmed eyebrows rise. “Looks like we’ve been told, miss.”

      “Indeed,” I lick my lips and gaze at her breasts, tender nipples within tiny areolas of perfect pink, though I’m not about to go down on a girl for the first ever time without at least beginning by kissing her on the other lips, so Mambo will just have to live with the slight delay, as pleasant for him as it might well be.

      We shuffle closer as Izzy takes on the monumental task of milking Mambo on her own, and I gently graze Steph’s arms with the outsides of my fingers before cupping her jaw and slowly moving my lips towards hers. We connect just as her hands find their way into my hair. My first impression? A heck of a lot gentler than either him or Mambo, different, tender, but definitely nice, as we both make sweet sighing sounds into each other.

      I close my eyes just as our tongues connect from when we both sink deeper into the kiss, our breasts just slightly pressing together as I move a hand down to cover that which has been taunting me ever since I first saw her riding Mambo on our bed. The mushing sound coming from Izzy’s hand slows, as I suspect she’s watching us, and then I shiver when Izzy begins circling my nipple with a thumb.

      I’m reluctant to pull away, as I’m enjoying it even more than I thought I would, but at the same time I’m quite self-conscious, aware everybody’s watching and, for obvious reasons, I intentionally skipped the alcohol beforehand. Almost like Steph can read my mind, we pull away together, we both licking our lips, and I can’t help but wonder if there’s a look of fire in my eyes similar to hers. Hmmm, but this is something we should definitely explore at a later date. For now, though…

      “Um, ok, how do we do this?” I ask, realizing that if I’m still feeling self-conscious, I’d best get over it real quick because things are about to heat up.

      Steph glances behind at the bull, smiles, and leans back against his giant chest in a way that’s beyond inviting, alluring. “This is comfortable.”

      I spare a glance for Izzy, who’s now taken to lavishing Mambo’s bulb with her tongue as she makes longer strokes with both hands that appear woefully inadequate considering the length and girth of that thing.

      Izzy peeks upwards and shakes her head. “Don’t worry about me, I’ll soon be taking this thing for a test drive and I think I’m wet enough already.”

      Everybody laughs at that, even though it wasn’t what I was thinking, no, because I’m too selfishly contemplating what I’m about to do to Steph to spare a thought for her, though I surmise it’s a good thing having somebody who can joke involved with this, just to remove some of the tension that comes from being involved in an orgy for the first time ever.

      Steph hitches up her knees as I shuffle off the edge of the bed and gently part her legs. Her folds are pink and pert, still, even after being spread wide by the man who’s now fondling her incredible breasts. Mambo’s seed is no doubt still inside of her from earlier so it looks like I’ll be getting a dose of him on my tastebuds as well as Steph, which is a delicious prospect to behold, given that so far not a drop of him has been lost anywhere else but inside of me the traditional way. Something about desiring his genes, I believe.

      I have to move as close to the bed frame as possible and lean in, my God, I’m really about to do this, and then, truly, I’m placing my hands on Steph’s slender thighs and closing on her glistening folds. The second before making contact I register the sweet scent of peach and then my lips are on her slit, sucking, licking, before attempting to deftly part her with my tongue and slipping inside.

      Her back arches, which smushes her lips against my face some, but I don’t mind, and my tongue is soon finding a rhythm, swirling, flicking, pressing, licking and sucking whilst yummy smacking sounds intermittently escape and she commences panting, sighing and heaving in earnest. As anticipated, there’s so much of Mambo released inside of her that it’s not long before I’m tasting his nectar, thick, creamy and, well, I’m not sure what I was expecting it to taste like, but I hear it’s good for the skin. I delve deeper, nipping at some more, before adding a finger, then another, in an effort to encourage more of him to dribble out. My fingers are capable of searching much deeper than my tongue and yep, the tips are most definitely churning in a vanilla yoghurt carton’s worth of goodness.

      No!

      They will be beautiful half-siblings, why am I attempting to eat his gift? I pull away to instead concentrate on Steph’s pearl and immediately, the change in emphasis, the new sensation, causes her to buck considerably.

      Mambo laughs. “That my girls.”

      “Don’t leave me out of the fun,” it’s Izzy’s voice and I hear bedsprings as, I’m guessing, she readjusts position, “fuck me, talk about squeezing a dog through a cat flap. Hold up. Ah … this … is … ah … oh, holy fuuuuuu!” She makes a strange, almost unearthly sound. “Oh, fuck, this hurts. Steph, hmmm, are you sure … you’ve really … taken all this … with your little snatch?”

      She pants something in the affirmative just as I wring out her climax, which causes a quantity of prime man juice to spill out from her opening. I consider lapping it up but instead use my fingers to push it neatly back inside of her.

      “Baby…” Mambo says to Izzy, her shiny red mane flowing down her back, “that’s good.” He glances at me as I come up from between Steph’s legs. “Now you get some, baby, switch.”

      I close my eyes and shiver delightfully, and when they again open, Steph’s already moving towards me.

      She tugs me onto the bed and sighs seductively into my ear. “Thank you, that was incredible.” She pulls my mouth hard into hers from when we again sink into a wonderful kiss just as the sound of rhythmical springs picks up. Her fingertips just glance across my slippery opening as she moves away and edges off the side of the bed.

      Mambo holds out his arms for me to approach him, and I meet my breasts to his chest before devouring his lips with mine, the contrast between Steph’s pink softness and his black strength is incredibly stark. He repositions my body so that I’m lying back against him, gifting me with an interesting view of Izzy as she so very carefully rides Mambo.

      “Hey, how you getting on,” she jokes, causing me to laugh, just as Steph parts my knees.

      I brace myself and have literally no idea what to expect, it’s yet another thing I’ve never experienced, and as much as I want to close my eyes and concentrate on my own sensations, it’s pretty hard to ignore what has to be a pair of DD breasts perspiring, glowing and heaving from so close. “Ok, ok…”

      And then Steph leans in and her tongue connects with my bud and there’s absolutely nothing I can do to prevent myself from jolting as a billion nerve endings are set on fire.

      Izzy changes angle slightly, placing her hands on Mambo’s abdominals, allowing more of him to sink inside of her. “Fuck, Tilly, I think I’m about to cum for the first time in my life … whoa…”

      “What, real… ahhhhh!”

      The heat coming from this girl’s mouth is scintillating, her tongue, lips, teeth, ahh, all combining to… ahhhh.

      Mambo curls his arm around my body, devouring my breast whilst reaching up to cover one of Izzy’s.

      “My God,” she pants, “is this how it feels … ohhh…” and then her entire body appears to both stiffen and slacken together, flush hot and cold, and then she’s literally screaming incoherent nonsense at an almost deafening pitch.

      Bless Steph though, because I can only assume she must be really into what she’s doing since not once does she pull herself away from my snatch, as she now uses two digits to part my entrance before her tongue slithers delightfully inside.

      “Oh…” my back arches just as Mambo’s hand crushes harder against my breast. I can feel it building inside of me, a big one, and still I’m not sure I can believe it, that I’m being ravaged by another woman.

      Izzy leans all the way forwards to crush her breasts against Mambo as she draws out the last of her orgasm and then, determined to return the favour for her lover, she recommences in earnest, working that considerable length as he digs his hand into her thigh.

      My hands find their own way to my forehead as my breathing intensifies and then there’s an explosion of bright lights and stars as Steph clamps her mouth around my entire set of apparatus and sucks with everything she has.

      “I get some of that later,” Mambo laughs as I’m thrown into a seizure and still, Steph’s searing hot mouth is enveloping me and only after she’s wrought everything from my body does she come abed and embrace me in her arms.

      There’s no time to recover, however, as Mambo’s body begins to tense, his abdominals appearing more prominent as he prepares for his climax, contracting his pelvic muscles so he can hold back when that moment comes, enabling him to release inside of Izzy with even more force. Sensing this, she returns to her original position so that more of her weight is bearing down upon him, enabling her to go deeper. She bites into her bottom lip, her nipples erect and full of blood, as she increases her stroke length and depth.

      Mambo releases his hand from me so that he can apply it to his lover’s hips and I immediately recognize he’s going to pull her as hard into him as he can, just at the right moment, so that his seed can begin its journey as close to its destination as possible. This is going to be a very large family, I can only foresee, as both Steph and myself brace as much as Mambo and Izzy for the coming moment.

      And then Izzy explodes with her second at the precise moment Mambo tenses, his muscles pop and then his head’s tipping hard back against the pillow as his nostrils flare and he gushes like a milk spigot against Izzy’s reproductive organs as her own powerful climax works to pull Mambo’s delivery even further inside of her. Her nails sink into Mambo’s chest as he uses all his strength to tug her down, his base, thick like a Pringles can, meeting her lips, stretched to the limit as she continues to accept all of Mambo’s gift, jet after hot sticky jet of delicious honey.

      When finally they’re done, Izzy sags forwards and embraces the man who might, just might, be the father of the child she's always wanted. A minute later Mambo’s wrapping the three of us in his powerful arms.

      “You three stay here tonight,” he orders with his usual authority.

      He couldn’t turf us out even if he wanted.
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        * * *

      

      Six months later, Izzy and I are drinking coffee out on the country club veranda. It’s a beautiful day to be comparing notes on bedroom furnishings, baby clothes and mummy groups. In a couple of days she’ll be moving into the Carrington Suite and I’ve agreed to let her furnish it however she wants.

      “Blue, definitely blue for the twins.” She rubs her belly, mimicking what I’ve been spending the last half hour doing.

      The Wilberforce Suite is being reserved, ready, waiting, for the likelihood it will be urgently required, which we’re fully expecting will be the case for obvious reasons. Why? The answer to that question now walks through the door.

      His name’s Max, also known as Mister Knuckle Duster, and he’s grinning with pride as he holds open the door for his beautiful wife who’s looking absolutely radiant with a full belly.

      Steph gives me the same fleeting look of apprehension I’ve seen several times recently, as she kisses me once on both cheeks, repeats the action with Izzy and then takes the spare seat at the table.

      Max assists her with the chair, placing his hand, complete with swastika knuckle tattoos, on the baby bump, and kisses her on the cheek. “Have fun with the girls, lovely.” He straightens and spares a forced glance for me out of politeness. “Good to see you again, Tilly, Izzy,” he nods curtly and scratches the back of his head, “alright, I’m hitting the golf course so I’ll leave you all to it.” Without another word from anybody, he’s shambling out the door.

      Immediately, Steph’s hands are around my wrist. “Oh, but it could be Max’s?”

      I nod sympathetically. “Of course, it could be, but we still need to have a plan in place just in case.” I squeeze her hand in kind. “You’ll be safe, you and your triplets at The Hermitage. Max won’t dare come anywhere near the village, not with the police constantly patrolling the place, and let’s not forget Mambo.” It’d be nice to have her back, no, in fact, having Steph living with us would be perfect.

      The mention of his name brings the smile back to her face. “I miss him. How is he?” The way she looked just then, saying his name, the poor girl’s as conflicted as I was, back before, I mean. Even if she won’t admit it, I sense she truly wants the babies to belong to Mambo, as there’s little doubting he’s the stronger and more virile man, but at the same time there’s her marriage to think about, her existing friendships and family, not to mention her reputation generally. Thankfully, at least if Steph’s anything like me, then she’ll soon get past all that because, I can only envisage, the moment that adorable little black face pops out all her priorities will shift.

      “Mambo’s fine. He’s missing you too.” I think about earlier today and how happy Julia had looked when we’d left her alone with him. After hearing about her husband, Captain Jones, we were all afraid we’d lost her. Not so, even if it took a while for my old friend to find herself again.

      I nod and grin. “He can’t wait for all of us to be a family.”

      Well, at least for the duration he’s permitted to remain in the country.
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          16th March 2045

        

      

    

    
      Sam

      The rain hammers down from the skies so that the filthy, disease-ridden water I’ve spent the day, indeed, five years toiling in soon rises to my knees. It’ll be hours before it drains away and I’m barely halfway through my day’s quota.

      Someone shouts something, maybe to me, maybe not, but regardless I’m quick to thrust my hands back down into the silt before dredging up a quantity of muck and throwing it into the riddle. I repeat the process, again and again, my fingers red raw yet long bereft of any sensation, until I’ve removed enough sediment to commence sifting. I wade through the water that’s now halfway towards my crotch and with the help of the never-ending rain, work the mud through the tiny holes in the hope that when it’s all washed away there’ll be one or two nuggets of metal for me to add to the pile. Five kilograms and I’ll have earned my rice tonight.

      An uncommonly thick and yellow stream of rain pours into the sieve but then drifts over my head, causing me to look up the cliff face and when I do Tufty is standing thirty feet above, holding his cock as he empties his bladder over me. He laughs as piss continues to strike my face whilst all I can do is stand there, passively, and take it.

      Every fucking day. Several times. Without fail.

      It was about a year ago when out of the blue he’d turned up here and the little shit has been hounding me ever since. Except, now he’s not such a little shit. A ten-year-old boy, approaching the same height as myself and already possessing an organ that humiliates my own. One time, maybe two or three months back, I managed to get close to him, close enough to ask why he was here. I could guess the answer easily enough, Malonga only has cobalt mining so why wouldn’t the king’s grandson be involved somehow, though I wanted to hear it from Tufty himself.

      “Cooke,” he’d humped at the air in that same way that made me want to sink my thumbs into his eye sockets, “you my pet Cooke.”

      If indeed I was his pet then thankfully, the torment never went much beyond getting pissed on. After all, what more can he do that hasn’t already been done? I’m already enslaved whilst, at least as I’ve been led to believe, a big savage brute has been spending the entire duration, years, fucking my wife, no doubt several times on the daily.

      Of course, I still remember so vividly all those awful images I was subjected to in that claustrophobic shack, but that terrible ordeal now seems so long ago, and all too often the very idea of that event having occurred, as my memory forever insists on implying, is just so surreal that I can’t with complete conviction guarantee whether it did truly happen as per my awful recollections or I’ve been sent mad. It does now indeed feel like a distant dream.

      And yet, deep down I know the truth…

      That I’m protecting myself. Still. Because I must.

      The ego is a strange thing for it cannot bring itself to accept the awful reality of such soul-destroying events, and yet it can quite easily allow, nay, even demand that the same man take the most extreme measures to protect itself at the expense of the body.

      The problem is there are no tools with which to do it. Anywhere on earth, even the most primitive of people mine using picks at the very least and yet here, we’re subjected to digging with our hands, sifting and plucking bits of cobalt from the rock with our fingers. Not even an axe, pick or chisel anywhere that I can use to shove through my throat and be done with it.

      There’s water though. Yes. There’s forever an abundance of sewage up to our arses with which to drown ourselves. The problem is it’s a terrible way to go. Not that I allowed such a concern to stop me. Once. That time. Maybe four years back. When still I hadn’t been too long here. It was the despair that had taken hold of me. That there’s no way of escaping. And even if I could, where would I go and what would I do when I got there? Taking a quick plunge in the sludge had seemed kind back then and so in I went. Inhaled. Deeply. Came close. Until I was tugged out from when I had to spend several hours vomiting shit and piss.

      Yes, I was rescued. You see, around these parts I’m what’s referred to as a privileged slave. Mostly, I’m kept at a distance from my countrymen, just in case I might be inclined to bribe someone to twist my neck whilst I slept or, more likely, I pissed off the wrong person and a hit was put out - I seem to have that natural ability. So, they make me sleep apart, eat apart and work apart from all of them. My tarp is larger, food portion a few grains more substantial and, apparently, they prevent me from committing suicide.

      But why?

      Despite the guarantees of safety we’d supposedly received from our government, they care not one jot for our lives. It was only yesterday that another white-faced man was carted away after having been held beneath the sewage by one of the local miners. This past month no fewer than eight bodies have been removed and not just our boys but darkies too, and they’re just the ones I’m aware of.

      So why am I constantly stalked? Why am I so important that I need to be watched? Even now, as I glance up the cliff face, I see him watching. Closer, on the bank, there’s another, blue-uniformed and bored as he surveys only me. It’s a lonely existence, aye, no different to solitary confinement except with the added labour whilst you’re getting pissed on.

      Which leaves only time, whilst I sift through the shit for rocks that might contain metal, to ponder my future once this is over. And it’s true that, depending on my mood, I flit from one aspiration to another. One moment I dream of going into business, the next I want only to live a quiet life in a small house in the middle of a large forest. One moment I dream of living on the beach and the next I want only to return to my birth home, The Hermitage, the seat of so much of my family history.

      No matter the dream, however, and despite everything, there’s only one constant.

      Tilly.

      Every day her face has haunted me. Still. No matter what.

      And perhaps it’s testament to how weak I am as a man that even now, I dream only of being with her.

      I see her face in the mud, the rocks, the shit. I see her in my sleep. Always. There’s no escape. She is both my tormentor and my saviour.

      But will she be waiting when I return? And if she is, in what state? Of body, mind and soul?

      And then, I remind myself, it makes no difference anyway.

      Should I ever return home, the law of the land decrees my responsibilities. She is my wife. Any offspring, if not biologically, are lawfully mine. I am responsible for them. And, should I ever shirk my responsibilities, then I’ll find myself a slave all the same, only this time in Britain.

      No, I have to make it work.

      But it might not be all bad. I still love her. I think. Yes. I still love her. And perhaps she too can learn to love me again.

      Later this night, I eat my rice, same as always, whilst listening to the distant guitar playing of some faceless Brit eking out what little enjoyment he can from this life before I huddle, same as always, under my tarp.

      It’s a humid night, fly-infested, surrounded by garbage, though this time I’m only roused twice by the roar of giant vehicles leaving with their precious cargo and not at all by the nearby forest monkeys come to plunder my tarp.

      Six in the morning.

      Rice for breakfast.

      And start again.

      The water has drained away so it’s now possible to burrow downhill without drowning. It should mean better yields and perhaps a larger portion of rice tonight. Plus Tufty’s piss had better learn to move around corners.

      It’s almost mid-afternoon when, from one of the other pits, what’s almost certainly the sound of a whistle drifts over the distance. Shouted words follow but I can’t understand them. A minute later my guard is yelling at me to stop what I’m doing and then he’s waving his arm for me to leave the pit and follow him.
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        * * *

      

      So green. So pretty.

      It doesn’t seem real. Am I truly home? England?

      It only hits me, at least I think, when the plane lands at Heathrow.

      I am home. Myself and all of my subdued countrymen.

      A few minutes later I’m in a long line of slender, weary, almost entirely broken men being taken straight past the baggage carousels, nobody has any possessions anyway, and into the terminal. I watch with quiet reflection individuals turning to friends, bound through mutual hardship, embracing, some weeping, but all relieved the ordeal is finally over, even if there are some, perhaps even myself, who can’t quite believe it to be true. I glance around for someone, anyone, with whom I’ve shared a special friendship but there’s nobody.

      Gradually, groups of men are escorted outside and placed on coaches heading for two dozen different towns. When Milton Keynes is called, I alone shuffle in the direction of the driver waiting by the exit. And that’s when, through bleary eyesight, I notice the small security cordon that’s formed a few steps to my rear. I’m checked, momentarily, until a hand is placed on my shoulder, urging me onwards.

      And that’s when I see him.

      To my right, perhaps only the length of two buses away, Mambo watches as I’m escorted through the doors. I twist my neck for a longer look, fully believing my eyes are deceiving me but no, I cannot make a mistake when it comes to him, as neither can he when it comes to me. Indeed, for a brief second our gazes meet as he hovers over a group of security, air hostesses and even the pilot, surrounded also by case after expensive case no doubt laden with luxury designer goods. He makes no movement and neither does his expression reveal anything of what’s going through his mind as my mouth gapes open in astonishment, my knees very nearly buckle from under me and I suffer an instant return to my nightmares, of his black body pinning my wife to my bed as he pushes deep inside of her, her moans, cries and screams.

      “This way, Captain.” The voice belonging to the hand on my shoulder starts me and then I’m being pushed gently through the doors towards the waiting coach.

      I’m dazed the entire slow journey sixty miles north to Milton Keynes but finally the coach pulls in at the station. Cautiously, I come to my feet and exit. When the coach moves away it reveals the giant new Mamas & Papas store that used to be a book shop, and I’m about to call the approaching taxi when my arm fails to lift.

      Because I’m struck by the enormous image covering the entire front façade of the beautiful blonde woman holding a black baby as it sucks at her breast.

      It’s Tilly!

      I’m so stunned that it’s only after rubbing my eyes that I eventually notice the perfectly contrasting form of Mambo with his giant arm around them, all loving family man and protector. For several minutes I can only stand, gazing into the appalling image as my eyes glaze over and I very nearly begin retching in the gutter.

      From the station, a coach leaves for Edinburgh and shortly after another for Liverpool, then Cardiff, Manchester, Norwich. One by one, I watch those vehicles go as my hands ball into fists and I dare say my feet even take me a few steps closer without any input from my brain.

      But then, eventually, inevitably, I can only turn back to that horrific image, shut my eyes and allow the tears to fall.

      I raise my arm and call, “taxi!”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The village nursery, derelict when I left, is now thriving and as the taxi crawls past I look through the windows at the many black children seated, drinking milk, climbing on tables, jumping around and generally making the nursery nurses’ lives miserable. Close by, the playground, once bereft of children to enjoy it, is now filled with black children playing on the swings, slides and climbing frames.

      An awful knot twists in my belly as I turn away and then we’re heading up the quiet country lane for The Hermitage.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Epilogue

          

          Three Months Later

        

      

    

    
      Sam

      I’m kicked, then again, and then the little brat tries head-butting me. The boy’s only three years old but already he weighs a tonne and my legs are getting crushed. I grimace and twist away to avoid the back of his head smashing into my face.

      “How much longer?” I demand of the man standing behind the easel a short distance away.

      “Ten more minutes, that’s all and we should be done for the day. You’ve all been so very good, I know how hard it is to sit still for all this time, especially with so many young ones.” The artist’s name is Leonard something or other I didn’t quite catch. He persists making gentle strokes with his brush upon the extra wide canvas, landscape, that’ll look completely out of place amongst all the portraits in the entrance hall. Not even my great-great-great-grandfather, who had eight children by the time he commissioned his family painting had necessitated the use of the canvas being wider than it was tall. Not so with my lovely brood.

      I remove my gaze from the artist, being unable to keep my eyes for long away from Tilly, where she now sits a distance from me at the opposite end of the long line of chairs. Even now, after everything, she still looks so perfect to me and I hate it. Through the mirror our eyes connect so I’m quick to avert back to the artist. I’m about to enquire upon how many more days of us sitting here like this he requires to finish but then the toddler lets rip against my leg and I have to endure the little shit’s evil smirk as I gasp for clean air.

      His name’s Mambo and he has an annoying little tuft of hair at the front of his otherwise bald head. Already I’m getting the feeling he’s going to be tormenting me for the rest of my life. And then he kicks back with his heel against my shin.

      I clench my jaw hard against the pain. “Are we done?”

      The artist throws down his brush, “all right,” and now approaches with his usual handful of lollipops, starting from the right and handing them out one by one to all the kids. “Mambo,” he says, sparing one of his usual disdainful glances for me, “Bajani, Kasavumbu, Batubenga, Mbu-Letang, Mambo,” yes, that’s right, apparently the biological father is so vain he named two of his spawn after himself (and the mother also agreed to this, it would seem), “Samafundu, Mukengeshayi, Liwanga, Lufuluambo.”

      Dear reader, I’d like you to meet my lovely family; one set of triplets, three sets of twins and a solo, who’s the odd one out it would seem, Samafundu, I think. As far as their genders go, or even telling them apart, please don’t ask me because after three months I still haven’t the faintest clue, at least except for Tufty, who by the way I think actually shat his nappy, and who for obvious reasons is hard to forget. They say black kids mature faster, though not quite as far, but little Mambo’s still wearing nappies at nearly four years of age. Once again, it’ll be down to me to change it.

      Now, Leonard beams at my wife, and does his usual thing of handing his final lolly to her. “For the lady of the manor.”

      “Thank you so much, no wonder the kids all love you.” She accepts the lolly with her usual good grace and then, still holding what might be Kasavumbu, or maybe it’s Mukengeshayi, she comes to a stand, revealing her swollen belly as she does.

      Oh, did I forget to mention there’s another three on the way, which means that in about a month I’ll be the proud father of no fewer than thirteen beautiful black babies and from what I gather there’s several dozen, possibly even up to a hundred, half-siblings scattered between here and London, though I’ve got more than my hands full here so I’m wisely staying well out of the way where all that’s concerned.

      Aye, it would seem the fertility problems we’re facing were entirely due to the men, after all, and not our women, whose eggs clearly have nothing wrong with them whatsoever. What can be done about the men, in that case? It’s not like the scientists have found a way of fixing our sperm counts but why go to such trouble anyway, especially when you can simply fly in a few planeloads of virile black Africans to fix the problem on the cheap. And it’s far more enjoyable! Especially for the ladies and, well, even for some of the men.

      “Leonard, let me show you to the door.” My beautiful wife leads the way and then each and every one of our babies runs after her. I sigh, oh well, I guess I am kind of the new guy around here but they’ll get used to me eventually, considering I’m going to be sticking around.

      When Tilly returns to the library, she’s alone, I expect it’ll be the one room I’ll be able to find peace and quiet going forward, and the way she looks in her maternity clothes causes my boner to swell obscenely hard against the inside of my trousers. I can’t say I understand it entirely, that for whatever reason the knowledge and sight of her pregnant with a superior man’s offspring is beyond a turn on for me, and all I can think about is figuring out whichever position she’s capable of performing in her current state and getting down to it. It’s been over five years, for me, at least, and I can’t wait to finally make my dreams a reality.

      “Baby, you know I love you so much, tonight, please can we…” without knowing it I’m closing the gap but she raises her hands for me to stop, moving as well as talking.

      “Sam,” she glances downwards and I can’t say I don’t detect the faintest hint of contempt in her expression, which hurts, “how many times do I have to tell you. Not when I’m pregnant. It would … it just doesn’t feel right, tainting our children like that.”

      “Tainting?” I hiss.

      “You know what I mean,” she flaps a carefree hand, “and anyway, I’ve told you I need more time before we…” she lets that trail off but regardless, I get the message loud and clear.

      I have to try harder!

      Especially after that thing, ugh, that, um, documentary Rothstein put out about the whole debacle. God only knows how Tilly must have felt after seeing it, ugh, because as it turns out there was a camera hidden inside that TV screen and, as one final humiliation, if any were even needed, they’d aired footage of me wanking off to images of my wife getting impregnated by another man. Thus far I haven’t been able to bring myself to watch it, or show my face around any of my old haunts, but I suppose it’s just one more reason, in a long list of them, as to why my wife feels the need to take her time before allowing me to share the same bed again.

      One day, hopefully.

      I glance at the grandfather clock, it’s nearing six in the evening, and shrug, “I have to get to work but I’ll see you next time we’re both in the house at the same time, I suppose.” Whenever the fuck that will be. Working nightshifts at the petrol station hardly helps, especially not when it’s immediately followed by a further nine hours driving the fucking bus around council estates, but you would not believe the amount of food all these kids go through and they aren’t about to start paying their own way for many years yet so work, work, work, it is for me.

      Oh, well, it looks like this is my life now, so I guess I’d best learn to make the most of it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            From The Author

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Thanks for reading.

      

        

      
        At this point I have no plans for any marketing material, Facebook fan pages or email newsletters. If you like my work and would like to be informed of any future releases then the best thing to do might be to subscribe to me via the ‘Follow the Author’ button on the Amazon sales page for this book.

      

        

      
        If you’ve enjoyed this book then please feel free to write a few words in the form of a review on the page where you made the purchase.

      

        

      
        Meanwhile, please check out my other book…

      

        

      
        My Dark Secret: An Interracial Affair

      

        

      
        Thanks so much.

      

      

      

      Aspen Berry

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Also by Aspen Berry
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        Available on Amazon!
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