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‘A book of inescapable rivalry, deceit, and family drama. Karen delivers a tightly plotted and fantastically researched thriller about climbing the heights of Kilimanjaro, upping the tension the higher the climb. I raced through it.’ L. V. Matthews, author of The Twins

‘This brilliant thriller made me feel like I was taking every step up Mt Kilimanjaro. It’s a fabulous read, exploring what lengths we are prepared to go to succeed.’ Nikki Smith, author of The Beach Party
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About the Book

THE CONTEST

The Hunting Party meets Succession, THE CONTEST is a jaw-dropping, read-in-one-sitting thriller from the bestselling author of THE PERFECT GIRLFRIEND.

THE TRIP OF A LIFETIME. A PRIZE WORTH KILLING FOR.

We call it the Great Escape. The annual trip where my boss asks us expert travel guides to escort a group of privileged, uber-wealthy clientele on some far-flung expedition, a cut-throat contest for riches and glory.

The stakes have never been higher, nor the challenge harder: I must summit Mount Kilimanjaro before my rival guide to win the ultimate prize.

But this once-in-a-lifetime trip was never about winning to me. I’m here for answers, even if no one is ready to give them up. By the time we reach the top I will have the truth, if it kills me.

THE QUESTION IS, HOW FAR WILL THEY GO TO KEEP ME QUIET?




For my father, Clyde
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Prologue

I’m a killer. The wrong-fork-in-the-path kind. Not the cold-blooded, have-been-planning-it-for-years type. But hindsight is the real torture. In my recurring nightmares, I’m forced to relive the moment when it all went horribly wrong. 

The last climber was awaiting their turn in the cool darkness below. We caught a flash from their head torch every now and then, or maybe it was the glow worms. I’ve repeatedly lied to myself over the passing months. So much so that it’s hard to know which of my memories are real. As I ran my hand over the rock, moss brushed my fingers. To our right, daylight shimmered tantalisingly beyond the entrance to the cave, calling to me as if it knew how desperate I was for it to be over. That memory is true, I’m sure. 

A last double check of the ropes. 

‘Rope free!’ a voice echoed. 

Two words, innocuous enough. 

Only this time, they were a lie. After, on the ground, only visible by torchlight, was a twisted, terrifyingly still body.

Time slows in these moments, filled with eerie silence. Until the brain catches up, all you can do is hope without hope that it somehow hasn’t happened. Then realisation hits like a smack in the face. There’s no going back. Only the fevered dream that your mistake might be buried, might not be discovered.

Now, the last climber is a free spirit. Unlike me. 



   
ONE

Florence

Nairobi

My socials were showered with balloons and notifications yesterday, so naturally my colleagues assumed it was my birthday. Reluctant to correct the misunderstanding, I accepted their kind wishes and downed multiple cocktails at the hotel bar. In the heat of the moment, I lost sight of the fact I was on a business trip, not a holiday. I regret it now. Images of the previous evening flash like film trailers through my semi-conscious mind. The basement nightclub: hot, busy, dark, noisy. A live band. A vicious argument. The extortionate bar bill (which ended up on my company credit card because Mandy, aka Mandy the Manager, had come down with food poisoning). We were asked to leave after one of our clients shook a bottle of champagne like a Grand Prix winner. 

Oh, God. Fresh dread hits. My professionalism will be under even closer scrutiny. As key employees of Blackmore Vintage Travel, we’re expected to maintain a professional front. No exceptions. The mosquito net brushes against my face as I roll over and plump up my pillows. My mouth is desperately dry, the first warning of a hangover. Thirsty as I am, I can’t summon up the energy to rise and hunt for the minibar. The hotel is so swish that everything is hidden behind panels in shades of slate and black.

It’s still dark outside. Good. It means I have time to mentally prepare for the big breakfast meeting to go over the fund-raising challenges on this important annual trip, nicknamed the Great Escape. I rarely shut the curtains or blinds completely; I like to be woken by natural light. Sunrise offers hope and possibility for the day ahead, before I must face the consequences of yesterday’s multiple screw-ups. Most of which were not my fault, yet I predict that the blame will be dumped on my shoulders. If I don’t smooth over the damage in an expert and seemingly effortless fashion, heads will roll. I don’t intend one of those to be mine, ever. The humiliation alone would kill me. As the king of bespoke travel and opulence, the award-winning BVT (founded by Hugo Blackmore in the eighties) has introduced me to a world of luxury and privilege. Now, without work tentacles seeping into every area of my life, I’m not certain who I’d be any more. 

Habit makes me reach for my phone beneath my pillow, my heart rate already up a notch. Good day or bad day? Disastrous or manageable? I feel instantaneous relief the moment I grab hold of its familiar shape and slide it out. Problems can arise worldwide at any time, and it fills me with fear that I could potentially wake up one morning to an absolute shitstorm, having slept through it, whether I’m on call or not.

I remember, I’d only been at BVT for a fortnight when a freshly promoted manager strolled into the office at nine, coffee in one hand, a paper packet speckled with spots of grease in the other.

‘What?’ he said, noticing Mandy the Manager’s stern expression.

She named one of our biggest clients and explained that they’d had to spend the night curled up in a bloody chair in a regional European airport after an unexpected flight diversion.

‘No one answered the emergency number,’ she added. ‘They were left stranded. All the hotels they called – themselves – were full.’ 

The man placed his breakfast on his desk and took out his phone from his pocket, staring at it as though he’d be able to disprove Mandy’s accusations. He went pale, his hands shaking. I remember thinking he was hung-over. With the benefit of hindsight, I now appreciate his fear. I soon learned that there was no way any of us could get through a night on call without something going wrong.

‘There must’ve been a problem with my phone,’ he said.

‘Hugo is waiting for you,’ she replied.

He lasted five minutes in Hugo’s office before storming out, avoiding all eye contact and throwing the coffee at the window. The thud made us all jump and we stared at the brown liquid sliding down the pane. I leapt up to clean it. A mistake, I also now know. Hugo emerged from his office on the way to one of his many brunch meetings and caught me dabbing at the glass with kitchen roll and tissues. Judging by his look of disgust, I assumed that I’d be joining the rest of the heads on stakes. 

‘For Christ’s sake, someone tell Florence we have a cleaning firm on speed dial.’ ‘On speed dial’ is classic Hugo-speak. I grab a pillow and prop myself up as I scan my inbox. Fourteen work-related emails, twelve of which can be dealt with by those manning the fort back in Kingston upon Thames. I forward them on with comments like: To be actioned by midday and Keep me posted. I used to worry that I came across as terse or demanding, but having Hugo as a boss toughens you up. BVT doesn’t employ shrinking violets. Hugo-speak, again. 

Two personal texts. One at 2 a.m. from my colleague, Jacob – Hugo’s slippery son – clearly off his head. I do my best to interpret his nonsense. The last sentence gets to me. ‘Stop acting like bloody Miss Marple.’ He’s scared I’m going to pin some of the blame for yesterday’s mistakes on him. The second is from Mandy, who must be feeling more like her old self as she also messaged in the early hours, which is normal for her. All BVT employees do this and most of the time, if we’re honest, we expect a reply. Putting our phones on silent would be breaking an unspoken expectation. Broken sleep is part of the job. The message is typical Mandy, and by that, I mean she’s fishing for information. 

I’d have bought you a gift in Duty Free if I hadn’t been ill. A nice perfume or an eyeshadow palette, perhaps. Clearly, it’s the thought that counts in this case! Anyway, just checking something. I thought your birthday was tomorrow?

Wrong date on my social media. Long story. How are you feeling? I reply.

Much better. The wrong date on all of them??? Are you going to correct it at some point? It would do my head in to have everyone wish me happy birthday on the wrong date.

It was mildly annoying but a small price to pay. I prefer not to give out information online unless strictly necessary. The thought of lurkers knowing random stuff about me gives me the creeps. Someone sent me expensive gifts anonymously for my thirteenth, sixteenth, eighteenth, twenty-first and thirtieth, all wrapped in crimson paper, tied with black ribbon. My mother said it was exactly the type of thing my absent father would do.

‘Grand gestures. That sums him up perfectly,’ she said.

She always refused to tell me anything about my ‘father unknown’, saying that we were better off with him out of our lives. ‘No point inviting darkness in.’ 

Except I have vague memories of good, not bad. Random things like, the sound of a male voice reciting a nursery rhyme, the smell of cologne, seeing a pair of feet wearing large, black shiny shoes walking up the stairs. Even laughter. Plus, those gifts proved that he wasn’t out of our lives; he was on the periphery, in the shadows. Watching. Lurking. I pretended to my mother that I didn’t care for the presents – a Burberry handbag, a Gucci watch, a Tiffany pendant, a crate of vintage champagne, a hamper of luxury goods. But she knew I was acting, just as I knew the gifts unsettled her. She died last year before I was able to extract the truth, quashing the fantasy that we could have a proper heart-to-heart one day. I hate that I left it too late to push for information because I always thought that we’d have plenty more time together. 

A parcel arrived the day after her funeral, wrapped in the same crimson paper with black ribbon as my birthday presents. A thoughtful gift – a framed picture of my mother. She was young, happy, smiling on a beach. At first, I didn’t recognise her. Since then, nothing. I posted the picture online hoping it would draw him out of the shadows. I monitored the likes and comments for weeks, hoping he’d be unable to resist revealing himself. After a fruitless week, I deleted the post. My grandmother claims she doesn’t know anything either. 

‘Your mother was always secretive. Even as a child.’ 

Every Christmas after cheese and port (the only time she’d drink) I’d press my grandmother while my mother cleared up after lunch. 

‘Was he tall, my father, do you think?’

‘Maybe. You’re taller than your mother was at your age.’

I used to cling on to these tiny pieces of non-details as though they were nuggets of information gold. 

This bittersweet wistfulness isn’t new. I feel the same every year as my birthday in early March approaches. A familiar, crushing sense of loneliness threatens to take hold, which I usually bury by focusing on something work-related. 

A flash of light on the other side of the room catches my eye. The TV? My laptop charger? Something feels off. Probably alcohol-induced paranoia; I’m not a good drinker. Silence. I feel grateful for the shield of the mosquito net, however flimsy. 

I remove my earplugs (a traveller’s godsend) and check the time: 4.41 a.m. Two hours and nineteen minutes until the meeting. Being alone with Hugo is not enjoyable. He’s one of those people who uses silence to get his opponent to say more than they intend. I’m more nervous about the meeting than I am about climbing Kilimanjaro in five days’ time as part of the Great Escape. 

I’m psyching myself up to get out of bed when the unmistakeable thud of something dropping on to the carpet on the far side of the suite makes me freeze. What the—? Please God, no. I can hear breathing. Not mine. Child-like, I squeeze my eyes shut, willing the monster to go away. Above the sound of my heart’s thud, thud, I listen, praying that I’m wrong. Think.

Another flash of light, then it’s gone. My heart rate revs up yet another notch as I imagine a machete slashing the mosquito net open. I twist my head slowly to the right and see a thin line of light beneath the hotel room door. It’s reassuringly close, bright, like an emergency exit sign. I can charge for safety. 

I tense my body, ready to move. Now! I drop to the side of the bed and crouch to scramble beneath the sheer fabric, but the netting pulls taut against my face. Despite my panic, I hear a door opening somewhere, then softly closing. Free from the goddamn net, I aim for the door, one hand groping for the handle, the other clutching my phone. I twist then yank it open. The door jams. The chain is still on! What the hell is going on? 

I fumble against the wall for a light switch so I can see what I’m doing, but my hands are trembling so much it feels like an age before I locate it. My eyes blink as brightness floods the room and I struggle to scan my surroundings. No monsters; no one. It doesn’t make sense. My bag on the luggage rack appears untouched. A thief would’ve done some rifling, I reason. I’m not an unpacker, my nomadic childhood made me that way. My breathing still heavy, eyes wide open, I scour the room, still convinced I will see someone. 

The door leading to the bathroom is shut – I’m sure I left it ajar with the light on – and there’s another door which leads to the living area, also closed. I definitely didn’t close them. I hover indecisively, before I step towards the bedside table, pick up the hotel phone with my hands still shaking, and press the Guest Services button. No answer. I try again. Bloody hell. Too agitated to stay in the room, I pull on some trainers without socks, zip up a hoodie, pick up my key card, slide back the chain and step out. The door closes with a gentle click. Along the corridor, scattered service trays lie abandoned outside various rooms; mounds of silver domes on white plates, wilting salads, pools of sloppy yellow, melted butter, plastic ice containers and abandoned beer bottles. 

I jump as a uniformed hotel employee appears from around the corner. Likewise, he starts at the sight of me.

‘Good morning,’ he says.

‘Good morning,’ I repeat as he carries on with his job delivering newspapers, carefully placing them outside each door. 

As he hands me a paper, I’m about to blurt out that I thought someone was in my room to explain why I’m just standing here, but decide I’d rather discuss my fears with security. I glance down at the dramatic newspaper headlines in bold capitals listing ROBBERY and ASSAULT before I stride towards the main staircase. Just as I reach the stairs, I catch sight of the golden lettering on door 332 as it opens and someone peers out at me. Behind them is darkness; I can’t make out their features. I have a sudden urge to get far away from them. I run down the main stairwell, concentrating on the gold and navy swirled carpet patterns. 

The main lobby is ghostly empty, apart from one man with a floor polisher, who is making back and forth arc motions on the marble floor, coiling the cable around his wrist. He ignores me.

The reception desk is unattended. A column vase of red lilies dangling claw-like over green leaves rests on the counter. I hit a silver bell. Please Ring for Attention. The rings echo and fade. No one appears. I look around. The person cleaning the floor has disappeared. I am alone, in a vast space of marble and mirrors. 

‘Hello?’ I call out.

Silence. 

But then, a uniformed member of staff appears from a nearby door. 

‘Good morning,’ I say.

As I begin to explain the situation the obvious hits me. I remember the sound of a closing door as I grappled with the bloody mosquito net. Jacob and his girlfriend have the suite next to me and we have interconnecting doors – my pet hotel hate. I know it’s customary to play tricks (or pranks, as Hugo refers to them) on opposing team members, but someone creeping around my room is taking it too far.

‘I’m sorry to have disturbed you. I thought there was an intruder in my room but now . . .’ I stop, feeling foolish. ‘I don’t think I need anything after all.’ 

God, Jacob is such a constant bloody thorn in my side. As this is my first time on the Great Escape, I suspect he’s just trying to unsettle me. Typical hazing, the kind I’ve heard plenty about. 

Back inside my room, still slightly mortified by the memory of the quizzical look on the hotel receptionist’s face, I rush around, flinging open doors, switching on lights. I check my essentials: passport, purse, credit cards. All there. Untouched. I rummage inside my handbag. Perhaps the stress is getting to me. Still, I can’t shake off the feeling of not being alone. 

Without waiting to talk myself out of it, I open my connecting door and rap loudly on the second.

‘Jacob! Open the door!’

Silence. 

I try the door. It opens, swinging in the opposite direction to mine. 

‘Jacob?’ I call out. Nothing. I try his girlfriend’s name. ‘Clarabelle?’

I shine torchlight from my phone around the room. It’s unoccupied. The mosquito net dangles above the rumpled bed in a neat knot. A half-filled bottle of water rests on the bedside table. Odd. I switch on the main light. Nothing and no one. I try Jacob’s number. Voicemail. 

I lock my side of the interconnecting door, cursing my stupidity at not checking whether it was locked. And yet . . . maybe I did imagine it all. Jacob was very drunk when he left the message for me. He’d have been like an elephant crashing about my room had he actually done so. I’m tired – no, exhausted – and stressed. Being here, accepting the challenge of team leader is a double-edged sword. Not that saying no was an option. The ins and outs of the company need to be fully appreciated to understand what this means. My long-suffering friends – who are used to me cancelling arrangements at the last minute – still don’t get it. It’s an honour, like drawing the ultimate golden ticket. 

I select a coffee capsule – the strongest blend on offer – and inhale the aroma as the machine steams. I wash the mug in the bathroom; I never trust that hotel mugs are cleaned decently. Thank God the minibar has proper milk. It’s always the little touches that can make or break a hotel.

My hands wrapped around the mug, I sip the coffee, enjoying the warmth. I step out on to the balcony and gaze at the city lights beyond as Nairobi gradually awakens. Daybreak lines the horizon in a burst of peach pastels, a glorious Kenyan sunrise. 

Excited as I was when Hugo picked me this year to head a select group of VIPs, I knew it would be more than just about winning. Especially as Jacob is the other team leader. It will also be about surviving, in more ways than one. Being here, in the heart of the action, will finally give me the opportunity to ask questions that need asking. 

My phone rings. Hugo’s name appears on the screen. I take a deep breath to calm the tingling sensation in my chest. 

‘Florence?’ He clears his throat before continuing. ‘I appreciate that it’s early, my dear, but I need to bring forward our breakfast meeting.’

‘Sure.’ 

It’s not as if I can say no. I have asked him not to call me my dear but he says it’s a habit he can’t break. Funny that he’s never slipped up with any of the clients. I hope my voice came across as confident, in control, someone who isn’t worried that their career is on the line because of a few hotel room mix-ups, missing luggage and some airline cabin downgrades. 

‘Meet me in the business centre in ten,’ he says. ‘In the meeting room next door to the gym. The staff promised to have it ready for us.’ 

He disconnects and I stare at my phone. I reassure myself that I came across just fine, as always, before I rush to the bathroom to clean my teeth, tie my hair up into a bun to pretend that I spend my life looking professional and work-ready, even at ungodly hours. I open the wardrobe and pull on a navy jumpsuit. This is typical Hugo, keeping us on the hop. Although it has its benefits. Clients regularly tell me that they love working with me because of my calmness under pressure. They trust that I won’t abandon them in the middle of the night if their travel plans have gone awry. 

I take the lift. The door opens to a deserted lower ground floor. It makes me do a quicker than normal scan of my surroundings. I was mugged at knifepoint one night a couple of years back when I worked as a tour guide after saying goodbye to my clients outside a lonely (supposedly haunted) pub. Ever since I’ve always carried an unhealthy amount of paranoia around with me. The business centre reception is unmanned, which doesn’t help, and the lights are dim. I open the door to the gym, relieved to see several early birds running and rowing. Normally, that would be me. 

After knocking and receiving no answer, I open the door adjacent to the gym. It’s dark, so I switch on the light. On the desk are a basket of croissants, a flask of tea or coffee, two notepads, a pen beside each and two bottles of water. 

I sit down, help myself to a coffee, even though I don’t normally drink more than one cup a day, and wait. Five minutes. The air conditioning is too cold and as I get up to adjust it, Hugo steps into the room. He’s tall, but that’s not what gives him his presence. Nor is it his bespoke work suits, handmade shoes and neatly trimmed grey beard. It’s because he carries himself with the confidence of someone who rarely hears the word ‘no’. 

‘Good morning, Florence.’

‘Good morning.’

‘Pour me a coffee, would you?’

I sit down again and lean across the table to do as he asks. There’s no point in suggesting he does it himself, it wouldn’t achieve anything. 

He sits opposite me.

‘Right, let’s dive straight in. I have several important things on the agenda, which is why I’m speaking to you first, and Jacob later. I require your undivided attention.’ 

I can feel my heart beat a little faster as Hugo slides a sheet of A4 paper across the table. I glance down at the list detailing the four challenges. His PA has already emailed them to Jacob and me but Hugo is old school; he likes ‘to see things in print’. Climbing Kilimanjaro alone simply wouldn’t be enough. It’s the norm for these annual trips to test leadership skills in multiple ways. In typical Hugo-speak, the challenges are to: 

Wow each client on the first day in Tanzania. Keep at the forefront of your mind that the aim is to retain and gain future business. 

Arrange a unique extra-curricular activity at camp during the climb. Remember – always think outside that box! 

Raise £25,000 each in sponsorship to be split between a climate change charity and a serious sporting injuries charity, as chosen by our special guests, the Armstrongs. 

Write a blog and post on all platforms as best you can, Wi-Fi permitting. Make your followers utterly sick to their core with envy. Aim for over ten per cent engagement. You love to insinuate that I’m behind the times, so now’s your chance to prove to me what I’ve supposedly been missing!

The winner will be the leader who completes all challenges successfully and summits with the highest number of team members.

As leaders, it will be up to Jacob and me to ensure the wellbeing of our team to the best of our abilities. The fact that the winner needs to summit with the highest number of team members is a stark reminder that not everyone will necessarily make it to the summit. The success rate for summiting varies between forty-five and sixty-five per cent. Anyone – marathon runners, athletes – can succumb to altitude sickness or other misfortunes. If it can happen to Martina Navratilova, it can happen to any one of us. 

‘A little bird has told me that Ethical Getaways is about to pull a big publicity stunt,’ I hear Hugo continue. ‘Consider it a mini challenge to find out what they’re up to and upstage them. I have my suspicions, but I need them confirmed.’

Ethical Getaways is a rival firm who set up shop nearby in Kingston upon Thames three months ago. They’ve already made a dent in our business because they’re focused on the latest environmental issues, have a dedicated social media team and an impressive marketing budget. They also appear to be working their way through our VIP client list by enticing them with a decent reward system and charity-of-their-choice donations. Hugo thinks they’re gimmicks. 

‘Has your little bird shared any further details?’ I say.

‘They’re planning to demonstrate that it’s possible to enjoy long-haul trips yet minimise the environmental impact,’ he says. ‘Guilt-free travelling or something along those lines. They make it sound like a box of sugar-free chocolate brownies, although, joking aside, I suspect they’re about to publicly throw down the gauntlet. It’s ridiculous to think they can become as big or as exclusive as us. They’ll learn. I’ve seen off many so-called rivals in my time, and Ethical Getaways are not going to be any different.’

I’m not sure how to respond. He stares at me. I wish I wasn’t on the back foot because of all the mistakes from the beginning of this trip. On the bright side, one of the missing suitcases has turned up although another one belonging to a client, Casper Jackson, has seemingly disappeared. I worked bloody hard to resolve things and smooth away any bad impressions, but still I know that Hugo won’t let me forget it.

‘Are you up for proving your loyalty by accepting this challenge?’

I hesitate. 

‘Unless, of course, you’re not up to the task?’

There’s only one answer I can give. 

‘Of course—’

But his phone rings. Hugo glances down at the screen and dismisses me with a wave of his hand. He swings round in his chair, turning his back. 

I’m left in the dark wondering what else was on his agenda. 
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