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Black River Jamaica~ The Past...

“Difficult to sketch in a place like this, right?”

Kamili Okonkwo looked over from the view she’d been absorbed by for what had to be at least thirty minutes. She smiled at the tall, fair-skinned man who had spoken.

“It shouldn’t be,” quiet laughter flavored her response. “A place like this...an artist could fall in love,” her gaze shifted back toward the brilliant early morning horizon. It was accented by a vast mountain range to one side and a sky that promised another day of exotic weather.

Dr. Maxwell Davis eyed the woman he had finally built up the courage to speak to. She had been coming to the same stretch of beach for the last eight days. He’d first assumed she was a student-her manner was so focused, and disciplined. That day was the first he’d seen her exhibit a trace of distraction.

“So you’re an artist,” Max probed. Now that he’d overcome the enormous hurdle of speaking to her, he was determined to keep the chatter going for as long as she would allow.

She laughed and he smiled at the sound. Her laughter was as lovely as she was and to call her lovely was a serious understatement, Max thought.

“I’m nowhere near that talented!” she laughed again. “Architect,” she corrected.

Max’s heavy brows rose several notches. “Impressive,” he said.

Kam’s gaze narrowed, her smile was a knowing one. “Even though it’s not what you expected to hear?”

Soft chuckling came from Max’s direction. “Do most people say that when you tell them what you do for a living?”

“If most people are my family, then...”

Now, Max gave more than a chuckle. He barked out a laugh that seemed to crack against the crisp morning air. “You have one of those too?”

“Now, this is unexpected,” Kam raved, folding her arms over her sketch pad. “What are the odds of meeting someone on a lovely stretch of beach who also has a family that doesn’t approve of their career choice? Tell me,” she encouraged. 

Max offered a light salute. “Dr. Maxwell Davis, at your service,” he said.

“Pleased to meet you, Dr. Davis. Kamili Okonkwo, AIA,” she attached her designation for playful good measure even as a frown shadowed her features. “Surely your family doesn’t object to you being a doctor?”

“Ah,” Max smiled whimsically. “That would depend on the type of doctor, Miss Okonkwo AIA. My family doesn’t think Ornithology counts.”

Approval and surprise widened Kam’s eyes now as she smiled. “You’re an Ornithologist?”

Surprise brightened Max’s eyes as well. “Marine Ornithologist, specifically. You’ve heard of my kind?”

“Only in a Bond film,” Kam joined in when Max barked off another laugh. “I had to look it up to see if you guys were real.”

Mutual laughter took hold once again.

“Are you in Black River for research?” Kam asked when they sobered.

Max nodded. “I am, actually. You ever hear of World Shorebirds Day?” He offered a knowing smile when Kam’s brows lifted in a show of bewilderment.

“Bird enthusiasts,” he continued, “Ornithologists and the like descend on exotic locales to observe, collect and share data. It’s quite the event,” he added.
Kam’s bewilderment shifted to a look of high regard. “Are exotic birds your specialty?” She asked. 
“Shorebirds, but yes. I study species that tend to migrate to the Caribbean.”

“So you’re from here?”

“Not quite. California.”

Kam pursed her lips as if to attempt a whistle. “Long way from home,” she noted.

Max shrugged. “Best birds are here.”

“And the best views,” Kam fixed her eyes on the horizon once again.

“And here I am boring you with my work,” he prompted her with a nod. “Your turn.”

“For?” Mild laughter held the word on her voice.

Again, Max shrugged. “Well, the fact that you’re coming here for inspiration must mean you’re gearing up to create quite the destination.”

“No, nothing so relaxing as that,” a bit of her earlier glee waned. “Trying to decide on a project I’ve been asked to take.”

“Not appealing enough?” Max guessed.

“That’s what I’m trying to decide,” Kam raised her sketch pad for emphasis. “It’s not looking very good for the industrial park my client is hoping for.”

“Uggh,” Max cringed. “That’s a long way from an exotic shoreline.”

“Indeed,” Kam sighed.

“Places like that aren’t ones my kind like to hear about coming to places like this,” Max said. “Developments like that often spell disaster for the species I study,” he continued, “Events like World Shorebirds Day are about a lot more than cataloging bird behaviors. People visit the areas these birds inhabit and migrate to in order to gain a first-hand view of what’s happening to their environment- our environment.”

“Dr. Davis,” Kam nodded, considering. “I think you may have just helped me to make up my mind about The Safari Industrial Park.”

Max whistled now. “That’s a shame,” he mused, “the Safari part doesn’t sound so bad.”

“Hmph, trust me, they aren’t looking to create an animal haven but they do seem to have some involvement with research.”

“Oh yeah, how so?”

“Afraid I’m short on details there,” Kam sighed. “Client wasn’t too keen on sharing more- which was another reason I was leery about taking the job.”

Max smiled forlornly. “Sorry to hear about your troubles.”

“You and me both.  My firm could really use the exposure,” she tacked on a refreshed sigh. “But we do alright and I can wait for the next big fish to swim by.”

“That mean all your hard work is wrapping up?”

“Not exactly. We’re still making a name, but we’ve got a steady client base. None of us have time to twiddle our thumbs, but taking this off my plate,” she gestured to her sketch pad, “will free up a lot more time.”

Max looked hopeful. “Enough time to grab lunch with me today?”

“I don’t see why not...” Kam smiled consideringly. “Maybe I can convince you to hire my firm for that new state-of-the-art Shorebirds research facility you didn’t know you needed.”

Max’s laughter carried on the tropical breeze. “I’ll be lucky if my current grant holds out until I can get another.”

“I believe in you, Max, and the work you’re doing. All will be well,” Kam promised. 

“Appreciate it,” Max replied easily enough but his expression beamed devotion that sidled up to longing.

Kam missed the look while she collected her things. “Maybe you should reach out to The Safari for your next grant,” she teased. “Help keep them honest,” she slanted him a wink and patted his arm when she moved by.

“Thanks, Kam,” a thoughtful light sparked in Max’s gaze. “I just may do that.”
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North Saanich, British Columbia~ The Present

Kamili Okonkwo’s constant tossing roused Chisulo Nkosi in the small hours that morning. Not that he’d slept worth a damn since they’d settled down hours earlier. He wagered Kam had only slept soundly for a few hours before the tossing began.

Who could blame her? She had killed five men less than 48 hours ago. Chisulo knew all too well what that did to the soul.

Kam shifted again. In doing so, she stirred the linens covering her otherwise nude body. Another reason for Chisulo’s early rising. Much of his night had been spent in a state of persistent arousal. All he wanted was to take her and keep taking her until the only thing on their minds was what sizzled to life between them on that erotic level where they never failed to find solace.

Sadly, Chisulo doubted even that would be enough to douse the ugly memories that now plagued them both.

His mouth twisted into a derisive smile. He had made a promise to give her space. He had no idea how much of it she even remembered. Her detached manner following the deep doze she’d drifted into after the...attacks had made him believe she was simply trying to process- to make sense of the senseless. Now, Chisulo wondered if it was confusion over the sudden change in their travel plans that accounted for the...bewilderment she seemed to be exuding.

Again, who could blame her? Kamili Okonkwo thought the ability to trade human form into tiger was an ability that had been gifted to everyone in her family except to her and her brother Rashid. In a very short span of time, she discovered that Rashid was not only capable of the phenomenon but that he was desperate to be rid of it.

The Okonkwo had been capable of the feat for centuries. All of them now, except for Kam who had never displayed a trace of the shifter ability. Then, two nights ago, she’d literally torn five men limb from limb. Was her ability manifesting? If so, it was a peculiar manifestation and one Chisulo couldn’t recall ever hearing of in any clan including his own.

The Nkosi were from a centuries-old lineage of lion shifters. They, along with The Okonkwo, had reigned supreme over the vast culture of shifter clans that included Panther, Cheetah, Leopard, Cougar, Jaguar, and others. It was a contentious relationship with subordinate clans often putting in bids for control. Those bids were usually half-hearted at best. Uprisings were usually quelled within a week or two of their onset. Usually. The latest unrest and by far most intense, had gotten underway when word began to circulate of a discovery in the Okonkwo camp. It was believed that the clan had created-or was on the verge of creating-a serum that could either spark or suppress the shifting ability.

Spark-regardless of an individual's genetic makeup. In other words, one did not have to be born of a shifter clan to obtain the unheard of. Such a product would make the Okonkwo clan the undoubted ruler of all shifter tribes. More powerful even, than the Nkosi.

Suppressing one's shifter nature had long been an unrealized hope among many shifters. Not everyone welcomed such power. A staggering payday could await anyone that delivered on a promise to rid them of it.

Still yet, there was another concern-one that far outweighed the monetary benefits. Possessing such a serum- one capable of turning ordinary humans into one of the big cat species- could allow one to create an army. Bids for control of the shifter tribes could take on a whole new meaning. 

This was something not even the Nkosi could allow and was the reason Chisulo Nkosi had come into Kamili Okonkwo’s unsuspecting world. The reason he had come into her world-far removed from what made him stay.

It didn’t matter that Kam had no idea that her family wasn’t the only shifter clan or that she knew nothing about what they currently had in development. Okonkwo enemies already had it on good authority that the clan’s only non-shifter was the key to completing the serum. Kam’s life was endangered almost from the moment the serum’s concept was conceived. Any of the Nkosi’s nefarious plans, however, dissolved once Chisulo met Kam.

He could have taken the high road and said it was her sweetness and compassion that disintegrated any notion of doing her harm. Bullshit...he’d taken one look at her and wanted her in his bed for however long she’d let him keep her there.

She was tall, with the perfect blend of athletic grace and mouthwatering curves. A dark, heart-stopping face was framed by a wavy mane that cascaded past her shoulders. Her demeanor was as lovely as she was. Chisulo’s family knew they’d have him to deal with if any harm came to her by their hand. Most honored that. Others like his brother Haddad and a host of the man’s associates, hadn’t been so noble. Now, it was all-out war with the woman Chisulo had come to love, at the center of it.

More tossing from the bed and Chisulo thought he heard Kam murmur something. He pushed from the deep, walnut brown chair he’d taken refuge in and approached. 

“Shh...it’s alright love,” he soothed, drawing the covers over her bared limbs.

“Chisel...”

He smiled, once hating the nickname she’d taken a liking to. Now, he adored the sound of it on her lips.

“It’s alright, back to sleep now,” he urged softly once more.

“Where are we?”

“Shh...”

“How did we...why...”

“Enough honey, you need your rest.”

“Stay with me,” she added action to her request and tugged at the hand he used to tuck her into the covers.

“Stay,” she took his hand, pulling it along with his forearm into the cocoon she’d curled into.

“Don’t do this to me, Kam,” he pleaded unashamedly. If he climbed back into bed with her, there would be no stopping him from doing what he’d left the bed to take his mind off of.

Thankfully, he wasn’t alone in the house with the woman he was powerless against. That fact came to mind in vivid fashion when the mobile vibrated in a side pocket on the navy Cargo pants he sported. Bach. He spotted the text from his older brother.

Determined, Chisulo gently pried his arm and hand free of Kam’s grasp. “I’ll be back, Sweet,” he promised and fled the room while he still could.

––––––––
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The house in North Saanich was an unquestionably jaw-dropping locale. The three-story, seven-bedroom construction of gray brick and stone was set among eclipsing redwoods and vast acreage. It boasted a gorgeous mountain view across from the Saanich Inlet which fed from the Goldstream River.

The scenery could be enjoyed from almost anywhere inside the house. Windows were abundant and gave one the impression of sleeping under starry nighttime skies. Lush foliage seemed to accentuate the richness of the cherrywood and maple in the rooms with their varied shades of oak-paneled walls.

During the winter months, that effect was no less stunning. Hearths were as abundant as the windows and glowing embers drew the eye to the brick and woodwork as potently as it did during the warmer months.

Chisulo took a curving staircase at the rear of the corridor in the wing he’d selected for himself and Kam. The rest of Bach’s text said to come to the wine cellar. He didn’t worry about not hearing Kam if she stirred. There was no house staff at the Saanich property, but motion sensors could be activated at the touch of a button. One look at his phone screen and he would know if she opened a window or ventured outside their suite.

The two men waiting for him in the cellar turned at the sound of his arrival. Mustafa and Mbaku ‘Bach’ Nkosi. Each had more than four years on their little brother. Still, the three were often mistaken for triplets given how similar they were in looks, height, and build. Chisulo’s and Mustafa’s complexions appeared further darkened by the light smattering of sleek whiskers covering the lower halves of their faces. Mbaku’s to-die-for caramel-toned face was clean-shaved.

“Have you called them?” Chisulo asked in greeting to his brothers.

“We thought it’d be better to keep the circle small,” Bach said. “I called Saiida yesterday afternoon. She should be here by dawn,” he added quickly when Chisulo opened his mouth to disagree.

“Her brothers won’t be happy about being kept out of the loop,” Chisulo noted.

“Exactly why I’ll be leaving soon to talk to Ali in person. The plan is to bring him back with me,” Mustafa shared.

Approving, Chisulo nodded and then looked to Bach. “Did you tell Saiida what we’re dealing with?”

“I didn’t get into specifics,” Bach said. “Only that Kam was exhibiting some concerning behavior.”

Chisulo barked an ill-humored laugh. “Concerning,” exasperated, he drew all ten fingers through the mass of onyx waves covering his head. “Concerning,” he settled back heavily against a wall that carried a built-in wine rack.

Again, Mustafa and Bach traded looks. At Bach’s shrug, Mustafa grimaced as if to acknowledge that, as eldest, the job of reassuring their baby brother fell to him.

“Listen to me, C,” Mustafa went to Chisulo, took his face in his hands. “She’s going to be alright.”

“Can you promise me that?”

“I believe there’s an explanation for it. Saiida Okonkwo is a brilliant woman who loves her cousin. I believe she can help us figure out what’s happening to Kam.”

Chisulo’s smile was grim. “Did you just intentionally not answer my question, Mus?”

“C...”

“Look fellas, I appreciate what you’re trying to do but figuring this out is a far cry from Kam being alright.”

“Saiida’s a genius, man,” Bach chimed in.

“And her cousin massacred five men,” Chisulo threw back. “I don’t use that word lightly, B. It was a massacre plain and simple. Worse than that, I don’t think she remembers it.”

Mustafa and Bach traded a third set of looks.

“You’re sure?” Mustafa pressed.

“I don’t know,” Chisulo left the wall. “If she does, what’s the knowledge gonna do to her?” The cavernous chord of his voice held a bewildered edge. “If she doesn’t...I’ll have to tell her. How do I devastate her like that?”

“Look man,” again Mustafa came close, that time laying his hands on Chisulo’s shoulders. “It’s too soon to worry about that. Focus on the battles already before us.”

“Okay,” Chisulo regarded his brothers thoughtfully. “There was a lion’s paw in all those torn limbs. Anything on who it belonged to?” He smiled as the men displayed twin expressions of irritation. It was the reaction he’d expected.

“Investigation’s barely underway, C,” Bach said.

“Maybe. But given what we already know, I’d say we have a damn fine lead on who the owner of that paw worked for.”

Mustafa leveled a stony gaze at his brother. “What are you asking, C?”

“I’m asking you to bring Haddad in.”

“We have no reason to-”

“You have all the reason you need,” Chisulo cut into Bach’s rebuttal. “Bring him in,” he bit out.

“And then what, C? Question him?” Mustafa countered. “Answer me, C? You want us to interrogate our own brother?”

Chisulo let his silence speak.

Mustafa turned on his heel, digging his fingers into his nape as he paced. “I won’t sanction you going after him, C.”

“I don’t need you to sanction it,” Chisulo mimicked the dangerous, unyielding tone Mustafa had used. “He went after her, not once, but twice. He won’t get a third try.”

“C?” Incredulity gripped Bach’s simple query. “Are you talking about killing him?”

Again, Chisulo let his silence speak.

“Fuck, C!” Bach spat, “You hearing yourself, man? That’s fucking-”

“Alright, enough both of you,” Mustafa demanded, his expression fierce. “Give us more time here, C. You know full well there are a number of lion shifters who don’t only work for lions. Deal?” He waited until Chisulo gave a stiff nod of agreement.

“Alright,” Mustafa grimaced, pulling a mobile from his trouser pocket and checking the screen. “Well, the jet’s waiting. I’ll check in with an update on my meet with Ali Okonkwo.”

“I’ll walk you out,” Bach said, falling in step with Mustafa as they headed from the wine cellar.

“Hey!” Chisulo called, leaning back on the wall when Mustafa and Bach turned his way. “You got two weeks for this investigation to yield something. Then, I go find Haddad myself. Heaven help him if he runs from me.”
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Chisulo returned to the bedroom suite and immediately picked up on the sound of the running shower. Resting on the door, he relished the wave of contentment the rushing water infused into his pores. Perhaps things weren’t so dismal if she felt up to showering.

That wave of optimism fizzled seconds later. The possibility he’d posed to his brothers was wafting in. Kam didn’t remember what she had done and it would be up to him to devastate her with the horrible truth. He scrubbed his hands over his face in an effort to dismiss that train of thought. Right now, he would take what he could get. Kam in the shower was quite enough for the time being.

Satisfied, Chisulo braced off the door and headed toward the bath. The suite was one of two in the house. The other was reserved for Mustafa who rarely visited. The space was like a mini apartment with a cozy living area, dining nook, and a well-stocked kitchenette.

The bath was like a domain unto itself with an alcove devoted entirely to a wide, oval tub that sat on a thick woven rug. Sconces adorned the alcove wall, illuminating the space in muted gold. Though the flip of a switch could add more light, the sconces also provided dim lighting to the rest of the bathroom which more than sufficed. Kam clearly had no complaints as she showered in shadow.

Chisulo continued to find contentment, watching as she indulged in the task. He settled into a dark loveseat just off from the drying stall to watch her bathe. He would only stay a short while. Watching her any longer than a few minutes would have him forgetting all about his promise to give her space. He was moving to leave-reluctantly-when he saw her drop her face into her cupped hands. She held the pose for a full minute before turning to one of the water-slicked gray tiled walls.

Chisulo left the loveseat when Kam put her forehead on the tile in a defeated pose. He went to the shower and; with utter disregard for his jeans and T-shirt, stepped into the powerful spray of hot water coming his way from multiple jets.

“Hey...shh, shh...it’s me,” he soothed when she flinched as his hands covered her shoulders. “Still tired?” he spoke against her ear. 

“It’s not that,” she said.

“Can you tell me what?”

“I would if I knew.”

Her voice was nearly muted amid the heavy spray of water. Chisulo heard her clearly though and felt her shrug under his hold before she spoke again.

“It’s probably why I feel so...off.”

“Can I do anything?”

She turned, laughing a little when she saw he was still clothed. “You’ll have to get rid of all this for what I need you to do,” she stood on her toes to graze his jaw with her lips.

“You should rest, love,” the words were a sigh on his mouth as he dug deep for the will to resist her.

“I’m sure I’ll get plenty of rest afterward,” she reasoned, now nibbling his earlobe.

Chisulo was sinking fast-his willpower was all but gone. “Don’t do this to me, Kam.”

“Why?” Her tongue thrust deep to take his mouth.

There was no hope for him then. Eagerly, Chisulo engaged in the kiss. His tongue tangled lazily with hers as his hands cupped her hips. Soon, he was lowering them to cradle her bottom, weighing the full dark globes in his wide palms.

Instinct had him taking her off her toes then, readying to plunge his aching cock to the hilt inside her soaking core. Arousal for her had his erection aching, yes, but even the watersoaked confines of his jeans were to blame. They were also a reminder-a ball-crushing one- that he shouldn’t be there with her. She had no idea what was happening to her. Giving in to his body’s raging demands would feel like he was taking advantage of her. Hell! Wasn’t that a laugh?

With an ability he’d profess as no less than supernatural, he broke the kiss and rested his forehead to hers. “Kam,” he sighed, squeezing his eyes shut tight before backing away.

“Finish your shower, love,” he dropped a brief kiss on her shoulder and inhaled the scent of her skin before making his way from the stall.

But for her incessant blinking, Kam stood rooted in place. More than ever, she was now certain that something was terribly, terribly wrong.

***
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Saiida Okonkwo didn’t mind that her surprise blazed when the wide blackwood door opened after she’d used the knocker.

“I didn’t think a universe existed where the Nkosi opened their own doors,” she said.

Despite the situation, Bach’s smile was a broad one. God, he’d missed her! He managed a shrug in spite of the stifling onslaught of emotion filling his chest. “We’re as human as the next man,” he said.

“Hmph!” was Saiida’s response and she moved across the threshold when he stood aside to welcome her in.

“Thank you for coming, Sy,” he inclined his head toward the door once he’d shut it. “I’m surprised you came alone,” he added.

Her smile was a cool one. “Walking in here alone is a lot different than arriving alone.”

Bach’s smile adopted a knowing element. “How long before they rush the gate?” he asked.

“I’ve got ten minutes to call-let them know I’m okay,” she said.

Bach gave a look. “Security didn’t alert me to anyone’s presence but yours.”

“They held back at the village inn when the helicopter set us down at the airstrip. Mustafa said I’d be safe. Besides, this is about Kam.”

“And yet, you arrive with a security force.”

“Bovi isn’t as trusting as I am. It was all I could do to get him to let me bring the car on to the house.”

“Ah,” Bach felt the twitch of a jaw muscle and hoped Saiida hadn’t noticed his reaction over the mention of Bovi Alui, the head of her personal security team. Alui, one of the Jaguar tribe, never passed on the chance to proclaim his devotion to Saiida. He never passed on the chance while in Bach’s presence, that is. Bach knew the man would stay on as long as Saiida was there without a male family member.

“Is she alright?”

“She is,” Bach was quick to respond.

Saiida didn’t look reassured. “And your brother?”

“He’s fine.”

Bach kept the answers coming, despite the emotion that now threatened to chop off his breathing. Silently, he acknowledged that there was no getting over a woman like Saiida Okonkwo. Be it for family or strangers, her compassion radiated like sunbeams.

“What happened down there?” Her whispered query now carried a panicked undertone as she clutched her gloved hands.

“Maybe you’d like a cup of tea while we talk? You can call and let Alui know you’re okay.”

Saiida remembered that the group was ready to jump to her defense in less than six minutes. She dug her mobile from her bag and put the call through. Meanwhile, Bach headed for the beverage nook tucked away in a far corner of the sitting room. He listened in while preparing the tea. With his back to Saiida, he gave in to the grimace that pressed through as her syrupy sweetness with the Jag flowed through the room. She was telling Alui that she was fine, adding that she wasn’t sure yet what the trouble was. With a sigh, she sounded as though she was trying to urge Bovi to go home. Most likely to the Caymans where she operated her lab in Cayman Brac.

Bach had schooled his features by the time he’d prepped the tea. He brought it to a low Beachwood end table that sat between two rust-colored suede armchairs.

“Should I arrange rooms here for Bovi and his men?” Bach asked.

“Thanks,” she whispered in appreciation of the tea. She accepted the plate-sized saucer supporting a large no-handle mug along with a cookie that looked to be of the oatmeal variety.

Saiida inhaled the tea, smiling at the aroma of hibiscus and cinnamon wafting from the rich, berry-colored liquid. “He’d most likely take you up on that,” she said in response to her security chief. “But your brother was pretty clear that this was a family matter.”

Now, Bach was the one smiling his approval. The Jaguar’s devotion-more like attraction-had clearly not earned him family status in Saiida’s eyes.

“Family, huh?” he took a chance on gaining deeper insight into her thoughts. “Wasn’t sure you’d ever feel that way about the Nkosi.”

“I feel that way about your brother,” Saiida continued to savor the tea, her eyes lowered as she spoke. “Chisulo obviously adores my cousin in a way that goes far beyond lust or even what she can do for him professionally.”

The barb didn’t go unnoticed by Bach.

“If he hasn’t asked her to marry him yet, that time isn’t far off,” she predicted while savoring the tea.

“Sy-”

“What happened, Bach? Why are they here? Why did Mustafa want me here?” She fired off the questions, determined to avoid whatever was to follow the intense chord on which he spoke her name.

Bach rested his elbows on his knees, clasping his hands around his own mug of fragrant tea. “We can’t prove it yet, but we think The Safari followed Sulo and Kam back to her place in Black River. They were laying in wait when Kam went downstairs.”

Saiida had set down her mug. Now, her hands were covering her mouth as she squeezed her eyes shut. “Thank God for your brother,” she sighed.

Bach smiled down at his warm mug. “It’s your cousin I’d like to thank. She saved my brother.” He sipped his tea. “This is really good,” he quietly raved.

“Bach?”

He didn’t keep her guessing. “As I said, Kam went downstairs and...dispatched them before Sulo even got there.”

Hands going to her mouth again, Saiida bolted from the sofa.

Bach lost interest in what remained of the tea, more interested in following her around the room she’d started to pace. Unquestionable longing lurked in his intense, deep-set stare.

She had tamed her bouncy, dark brown hair into a small, bushy bun at her nape. She paced with her arms wrapped around her slender frame encased in the midnight blue turtleneck jumpsuit. Bach watched her arms at her waist and nearly despised the limbs for embracing what was his.

Disgusted by himself for allowing his wants to claim the driver’s seat, Bach rolled his eyes and muttered a silent curse. He’d somewhat collected himself by the time Saiida turned to him with tears in her lovely eyes.

“You’re saying she killed them?”

“Brutally,” he added-hating that he had to stun her, but knowing it was imperative she understand the full weight of what they were dealing with.

Stupified, was an adequate start to describing Saiida’s emotions. Now, her hands clasped even tighter over her mouth and the sound of a gurgled cry escaped her. Still, she put more space between herself and Bach before he came too close.

He obeyed the unspoken order, feeling his temper beginning a slow simmer. He hated the reaction. She had every right to want him at arm’s length-further than arm’s length. He hadn’t done a thing to make her believe what they had was real.

He hadn’t even married her. Perhaps if they’d gone through the rites of the blood ceremony, their child...he shook off the possibility. It was too late for any of that to matter. Their child, the most beautiful and real thing between them, was gone. It never had a chance at life and, Bach supposed, it was only right for him and Saiida to have no chance at happiness. At any rate, she seemed to be long past wanting anything from him.

Digging deep, Bach pushed aside their issues and focused on the more pressing one at hand.

“Mustafa wants you here because you’re like a sister to Kam. More than that, you’re a scientist. You’re the scientist- the one who may be on the verge of bringing peace to a great many people with this serum. If Kam is the one who can benefit...”

In the midst of Bach’s explanation, something new had taken hold of Saiida’s expression. “Are you saying,” her tone was hushed and horrified, “Bach? Did she-did she shift?”

“No Sy,” Bach quickly shook his head. “No love, Sulo found no evidence of that.”

Saiida’s lashes fluttered madly and, for an instant, Bach thought she might faint. It took all he had left not to go to her then.

She recovered well enough. “Are you telling me she killed someone with her bare hands?”

“No love, I’m telling you she killed five men with her bare hands.”
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“Saiida?”

She rounded from the panoramic windows that claimed the entire rear wall of the sumptuous third-floor suite that had been reserved for her private lab. She had been staring out over the skyscraping Western Hemlocks that were accented by clusters of enormous ferns banking the vast inlet fed by the river. Misery layered over the apprehension in her almond-toned eyes when she saw Chisulo.

“She’s alright, she’s alright honey,” Chisulo soothed when Saiida rushed across the space to dig her nails into his shirt front. “She’s alright, she-”

“Bach. Bach he-he said terrible things. Kam sh-she- he said-”

“I’m afraid it’s true, honey. It’s all true. Easy,” Chisulo firmed his hold on her arms when her legs seemed to go out from under her and she buckled against him. “Stay with me, love. We really need that incredible brain of yours now.”

Saiida began to nod against his shoulder. Her movements were methodical as though she were trying to collect herself. “The serum...” she sighed. “It can’t be about that. Kam hasn’t been within a mile of anything I’ve been working on.”

Chisulo was already shaking his head. “We know it’s not that, honey.”

Her eyes narrowed. “You have a theory?”

“Not a one, other than something like this can’t be natural,” he offered with a tight smile.

“No...” Saiida began a slow turn around the big, starkly furnished room. “No Chisulo, it’s not natural.”

“Can you recall anything like this happening to anyone else in your family? In the clan? Any... historical documentation?” Chisulo asked.

Saiida’s expression foreshadowed that her response wouldn’t be one of confirmation. “Kam’s a rarity in our line as you know. Everyone born to the Okonkwo family has the ability to shift regardless of their parentage.”

Chisulo pushed his hands into the pockets of the khakis he wore and took a slow step toward Saiida. “Was there ever any question about Kam’s parentage?” 

Something tensed on Saiida’s pretty face. “Yes, but not for the reason you’d suspect. My Aunt Eshe graced my Uncle Obi with boy after boy. When Kam came along he endured quite a bit of ribbing. Some said he was losing his potency, others just the opposite.

Those saying he hadn’t lost his potency,” Saiida continued, “they honored my uncle-”

“But cast a shadow on Kam’s legitimacy at the same time,” Chisulo finished.

Saiida’s nod was somber. “There was a DNA test to silence all questions about my aunt’s honor. Kam is one-hundred percent Okonkwo or as close to that as you can get.”

Chisulo smirked. “Must’ve been hard on your aunt’s and uncle’s marriage.”

“Not exactly,” softness returned to Saiida’s gaze. “The rumors were annoying, but my uncle fell in love with Kam the second the midwife put her in his arms. He would’ve killed any man who tried to claim her for his own.”

Chisulo grinned resolvedly. “I know how he felt.”

Saiida’s smile reflected the warmth of her eyes. “You love her very much.”

“I’d die for her,” he said with no hesitation. “I would have two nights ago if...she’d waited.”

“The way I understand it, you could’ve lost her forever if she had. How is she?” Saiida asked in the same breath.

Chisulo hiked a shoulder and slowly lowered it. “She doesn’t remember it.”

Saiida could hear what it cost him to share that. “You don’t want her to remember, do you?”

“Not until we can give her an explanation, Saiida. Hell, a reason- anything. Some way to stop it from happening again.”

“An explanation is needed before a prevention can be found,” Saiida warned. 

Decided, Chisulo inclined his head. “Then I’d like to keep it from her until we have one.”

“Understandable,” Saiida’s tone had the same decided tone. “But you should know, my cousin reads me very easily. She’ll know something’s wrong if I go to her with words to soothe.”

“Any way to throw her off the scent? No pun intended,” Chisulo grinned at the look she sent his way.

“Doubtful that’ll be too difficult as long as I’m here.”

“Right,” pulling his hands from his pockets, he raised them encouragingly. “If it helps, Bach’s as miserable as I suspect you are.”

“Again, doubtful,” Saiida offered a sour look. “I was just another in a long line of conquests for him.”

“I’d advise you not to hang on to that belief no matter how much my idiot big brother tries to convince you otherwise.”

Chisulo could easily hear the shudders coming from the other side of the room. Slowly, he made his way toward her. “Saiida, I won’t profess to know the details of your relationship with Bach, but he’s always kept his feelings under wraps. I suppose we all do that- the Nkosi way,” he reciprocated Saiida’s sour look then.

She smiled. “I can confirm that the Okonkwo men live by the same code.”

“Until someone comes along who grinds our code into dust,” a refreshing element held his words. “It’s what Kam did for me and it’s what we all believe you’ve done for Bach. It’s clear that he loves you.”

Her smile turned sad. “Funny how those things are always so clear to everyone but the ones directly involved.”

“And yet, there it is,” Chisulo sighed.

Saiida appeared to be considering the words, but then quickly shook her head. “I have to focus, Chisulo. I have to figure out what’s happened to Kam.”

“Okay, but while you’re doing that, you have to find a way not to clue her in to how dire her situation is. Not until we’ve got more to tell her.”

“Right,” Saiida slapped her hands to her sides and sent a ripple through the wide legs of her jumpsuit.

“Maybe being here will allow you to help Kam while you lean on her for clarity about what’s happening with Bach?” Chisulo suggested, grimacing when he noticed Saiida’s unease appearing to increase.

“I don’t like this either, you know?” he began to walk the grand, unfurnished space before stopping to take in the picturesque view before the windows. “She has a right to know what’s happening to her, but I don’t know how to tell her without destroying her. If you have a way to do that, I’d love to hear it.”

“And if she remembers on her own?” 

To that, Chisulo had no reply.

Expressing a sigh of her own, Saiida turned for the room doors. “Let’s go see what we’re dealing with,” she called over her shoulder.
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Chisulo had selected a suite of rooms for himself and Kam overlooking a heavily wooded side of the estate. Saiida found her cousin there in the airy, yet cozily designed space. She had an unequaled view of the stunning property. 

“Whatever their faults, they do have an eye for prime real estate. Hi there, Omo,” she said when Kam swiveled to face her.

The younger woman opened her mouth to speak, but no words came. Only tears emerged in Kam’s rich cocoa gaze.

“It’s alright,” Saiida assured. “It’s alright, Omo,” she soothed, using the Yoruba word for ‘baby’, one she had used when her cousin was just that. She hadn’t been able to speak the word since her own... loss.

“It’s alright,” Saiida repeated the promise and wondered who she was trying harder to convince. Quickly, she closed their distance and drew her cousin into a reassuring hold.

Kam, still seated, locked her arms around Saiida’s waist, pressing her head into her belly as she was rocked.

“Can you talk about it?” Saiida wondered if more of Kam’s memory had surfaced during her alone time in the room.

Kam shook her head though, her arms tightening imperceptibly as she held onto her cousin. “I don’t know where to start I-” she looked up at Saiida with pleading eyes. “I think something’s wrong in my head. I think I’ve forgotten something.”

Saiida nodded, cupping Kam’s cheeks. “Eating might help,” with that, she took note of the untouched toast, coffee and fruit waiting on the platter set between the two chairs in the alcove.

Again, Kam nodded. “I haven’t had an appetite in...I don’t know how long,” quick, quiet laughter followed the admission.

“Have you talked to Chisulo about it?”
Now, Kam’s laughter flowed a bit more robustly yet there was a decisive chill mingled with the sound.
“He won’t even touch me, much less talk to me.”

“What?” Saiida frowned.

“We’ve come a long way from me taking the job to design his museum,” Kam gave in to more of the quiet laughter as she reminisced. “He was so infuriating back then-always doing or saying something completely inappropriate...”

Saiida laughed. “Doubtful he would’ve kept that up unless he thought he had a chance with you.”

“Yeah,” Kam nodded in spite of herself. “I wasn’t nearly as offended as I should’ve been. He never actually chased me around his desk though...hmph, I wonder if I would’ve let him catch me if he had- the man is very hard to resist.”

“I know the type, cousin,” Saiida patted Kam’s cheek. “I was getting much of the same from his brother, remember?”

Kam blinked deliberately as a certain awareness filtered through her eyes. “Of course, I remember,” the whispered words, tapered as she stood.

“Sydi,” Kam soothed and then drew her cousin into a tight hug.
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A short while later, the women were seated on opposite sides of the round table carrying the platter of breakfast offerings.

“Our lives were so much easier before the Nkosi landed on our path, weren’t they?” Kam mused while smearing butter to a corner of her toast.

“I can remember how carefree I felt,” she went on, “sketching on the beach in Jamaica...excited about the possibility of a new client-”

“What?” Saiida looked up from the slab of honeydew melon she cut into. She’d heard the abrupt end to Kam’s words.

Kam’s eyes held a faraway look. “I think meeting Chisulo just staved off the inevitable.”

“How?”

“I was sketching designs for The Safari Industrial Park when I first met Max Davis.”

“The Safari?” Saiida looked concerned, having recognized the name of the organization as well as that of Max Davis. Her cousin had considered the man a friend until his betrayal.

“He tried to talk me out of taking the job for them or...rather the things he said convinced me not to take it. But now...I wonder if it was all part of the plan. Telling me how that park would be so bad for the environment and all his important work with birds.”

Saiida laughed. “I thought he was a doctor?”

“Ornithologist,” Kam put in. “They study bird behaviors and migration habits. He’s written several books since then and he knew who The Safari was, even then. I mean, I told him who they were and he-he joined up with them anyway thinking they might actually help fund his cause.”

“I know the type,” Saiida chewed on a slice of melon. “So fixed on the agenda, they’ll do anything to see it fulfilled.”

Kam heard the fresh strain in her cousin’s voice now. “That may have been Bach’s motivation for seeking you out, but I think you quickly became much more than that to him. How long will you go without talking to him about what happened?” she asked while breaking off another chunk of the toasted apple bread.

Saiida now warmed her hands around a second cup of the blueberry tea she was hooked on. “We already talked about it,” she said.

“Right. Talked around it, maybe,” Kam disputed and then confronted the look Saiida sent her way. “Do you really believe Bach didn’t want the baby?”

“Again, do you recall me telling you he told me to get rid of it?”

“Because he saw what it was doing to you-to your health.”

Saiida waved away the comment. “That was nothing. I would’ve gladly given my life for our child.”

“I think it was your life he was worried about- the woman he loves.”

Absently, Saiida blew across the steamy surface of her tea and squeezed her eyes shut. “I can’t focus on that right now. Chisulo brought me here for a reason.”

Kam rolled her eyes and shoved a corner of the toast into her mouth. “To babysit me, you mean?” she accused while chewing.

Saiida kept her expression schooled. “I think he’s hoping we can babysit each other.”

Coming down off her irritation, Kam leaned in to squeeze Saiida’s hand. “I’m so very sorry about the baby, Sydi.”

“I know, love,” Saiida patted the hand covering hers. “It makes it easier, knowing that. Hopefully, it’ll make it easier to tolerate being here with Bach.”

Kam smiled with playful coyness. “You know, he’s only hanging around because of you.”

“I can’t let him back in, Kam.”

“Because you think he doesn’t love you?”

“Because I love him.  After all of it, I still love him and-” She closed her eyes again as if to take a moment to calm herself.

“Finding out I was pregnant, Kam...it made me happier than I could ever remember being. I’m an only child, but with you guys for cousins, I never felt alone. Even still, there’s a lot to be said for having something of your own. For a long time, chemistry was that thing for me and as much as I love being a scientist...that was nothing compared to knowing there was a baby growing inside me. The only thing better, was knowing it was Bach’s baby.” She shook her head defiantly. “Guess I’m not ready to face the fact that it may never happen again.”

Renewed awareness pooled Kam’s eyes and she moved to perch on the arm of Saiida’s chair. “You’re still grieving a terrible loss,” she drew her cousin close. “It’ll take you a long time to want to live again. You’ll never be over it, but you will learn to live with it.”

“God...” Saiida moaned, sniffled. “I’m so sorry Kam, I-it wasn’t so long ago that you lost Rashid.”

Slowly now, Kam nodded at the mention of her brother. She and Rashid were the last of their parents’ six children. “It’s how I know,” she said and pressed a hard kiss to the top of Saiida’s head. “I don’t know Bach well, but maybe he’s feeling heartbroken too? Maybe you can use the time here to find out? Leaning on each other...it could make learning to live with it a little easier.”

Saiida’s soft laughter warmed the room then and she eased back a little from Kam’s embrace to look up at her. “Who’s supposed to be making who feel better here?” she asked.

With exaggerated slowness, Kam stood and returned to her chair. “I think I’m feeling as good as it can get,” she said.

“What was that you told me about leaning on Bach? Maybe you could try that with Chisulo?”

Kam snorted. “Maybe you should tell him that?”

“What’s that supposed to mean?” Saiida frowned.

Kam kept her back turned. It didn’t take long for Saiida to realize the younger woman was trying to keep tears at bay.

“Hey...” Saiida went to Kam, patted her upper arms. “What is it?”

“I’d tell you if I knew.”

“You must know plenty already to make a statement like that,” Saiida’s brows lifted in challenge when Kam finally faced her.

“I think Chisulo brought you here to help me deal with what’s to come. In fact, I know he did. Seeing you just confirms what became very clear this morning.”

“Honey,” Saiida smoothed back tendrils of Kam’s hair. “What became clear?”

Kam’s lips trembled, but determination gripped her eyes. “It would seem Chisulo’s realized he made a mistake with me.”

“Oh Kam...honey how can that be? He loves you-”

“And he’s asked me to marry him,” Kam put in.

“But that’s wonder-”

“And I think he’s just now getting what that could mean. So whatever may have been on the path for us, I believe it’s coming to an end.”
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Oracabessa, Jamaica~

“Thank you, Kieli, I’m so glad Mr. Okonkwo could work this into his schedule...no, no I actually went on and scheduled the reservation in the hope that-...ha! Exactly...The Candelabra...alright then...alright, okay thank you so much. Goodbye.”

Cafrey Sibanda made a notation in the thick, spiral-bound planner she never failed to carry. With that task behind her, she returned to prep the English muffin that had arrived for her breakfast along with eggs, fruit, and a carafe of Hazlenut coffee. She had just taken a bite of a butter and raspberry jam-smeared muffin when the knocker hit her hotel room door. Chewing and brushing barely there crumbs from her fingers, she lightly sprinted for the door and pulled it open.

“Morning...” she greeted Mustafa Nkosi in the airy, familiar fashion that was nothing out of the ordinary for a working relationship that spanned nearly 15 years.

Cafrey left Mustafa to walk into the suite while she sprinted back to her breakfast. “Coffee?” she offered, “it’s hazelnut,” she laughed when she saw him grimace.

“Would it hurt you to drink a black French Roast every now and then?” Mustafa asked her.

“Would it hurt you to drink Hazelnut every now and then?” Cafrey returned.

“Yes, it would.”

She laughed, but the glee was short-lived. “Something up? Have things changed for tomorrow’s meeting? I just got off the phone with Ali Okonkwo’s assistant. I can call her back if-”

Mustafa waved that away. “Can’t afford to miss that meeting.”

“Sounds like you need something stronger than coffee,” Cafrey observed.

“And I intend to have it after that meeting.”

Cafrey’s teasing manner eased. “Have tensions intensified with the Okonkwo?”

“Hmph, not yet...” Mustafa rubbed a hand over his eyes while journeying deeper into the suite adjoining his at the luxury hotel.

Cooly, Cafrey began to prepare a plate of breakfast. “Care to discuss it over a meal?” she asked. “I’ve got a mountain of food here I can’t possibly eat on my own.”

“I believe it,” Mustafa grinned at what his petite assistant considered a mountain. 

Cafrey ignored the man’s attempt at teasing. “Well if you won’t eat, you can at least talk. After all these years, I think I’ve proven I can keep confidences.”

Though Cafrey spoke airily, Mustafa took offense to her words.

“I trust you like you were my own family. Probably more,” he said.

Cafrey could hear the raw, annoyed tone in his voice and all traces of her ‘airiness’ vanished. “I know that Mustafa.” She settled to one of the dining chairs at a small round table off from the suite’s living area. “I was only teasing.”

“I know that Cafrey, and I’m sorry,” Mustafa’s annoyance turned to weariness.

“Here,” Cafrey used a bare foot to push at one of the dining chairs. “Sit and talk to me.”

Mustafa could only stare, his dark gaze moving from Cafrey’s dainty foot to the length of shapely calf and the hint of thigh. All else was hidden by the sheer robe she wore. For such a small woman, her curves were no less mouthwatering and fuck! Why was he taking notice of that now?

In truth, he had been thinking of little else since Ilua Botha’s comment about Cafrey several weeks ago. The drama with Chisulo and Kam had been an almost welcomed distraction for him.

His old friend had been right. How long did he expect to keep a goddess like Cafrey Sibanda on hold while he made up his mind about the future? Until his visit with the clan historian, he hadn’t realized that’s what he’d been doing.

Cafrey...she’d always been there seeing to his needs-often his personal ones when they collided with the business. It had been strictly business for so long. When had that started to change?

Everyone who knew them had long teased that they were like an old married couple who still liked each other. Yes, Mustafa mused then, an old married couple with none of the enjoyable benefits of marriage. If they dared to change that now, would he risk ruining the one relationship that gave him the most pleasure?

Pleasure without sex. How the fuck had that become possible for him?

“Mus?” true concern had taken shape in Cafrey’s bourbon-colored eyes as she sat rigid at the intimate dining table, her light breakfast forgotten.

Mustafa put his musings on the backburner and crossed the distance to the table. “I promise I’m okay,” he dropped a kiss to her forehead. It was one among the thousands he’d delivered during the many years they’d known each other.

“I promise I’m okay and I’ll tell you everything once I hash it out with Okonkwo.”

Cafrey gave a shaky smile. “Fair enough,” she squeezed his wrist when his hand cupped her cheek.

Mustafa fought with everything he had, not to drag her up from the table and into his kiss.
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Just as Mustafa Nkosi was assuring his assistant that he was okay, Ali Okonkwo was wondering the same about his own.

Kieli Dodge usually had a sixth sense about when her boss was in a room or about to enter. Ali’s brothers were entranced by the ability and attributed it to one of the many reasons why they had all fallen a little more in love with her.

Today, those abilities didn’t seem quite as sharp. Over three minutes had passed since he’d come to stand in the doorway to their adjoining rooms. Kieli had opened them once their breakfast had been delivered to her suite.

Leaning on the jamb, Ali’s bemused expression gradually took a turn toward concern. Kieli’s tall, slender frame was haunched as she studied her phone. Whatever she saw on its screen, had her round pretty face shadowed by clear unease.

Liking the look less and less as he observed it, Ali quickly rapped his knuckles along the doorframe. If he hadn’t been so concerned for her, he could’ve laughed at the sight of her jumping in surprise. Her mobile launched wildly in the air before she caught it skillfully.

“Ali! I-sorry, I didn’t see you come in.”

“Obviously,” he noted. “My brothers won’t believe me when I tell them you’ve broken your streak.”

Kieli tried and failed to produce a smile. As she was looking everywhere except Ali’s face, he didn’t bother hiding the scowl beginning to distort his appealing features.

“Are you okay, Kieli?” he didn’t bother with masking the sharper edge to his voice either.

“Yes, fine,” she lied.

Ali wasn’t surprised by the response. Unhurried, he moved toward the dining table laid with a succulent spread of breakfast potatoes, eggs, thick slabs of bacon, and palm-sized biscuits. A platter of fresh fruit served as a colorful and flavorful centerpiece.

“I was just on the phone with Mustafa Nkosi’s assistant.”

“Mmm,” Ali’s bland reply was barely audible. “Fortunate they could meet here in Oracabessa instead of Black River,” he said a bit more loudly, glad he wouldn’t need to change the meet with the new investors out of Northwest Jamaica.

“Do you know what Mr. Nkosi wants?” Kieli asked while pouring out the coffee.

“Meeting with the Nkosi is a rare occurrence,” Ali selected a slice of bacon and chewed thoughtfully. “Hard to know how this one will turn out,” he eventually confided. “We’ve all been butting heads more and more since word started about the serum.”

Kieli lost her grip on the carafe handle, spilling some of the Columbian Roast she’d just poured for herself.

“Maybe you should be having tea instead,” Ali suggested.

“Yeah,” Kieli added laughter, though it held a nervous energy.

“Sure you don’t want to discuss it?”

“Discuss what, Ali?”

The comment’s crisp delivery was more of a reaction that he required. Something clearly had her rattled and his slow-to-heat temper was creeping to a gradual simmer because of it.

“I want you with me for the Nkosi meeting.”

Kieli’s hand stilled over the cloth she used to dab at the coffee spill. “I thought I’d stay here to make sure everything is set for the developer’s meeting.”

“I’m sure everything is. So you’re with me. Yes?”
Kieli hesitated only a moment, then continued clearing the spill. “Yes, Ali,” she said.
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Saiida was in the multipurpose room which served as a library and second study. There, she wrapped up a call with her assistant Violet Greeves regarding her lab in Cayman Brac. Special care needed to be given to items soon to be shipped to British Columbia.

“We can buy whatever you need.”

Saiida commended herself for not flinching when Bach’s voice shook the room.

“No need to trouble yourself with moving your entire lab,” he added.

“I’m not,” she told him crisply while returning a small planner to the tan leather tote propped on a credenza. “There’re some things I want close by, is all- things I have faith in using.”

“Yes, I know what you mean.”

“I’m sure you do.”

“Dammit Sy, enough alright?” A muscle tensed violently when he clenched his jaw in a struggle to bury the need for further reaction. He failed.

“You’ve got every right to hate me for what’s happened,” he said, “ but isn’t there the smallest part of you that believes me when I say I love you?”

There was much more than a small part, but she didn’t dare acknowledge that. “I can’t trust in that,” she told him instead. “Not when your family’s interest in the serum is the only thing that ever made you look my way.”

Bach stood there, his mouth agape for several seconds. “You can’t be serious?” Helplessly, his deep-set stare traveled the seductively sculpted length of her in a body-hugging gold knit dress.

“Do you know how long it took me to get a minute alone with you during that damn conference? Idiots hovered around you like bees to honey.”

“Oh Bach, please,” she threw back. “Unlike you, those men were there to discuss scientific research.”

“Bullshit.” Bach snapped. “Please don’t give credit to the old adage that lots of book sense makes for very little common sense.”

“I'm not sure that’s an adage.”

“I’m sure I don’t give a fuck,” Bach nearly snarled the comeback while invading Saiida’s personal space.

“Sy, I’m sorry, alright? For all of it.” His voice was low, gruff, pulsing with anguish. “I want you back and I intend to make that happen.”

“Don’t I get a say?” she bristled.

“Only if it’s to say something I approve of.”

Laughter tickled her throat and her lips parted on the cusp of a smile. Bach took advantage, crushing her mouth beneath his and driving his tongue deep.

“Stop!” she gasped amid the lusty thrusts, “your brother-”

“Is probably doing this and more to your cousin.”

Saiida didn’t bother to tell Bach that he was probably wrong about that. She didn’t care to tell him a thing just then. All that held sway over her mind were the unrelenting strokes taking her mouth. The encompassing grip cradling her bottom, firmed to lift her from the floor. At first, she languished in the supreme sensation of being claimed, of losing herself in a cascade of pleasure courtesy of the man she loved.

That silent acknowledgment pushed in a freak wave of-panic? Reality? The unnerving wave streaked down her spine, causing her to bristle and want out of the embrace she also craved.

“Let me go,” her words were soft, all but absorbed by the kiss. “Bach...let go...”

“Never,” he continued to have his way with her mouth.

“I’m asking you to let go,” she summoned stone into her voice then.

“Are you?” Playfulness wound through his voice. 

Saiida’s choked cry filled the room moments later. He had found his way into her panties, his middle finger briefly stroking her slick folds before plundering the moist well he had all but branded with his name. The kiss went on, intensifying with every touch of their tongues, every lunge of Bach’s gifted fingers-two of which were at work inside her needy core.

“I can’t...I can’t, Bach...” she moaned the words even as her hand gripped his wrist to ensure there would be no stopping his present actions.

Stopping was precisely what happened though when a throat cleared noisily from somewhere in the room.

“Fuck!” Bach broke the kiss to curse his little brother’s intrusion.

Saiida turned her burning face into Bach’s chest.

“Apologies,” Chisulo’s sly grin made the word sound wholly insincere.
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“Lies. How could she be thinking something so asinine?”

Chisulo’s amusement over catching Saiida and Bach in a compromising position had completely diminished. A half-hour later, they had regrouped in the parlor living area that separated the study and library.

“You’ve got yourself to thank for that,” Saiida helped herself to a grape from a lavish bunch placed on the low pine coffee table by a member of the so-far invisible house staff. She smirked when Chisulo stared her way in befuddlement.

“Have you forgotten an interlude in the shower yesterday morning? An unfinished interlude?”

Bach’s laughter thundered while Chisulo looked thoroughly put in his place.

“Unreal,” Chisulo groaned and stroked his jaw methodically. “I try to be thoughtful and she thinks that means I don’t love her anymore?”

“Try seeing it from her point of view,” Saiida urged, reaching for another of the Muscadine grapes. “She’s already on edge during what should be the happiest time in her life. You whisk her away here with no explanation, then shy away from her in a way that’s not the norm for you guys at all....,” she cleared her throat, realizing how suggestive the comment must’ve sounded. She didn’t dare look Bach’s way but knew his arresting eyes were trained on her nonetheless.

Chisulo was too unnerved over Kam to notice. “What should I do?” he asked.

“Many things,” Saiida advised on a firm chord, pleased to have her focus redirected. “You should start by telling her the truth.”
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Bliss, was a beautiful and seductive restaurant not far from the house. Its remote location only added to its allure which epitomized romance. Flowers of many varieties bloomed with fragrance and color-a testament that the warmth wasn’t only in the vibe the establishment exuded.

Diners rushed in shivering from the autumn chill. They were quickly soothed by glowing hearths, flavorful hot drinks, dancing, and delicious food.

Kam studied the menu of delectables with barely a passing interest. She and her dinner companion had endured the usual oogling from the sexes upon arrival. Neither of them took heed to the stir they created.

“What’ll you have?” Chisulo asked.

“No idea,” Kam gave the leather-bound menu an airy wave. “It’s fine if you want to order for us both,” she sighed.

From his spot at the candlelit table, Chisulo regarded his menu with the same disinterest as Kam. Her manner had been so sickeningly polite, it made his teeth ache. Would that have been the case if Saiida hadn’t clued him in on her cousin’s mood? Would he have viewed Kam’s politeness as a gift then? Would he have been thankful for the chance to postpone their truth talk for a little longer? So much for that.

He set down his menu with a decisive slap. “Kam-”

“Sulo? Sulo, love? Is that you? What am I asking-of course it is! There’s no mistaking that gorgeous crop...”

The woman who had spoken in the sultry bedroom tone was now standing near Chisulo’s chair. She dragged long, ruby-red nails through the crop she adored. Lifting her eyes, heavily fringed by false lashes, she regarded Kam with a look of understated challenge.

“Forgive me, dear,” she said, “I could never resist this,” she pressed her chest to the back of Chisulo’s head. “Sulo and I are old...friends. Isn’t that right, Sulo?”

Chisulo looked decidedly irritated by the interruption. “Vonelle,” he greeted the woman in a tight voice. 

Vonelle laughed. “Stop it, Sulo. You know I always adore it when you call me Vee.”

“That was a long time ago,” Chisulo’s glare was fixed on Kam who had returned to studying her menu.

“Only a few years, love,” Vonelle’s tone was more like a purr. “No worries, I understand. You only called me Vee when we were...indisposed.”

“Thanks for stopping by to speak,” Chisulo spoke in an unmistakably dismissive manner. “Can’t say I’ve ever run into anyone I know in this corner of the globe,” he added.

Vonelle breathed out laughter. “That can’t be true, lover. You’re far too gifted in bed to grace the women in only one segment of the planet with your...skills,” she sighed dramatically then as if to quell the heat of her words.

“Sadly, this area of the globe isn’t my cup of tea-the climate is far too brisk for my taste. I’m only here for my cousin-a celebration of his twenty-year anniversary. This is his place,” Vonelle raised her hands in graceful fashion toward the gleaming vaulted ceilings of the firelit dining room. “His first architect’s job-the first place he ever designed.”

Vonelle’s throaty boast caught Kam’s attention and she looked up from her menu. Intrigue sharpened her cocoa eyes. Curiosity had her itching to ask the woman for more detail. Irritation had her resisting the urge, not wanting to prolong her grating presence at the table.

Vonelle, it seemed, was ready to take her leave but she had no interest in taking it alone. Her hands moved from Chisulo’s hair to his shoulders. She massaged the eclipsing range of muscle while crushing her vast bosom into his head. She brought her mouth close to his ear but spoke loudly enough to be overheard. “Dance with me,” she said to him and then looked at Kam. “You wouldn’t mind, would you, dear?”

Kam stood. “I don’t think it’s any business of mine,” she left the table cooly enough, though her eyes shone with fresh awareness as she scanned the room. There was no denying that the architect was a true talent. 

“They didn’t tell me they’d invited the remarkable Kamili Okonkwo to my humble shindig.”

Turning at the sound of her name, Kam’s jaw dropped. The awareness in her eyes made room for delight. “No way,” she sighed with laughter underscoring the playful denial. She opened her arms to mimic the stance of the man who approached. Soon, they were embracing.

“Thank you for coming, beautiful,” the man squeezed Kam’s waist, lifting her a few inches from the floor. He dropped a quick hard kiss to her mouth when he set her down.

“I wasn’t invited,” she revealed while laughter still hugged her voice. “This is all a coincidence.”

The man looked on in amazement. “Life does throw some interesting curveballs, doesn’t it? Sometimes they’re ones you don’t want to throw back,” he said.

“This is yours,” again, Kam scanned the inviting dining room.

Fresh surprise showed on the man’s handsome, deeply tanned face. “I should be flattered, that you just happened to recognize my work, Kam.”

“I’m sure I would have in time, but you have your cousin to thank for that. Vee?”

“Ah.” Devon Salzman rolled his sky-blue gaze toward the sculpted ceiling. “That girl does get around, doesn’t she?” he eyed Kam consideringly. “I would’ve never guessed you two were friends.”

“Oh, we’re not. She’s...acquainted with my boyfriend.”

“Ah...” Devon’s response held a matter of factness. “That’s more believable,” he sighed and winced slightly. “Please tell me she didn’t cause a scene.”

“She tried. I didn’t give her the chance. I suspect she’s dragged him off to the dancefloor by now.”

“You may want to correct that, Kam. Fast. Vee’s like a vulture with a fresh corpse when she finds a man on his own.”

Kam laughed, the gesture honest and welcomed. “Not a very nice view of your cousin, Dev.”

Devon snorted. “Trust me, I’m not the only one in our family who has it.” Renewed glee filtered his bright eyes then. “So? Tell me what you think of the place?”

Kam’s eyes narrowed. “Are you asking for my professional or personal opinion?”

“Yikes,” Devon offered a deer-in-headlights look. “Whichever is better.”

Kam’s honest laughter returned. “They’re both the same. I think it’s incredible! Billed as a restaurant, yes, but I don’t know whether I want to eat, read or just enjoy the landscape from one of these inspired windows.”

“Just the feel I was going for,” Devon looked delighted. “A home away from home where relaxation is king.”

“Well you’ve succeeded,” Kam’s nod was decisive in its firmness.

“Well don’t just judge by sight. You should thoroughly immerse yourself.”

Kam looked skeptical. “Meaning?”

“The dancefloor, for one. You’re not just going to let my cousin have all the fun, are you?”

Kam thought for a moment and then shrugged. “Lead the way,” she told Devon, laughing as she accepted the arm he offered.

––––––––
[image: image]


Kam and Devon took to the floor for two, sultry ballads courtesy of the house band. They used the time to laugh over old memories and discuss current work projects. When Devon offered her a tour of the establishment, Kam didn’t refuse. 

Devon was right, she thought. She hadn’t seen half of what Bliss had to offer. Besides the dining spaces, public and private, there were cozy reading rooms with burning hearths, soothing music, and stellar views from more of the inspired windows. The tour ended with a stop to the rooftop dining lounge. The area was deserted-not surprising given the fall chill. Still, Kam’s suspicions were confirmed. The restaurant was much more than a place to soothe a hearty appetite.

They were still enjoying the rooftop view, when a server found them. The man apologized to Kam for the interruption, before pulling Devon aside for a brief private chat. Disappointment was shadowing Devon’s attractive face when he nodded and the server went on his way. 

“Duty calls,” he told her.

“No surprise there,” Kam shrugged airily. “Everyone wants time with the one responsible for all this,” palms up, she motioned to their surroundings.

“Mmm...and what was that I said about curveballs? Let me show you back inside?” He offered once their laughter eased.

Kam rested her hand on his tuxedo sleeve. “You go on. I’m gonna enjoy a little more of this.”

Devon kissed her cheek. “Don’t be a stranger,” he said.

“You either,” Kam reciprocated with a kiss to Devon’s cheek.

Though the night was brisk against her shoulders, bared by the cut of her dress, Kam was in no hurry to leave it. The chill did wonders for her mood and the haze that seemed to have taken residence over her mind. There was still something...major missing from the files of her short-term memory, but she would deal with that later. Presently, another matter needed her attention.

“Danced out already?” she’d sensed his presence behind her. “Your stamina’s not what it used to be, Sulo love,” she turned to face him across the rooftop level.

“Then again, it’s been a while since I’ve had to be the judge of it,” she added.

Hands hidden in the deep pockets of his trousers, Chisulo covered some of the distance separating them. “Is that what has you in this mood?” he asked.

Kam turned her back on him and the question. He continued to advance and she despised herself for sensing when he was close enough to touch.

“Or maybe the mood is because I didn’t rush in to stake my claim when you traipsed off with that clown who made such a fuss over you.”

Now, she turned. “That clown designed this restaurant and I respect his work very much.”

Chisulo bowed his head and Kam watched a muscle flex in his cheek.

“I stand corrected,” he said simply.

She was unimpressed. “Is the apology because you unwittingly insulted your ex’s cousin?”

The muscle began another wild flex along Chisulo’s cheek. “She’s not my ex,” he gritted.

Kam smiled wanly. “Obviously,” she observed after a beat.

Chisulo fairly bristled with temper. “Are you ready to leave?” he asked.

“More than,” she brushed by, ignoring the arm he offered.

They took a back way from the eatery with Chisulo stopping to thank the owner, Alvin Roschonse, for a wonderful meal.

Kam made a point of offering her appreciation as well. “Mr. Roschonse, thank you for taking time with me when I toured earlier with Devon.”

Roschonse’s green eyes sparkled in his long, pale face. “Always a pleasure to brag in the presence of a beautiful lady. And please call me Al.”

“Well Al, the space is lovely.”

“But no! You are not leaving so soon. Surely there was no time for eating?”

“Afraid so, Al.” Chisulo gave a quick pat to the man’s arm. “We’ll have to visit for a meal some other time.”

“Well, it is always a pleasure, Monsieur Nkosi,” Roschonse laid a hand over the front pocket of his tuxedo jacket. “Mademoiselle Okonkwo,” he bowed to Kam, “I consider myself blessed to have had the company of two revered architects for the evening. Please do come again.”

Chisulo and Kam made their way from the restaurant. The good cheer they’d enjoyed with Roschonse dwindled the further they ventured. At the car, the driver was already standing at the back passenger door of the silver Bentley Mulsanne.

“O’Neil,” Chisulo addressed the tall Irishman whose rugged features and build made him look more like a bodyguard than a chauffeur. He pressed several bills into the man’s hand. “Go have a few and take your time.”

“Sir,” O’Neil said without question.

Chisulo handled the task of opening the door, urging Kam inside with a firm hand to her waist.

“I thought we were leaving?” she asked as they settled into the plush, dark interior.

“We will. Just want to say that your colleague-”

“You can’t be serious?” Kam gaped at him from across the long seat. “You let that bitch play in your hair, discuss your good old days as fuck buddies and I speak to a colleague and it upsets you?” Cold laughter underscored her accusation.

“I was only going to tell you that he’s quite talented.”

“Right,” Kam dropped back into the decadent seating. “Why would you be upset? This probably makes things easier.”

Chisulo pulled off the chestnut brown suit jacket he wore over an open-collar hunter-green shirt. “What things?” he tossed the coat to an opposing seat.

Kam lashed out with another hard laugh. “At least be man enough to say it, Chisel.”

“Kam...I don’t think what I need to say is what you expect to hear.”

His words succeeded in draping a film of misery over her face. “Oh, I think it is,” she managed despite the pressure building behind her eyes.

“I shouldn’t be surprised,” she went on, desperate to be rid of the helpless, wounded feeling mounting inside her. “I knew what you were and I let myself...fall anyway.”

Her words stung even though he knew they came from a place of hurt. “What am I?” he forced the question anyway.

“You’re a slut of the highest order.”

He laughed, genuinely welcoming the reaction.

“You take your fill and then you’re off to the next ready bed,” she continued.

“I don’t recall you being so ready to share your bed with me,” Chisulo noted, his laughter had softened but it was still there.

“That’s why I held onto you for so long, isn’t it? It felt like a chase. That is until you said you loved me and then proposed on top of that- drained all that passion right out of you.”

“Is that right?”

“It’s all kinds of right,” resignation held her voice. “You’re just not built for that kind of relationship. You’re not the kind of man a woman should look twice at if she wants anything real- anything lasting.”

Any restraint Chisulo had, was vanquished. “Kam...goddammit,” he muttered before dragging her to him. He held her close for only a short while and then pressed her down into the wide seat.

“How can you doubt me?” his voice was harsh, raw with temper. “How could you think I’m anything other than in love and lust with you just because I choose to give you time and space instead of keeping you on your back or riding my dick? How could you think I’d regret proposing- that I’d do anything to make you think twice about becoming my wife?”

Awareness glinted in her cocoa stare. “Saiida,” her gaze faltered. “I didn’t think she’d say anything.”

“I’m glad she did,” his voice still carried its harsh edge. “How could you believe stupidity like that?” now he spoke into her cheek.

“You’ve been so distant.”

“Kam...” his mouth grazed her cheek until his lips were brushing her ear.

“You didn’t even stop that disgusting bitch from playing in your hair...” contentment took hold of her slowly as her fingers indulged in that very luxury.

Meanwhile, Chisulo was fixated on taking sustenance from her ear. “Protecting me from other women is your job,” he said while biting and suckling her lobe.

“Didn’t look like you needed saving-” her retort curbed on a gasp. She wasn’t sure whether the reaction was because of those words or what Chisulo’s fingers were doing inside the bodice of her cashmere dress. 

“Why are we in Canada?” her words held a druggy element as pleasure coursed.

“Later,” Chisulo traded taking nourishment from Kam’s ear to taking it from the plump curve of her breast.

“Answer me,” she tried to insist even as her back arched in pleading for more of his attention.

“Can’t it be as simple as me wanting to make love to you in Canada?”

“Yes,” her answer sounded like a moan. Her next bout of laughter halted on another gasp when his tempting mouth moved from the curve of her breast to take a ripe nipple captive between his lips.

“I don’t think it’s that simple, though,” she trembled when his quiet laughter vibrated through her. “I know you,” she forced out the weak boast. 

“Then you know I sent O’Neil away for a reason. The sooner you let me get to it...”

“Always a bargain with you, isn’t it Chisulo Nkosi?”

Not so much, he kept the response silent. His motives were set-bargain or no bargain. The hope was that once they were in the throes of a stellar sexual interlude, her questions would cease and hopefully...vanish.

Her nipple, hard against his tongue was a fever inducer that stoked the insatiable need he could awaken in her with the briefest glance. Silently, she criticized herself for being defenseless against his touch. He was keeping something from her. Something dark and something she believed she was smack dab in the middle of.

She should be shoving him off and demanding answers, not curling her fingers into the dark silk of his hair. Hair, she vowed, she’d break another woman’s fingers for touching. Be warned Vonelle Salzman. Laughter tickled the back of her throat. The humor was short-lived, hoisted aside by the emotion claiming her throat while Chisulo bit softly into her breast as his middle finger plunder her core, thrusting and rotating as it delved. When did his hand move into her panties?

Questions, important as they were, soon evaporated. She bit down hard on her lip and succumbed to the sweet desire that erupted as soon as it built. She could feel her need streaming even though he had only really just begun to touch her. She tried pressing her thighs together, wanting to intensify the sultry effects. 

Chisulo was against that and simply rested his knee across the limb to keep it immobilized. Kam bit her lip again while squeezing her intimate muscles around his fingers-two now. They fucked her into a frenzy of rich sensation. She moved her palms up the powerful range of taut, sinewy flesh that flexed along Chisulo’s arms. She sought purchase while gravitating toward climax and worked for victory, gripping and releasing his fingers with athletic speed.

Chisulo plucked her out of range for such accomplishment however and deprived her of his caress. He took her wrists captive when she would’ve hit him for denying her. As if to punish her, he retaliated with a throaty, crushing kiss. 

Kam responded with a thoroughly wanton moan, driving her tongue against his until he broke the kiss.

“Kam...?” his mouth trailed her neck to the base of her throat.

“Mmm...?”

“You should be more considerate of the men you dance with when I’m not around.”

“Considerate,” she leveled passion-drugged eyes on his staggering face. “Of what?”

“Their health.”

Any amusement stirred by the reply, took a literal backseat when Chisulo straddled Kam across his lap. He ravished her throat, while one hand freed her breasts from the dress’ bodice as the other freed his cock from the dark trousers he wore.

Kam rested her forehead on his shoulder and inhaled the clean, spicy scent of his cologne. Chisulo handled her with seamless grace, settling her beautifully on his sex. She gave a disjointed gasp that filled the back of the car. The sweet, undeniable presence of the erection stretching her walls, made her feel delightfully boneless. He cupped her bottom and she pressed her hands to the roof of the car.

The move put her breasts in tempting proximity to Chisulo’s mouth and he took complete advantage. Hands still cupping her ass, he drew her closer until her nipples nudged the alluring curve of his mouth. He used the tip of his nose to outline both, then circled his tongue around one of the firm peaks and sucked it hungrily.

Kam made a fist, pounding it lightly against the smooth, black lining of the Mulsanne’s roof. Chisulo took his time pleasuring her tits. His masterful direction of her hips as she rode him, enhanced her reaction as her creamy need covered his shaft. She turned her face toward the ceiling and pressed her lips together in hopes of stifling the cries bundled deep in her throat.

There was no need. They were, after all, alone in the huge car and; Kam suspected, the only ones in the parking lot, who were making such lurid use of their vehicle.

Kam’s dress was a wrinkled mass around her waist, while Chisulo maintained his state of proper dress to some extent. His shirt was outside his trousers and open at the collar, but he was still more or less presentable. Kam would have preferred the rich, green fabric to be open to reveal his spectacular chest.

Regardless of that hidden stimuli, climax still slapped at her from all angles. Her nails dug into the car’s richly covered roof, leaving small half-moons in the material.

Chisulo was just as affected. Ejaculation imminent, he tore his mouth from Kam’s breast and set his head back on the cushioned rest. His hold on her bottom stymied her moves.

“Fuck...” he groaned, eyes shut tight in a show of immense pleasure and approval for her glorious handling of his sated dick. 

Kam turned her face into her upraised arm while relishing the powerful jets of release spraying the walls of her sex. Bliss, indeed, she decided. Her well-used vaginal muscles spasmed around the lengthy cock still at work inside her and stiffening in preparation for another explosive release. She didn’t have long to wait.
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Batoka Gorge, Zimbabwe~

“Well?”

Annoyance and disappointment were reflected on the faces of the men in response to their boss’s simple inquiry.

“Not a goddamn thing,” Amari Leke said while pulling off a knit cap and smoothing a hand over his dark, shaved head. “They aren’t there from what we could see. We didn’t dare get closer than we did- his men still roam the place.”

“Any word from Black River?”

Boture Otieno shook his head and sent a mass of chin-length dreads into his brown face. “Not much except they’ve already sent in cleaners to take the bodies.”

“Did anyone get a look at those bodies beforehand?”

“No boss,” the men spoke as one.

“Are you questioning what happened out there, boss?” Leke asked.

“No,” Yared Okeke grimaced, “Chisulo Nkosi could slaughter an entire platoon before his first cup of coffee,” he added.

“But you think something’s off, boss?” Idir Abiodor inquired. The close-set features of his dark, shiny face reflected the same curiosity as his colleagues.

Okeke rubbed at his angular jaw. “Don’t think I know enough to say that, Idir, but something’s nagging me,” he nodded at a tall, lanky man who leaned on a wall near the front of the room. “Jabari, queue that footage again.”

The men gathered around the mounted monitor while Jabari Mwangi did as instructed.

“He’s carrying her from the house...”

“That makes sense, though. Right boss?” Jabari noted. “She was attacked, you know?”

“Exactly,” Okeke confirmed. “Five men attack to the point he doesn’t want her leaving the house under her own steam.”

“And?” Boture prompted.

“Exactly. And nothing,” Okeke said. “Where’s the retaliation? It’s been nearly three days. The Chisulo Nkosi I know wouldn’t have stopped at five men. He’d have continued the slaughter until he knew who from the top sent those men after his woman.”

“Maybe he’s focused on her, boss.” Idir theorized. “You know? Making sure she’s okay-being there for her and stuff.”

“Possible.”

“But you don’t buy it, do you boss?” Boture probed.

Okeke began to pace. “I could, if this were about any other man than Nkosi. Has anyone heard from Asani? These were his men, yes? What?” the boss had seen the looks pass among his crew.

Again, Amari Leke began a new leg of the conversation. “Sir, no one’s heard from Asani since they left for the Gorge. Makes sense, you know? Asani always goes into the shit right along with his men.”

“That’s right, but I think you’ll agree this time was different?” Okeke countered.

Amari tensed. “Right boss, but his plan was to go in and talk to Sulo before all this.”

“You’re joking!” Okeke laughed out the phrase.

Amari nodded somberly. “Like you said, boss, this time is different.”

“Right...” Okeke muttered something foul then said louder, “Asani’s an idiot. Why would we send a kill squad after the Okonkwo woman if we were still in the verbal negotiations stage?”

“But boss, Asani’s counting on that to encourage Chisulo to cooperate,” Idir explained.

Okeke rolled his eyes. “Sounds about right for a man who has never known the love of a woman,” he said.

Deep laughter filled the room, but the easy vibes had no chance for survival when Okeke next spoke.

“I need you men to be straight with me now. How bad is this? How bad is it really? I need to know before I take what we have to the higher-ups.”

The others nodded, each understanding the consequences of visiting the ‘higher-ups’ without being equipped with all the facts. The only thing The Safari hated more than its adversaries coming out ahead, was when its employees failed to promptly deliver valuable information. Such a thing could, and had, cost many employees their very lives.

“Well?” Okeke persisted.

Instead of speaking up, Amari turned the conversation over to Boture Otieno.

“Our people in Jamaica were able to locate a cleaner to uh...financially motivate into talking. Name’s Otho,” Boture said.

“And?” Okeke appeared to stiffen.

“Asani’s team was all Panther. They were killed during their shifts, but Otho-the cleaner he-he said they disposed of one other.”

“One of those limbs was attached to a lion’s paw, boss.” Amari finished.

Okeke hid his face in his hands and then pushed his palms over his head. “Asani?” he saw the answer ghost across the faces of the other men.

“Are you telling me that I’ve got to inform Haddad Nkosi that his cousin is dead? And that it was his brother who killed him?”
***
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He had carried her from the car and into the house. She’d fallen asleep on the way back from the restaurant and hadn’t stirred. 

Dinner had turned out the complete opposite of what he’d planned. Now, more than ever, he worried about how she would accept the news he had to deliver. Her reaction to the insane notion that he could somehow fall out of love with her, told him how rattled she was by the situation.

Yes, there was a strong chance that having all the facts could change things for the better. And yet...Chisulo knew a lot about the ways killing could change a person. Shit! The oath echoed silently in his mind...he had to tell her and that was that-no more stalling. He would let her sleep and then he would tell her. 

For the time being, he was content to watch her rest. He had been happily indulging in the task, lightly smoothing the back of his hand along her hairline when he felt the subtle vibration in his pocket. Gently, he shifted on the bed to retrieve his mobile. He smiled while reading the text. After debating for a few seconds, he brushed a kiss to Kam's temple and left her to sleep. 

––––––––
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“Apologies for the interruption,” Bach looked up from where he stood pouring a drink at a small bar cart in the second-floor den. “I thought a text might be less intrusive,” he said.

“Nothing to intrude on,” Chisulo said, “she’s sleeping.”

“That’s good.”

“Yeah, yeah it is,” Chisulo let his weakness show. He moved into the room while working a massaging hand over the bridge of his nose.

“Should I take that to mean you still haven’t told her what happened?”

“You can take it that way. And I would appreciate not being lectured.”

“No worries, it’s not what I want either.”

Chisulo ceased his massage. “But something?” he prompted.

“Drink?” Bach offered.

Chisulo declined with a wave.

“This isn’t about me trying to cast any doubt on your feelings for Kam,” Bach began.

“Okay,” Chisulo’s reply hung heavy with doubt.

A grin brightened Bach’s handsome face. “It’s obvious you’d throw yourself in front of a charging Rhino for her,” he drank from the tumbler of bourbon he’d poured. “Truth is, we don’t know how this will all turn out, we do know seeing it through will take everything the two of you have.”

Chisulo sat now. More concerned than agitated, he leaned forward with his hands clasped between his knees. “What is this, B?”

Bach finished his drink, and returned the glass to the bar. “This is absolutely none of my business and I know Mus gave you the talk years ago and...maybe you and Kam have already discussed this between yourselves-”

“Bach-”

“Are the two of you taking precautions?”

Chisulo blinked once, twice, three times before rubbing his hands to his eyes for fear that he’d be unable to stop blinking. He then looked at his brother for all of five seconds before a roar of laughter burst from his throat.

Bach only pursed his lips and reclined in the wide, pearl gray armchair he occupied. “Are you done?” He asked once Chisulo was silent.

“Not sure,” Chisulo erupted into another bout of laughter. “Apologies, man,” he made a show of wiping away laugh tears, but his amusement was very real. “In my defense, you can’t blame me for laughing. The only reason Mus talked to me about sex was because Papa refused. The look on his face while we...chatted was the same you had while you just tried-badly-to tell me why you called me down here,” Chisulo gave into another quiet chuckle and then shook his head. “What the hell, B?”

“I promise this isn’t about giving you what I assume is a much-needed laugh.”

Sobered by the man’s demeanor, Chisulo nodded. “Alright,” he said.

“Saiida was pregnant. I think she may have told Kam.”

Chisulo took a beat, looking as though he were processing the news. “Did you wed Saiida in secret?”

Bach shook his head no.

“But the blood ceremony-”

“The ceremony is bullshit, C. It has to be, right? Supposedly, your mate can’t get pregnant, until one has taken place. One hasn’t. Therefore...”

Chisulo’s shock reigned supreme over his expression for nearly half a minute before he shook his head in wonder and mounting horror. “You said, she was...pregnant.”

“She lost it.”

“B...I-I’m sorry man-”

“The child was killing her,” Bach quickly put in. “She was already having a rough time with the pregnancy before...the miscarriage. I-I told her to get rid of it.”

“It had the strain?” Chisulo asked.

Now, Bach covered his face in his hands. After a while, he looked at his brother with weary eyes. “Given what it seemed to be doing to her, I...I assumed-yes. I’ve heard a lot in my time, C. Can’t say I’ve ever heard of a cross-species birth, have you?”

Bach stood and began to pace. “Plenty of cross-species couples,” he went on. “None that resulted in offspring-not that I know of, anyway. Who the fuck knows...maybe the maneater strain’s got nothing to do with it- maybe such creations just aren’t meant to be. What the hell does it matter now, anyway?” he kicked at the bottom edge of a sofa he passed. 

“She hates me now. It’s why we aren’t together. She can barely look at me and I love her more than my life.”

The pain in his brother’s voice sent something shifting in Chisulo’s chest. “Maybe you’re being too hard on yourself, man.”

“She could have lost it anyway with all that’s happening in our lives,” Bach continued as if his brother hadn’t spoken. “But I told her to get rid of it, Sulo. There’s no coming back from that. She believes I thought of our child as a-a nuisance and she’s so wrong about that. I was in love with it from the moment she told me she was pregnant.”

“I think she knows that, B.”

“How could she? I was very convincing when I told her to get rid of it. I even convinced myself. I couldn’t even think of the love I had for it until it was too late...Anyway,” Bach shook off the emotions embracing his words. “My point is, the stress of our lives was nothing compared to what you and Kam are dealing with.”

“And a child has no place being caught up in the midst of that,” Chisulo finished.

Bach gave a curt nod to confirm. “If she’s not pregnant, do all you can to keep it that way. I um...I know that’s not a popular outlook, but I wish I’d been more careful with Sy when I had the chance. Food for thought, little brother.”

“I appreciate it, B. Seriously. Thanks,” Chisulo considered his brother for a moment. “Can I give you some advice, now?”

Bach grinned knowingly. “Let me guess, work things out with Saiida?” He laughed incredulously. “You think I don’t want to? Like I said, she can barely look at me.”

“She doesn’t need to be looking at you, man. Let her hear you. Tell her how you feel-how you really feel-not just what she assumes.” Chisulo lifted his hands toward the room’s high ceiling. “This place doesn’t have to serve only as a healing space for Kam. It can be one for you and Saiida.”

“That’s damn good advice, Sulo.” Bach offered another grin, but the gesture didn’t reach his eyes. “You got a trick up your sleeve to make her forgive me?”

“Sorry, no. I’d be using it myself right about now if I did.”

“I should be the one apologizing,” Bach looked annoyed with himself. “I brought you down here to help solve your problems, not mine.”

“No worries,” Chisulo sighed. “It sucks to high fuck that we’re even having this conversation right now.”

Bach’s grin was a touch more genuine. “We’re a couple of saps, huh?”

“I think it’s a constant state of existence when you’re in love.”

Laughter flowed easier then. The brothers stood and briefly embraced before Chisulo left the den. When Bach followed a short while later, Saiida emerged from a hidden corridor leading into the room.
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Oracabessa, Jamaica~

Stunningly beautiful and remote, Oracabessa was a popular destination for the elite. Known as the jewel of the Northern Coast, Oracabessa had played host to countless politicians, celebrities, motion picture crews, and more.

Ali Okonkwo wasn’t there to improve on perfection. Instead, he hoped to entice a group of local developers to come to work their magic in another part of the globe where he had recently secured real estate. The group he was there to meet was very selective in who it accepted as clients and could afford to be. Grandsons and daughters raised in the shadow of greatness. They were the descendants of those responsible for crafting many of the island’s most breathtaking estates.  Among them, was the beacon of luxury The Golden Eye Hotel where Ali Okonkwo, Mustafa Nkosi, and their assistants met in a private dining room. There, they had a jaw-dropping view of the iconic James Bond Beach.

“I appreciate this,” Mustafa said as handshakes commenced. 

“Must be important,” Ali noted.

It was true, as Mustafa didn’t make a habit of visiting Jamaica. In his opinion, he had all the beaches he needed in Africa. Grins took shape and the men headed to the large round table set for four. They held chairs for their assistants and then settled in. 

Two servers remained on standby inside a dining room that was furnished with a plush seating area and patio. Private restrooms were also tucked away inside the space. The servers approached for drink and appetizer orders, then disappeared behind a wall of framed portraits.

“As I said, must be important,” Ali reiterated once they were alone. “I’ve rarely known business to get you out here.”

Mustafa conceded the fact with a nod. “Hope you’ll forgive me, Ali. This isn’t totally about business.”

“I don’t like being toyed with, Nkosi.”

“Neither do I. This isn’t something we could speak over the phone about,” Mustafa inhaled deeply. “Not when it concerns family.”

Tension flooded the gorgeous room until it felt thick enough to cut.

“What’s he done to my sister?” Ali’s query was flavored by an unmistakable growl.

“Your sister is safe, Okonkwo. My brother is as in love with her as he ever was.”

“Then what the fuck?”

“A few nights ago, men came to her place in Black River. With you out here and the rest of your brothers spread across the globe, they probably felt it was the best time to attack.”

“They.”

Mustafa’s jaw clenched. “Appears it was The Safari.”

Now, Ali smirked. “Aren’t those your brother Haddad’s new best friends?”

“Okonkwo-”

“Where is he?”

“He’s not why I’m here.”

“I’ll bet.”

“This is about Kam.”

Ali’s jaw was clenched now. “I thought you said she was safe-did they hurt her when they broke in?”

“No. She doesn’t have a scratch.”

Ali’s tension seemed to dial down. “Your brother?”

Mustafa’s grin returned. “Your concern is appreciated, but he’s not hurt. I can’t say the same about the intruders. They didn’t leave alive.”

Ali nodded. “Tell Chisulo, I’m in his debt.”

“I’m sure that would please him, but you don’t owe him for this. In fact, it’s me who is in your sister’s debt.”

“Kam?” Confusion swept Ali’s face free of any lingering tension. 

Incredulity emerged as Mustafa shared details of Kam’s actions the night of the break-in. Ali wasn’t the only one looking on in disbelief. Cafrey and Kieli stared open-mouthed while Mustafa spoke.

“How is this possible?” Cafrey asked once Mustafa had finished speaking.

Mustafa was looking at Ali. “That’s what I’m hoping Mr. Okonkwo can tell me. Has she ever displayed such ability?”

“No.” Ali sounded exasperated in his denial. “She’s never even shifted,” he stiffened. “Are you telling me that she-”

“No. She didn’t shift. She tore apart five men with her bare hands.”

The news had Ali landing back against his chair as though he was depleted. “Where is she?” he asked once the shock had rendered him silent for all of two minutes. “Where is she, Nkosi? She should be here with her family.”

“For her safety, Chisulo took her out of Jamaica the night of the attack. Given the situation, we felt it was best.”

“Nkosi, I don’t care about what you think is-”

“They found a lion’s paw among the...remains.”

“She killed them while they were shifting?” Kieli asked.

“It would seem so,” Mustafa confirmed. “If word of this gets back to the rest of my family and our employees, it could be war. As it stands, we’re already inviting that since it’s clear they were from The Safari. Someone knows who they were.”

“You’re certain?” Ali challenged. “There hasn’t been a whisper of chatter about this.”

“And we’ve taken steps to keep it that way. Sulo’s taken Kam to a property we have in Canada. Aside from me, our brother Bach is the only other in our family who knows.”

“Smart.” Ali acknowledged.

“Necessary.” Mustafa revised. “We can’t risk our other brothers unconsciously saying anything to Haddad should they see him.”

“Have they? Seen him?”

“They aren’t saying so if they have.”

“Mustafa, I appreciate all you’ve done, truly, but my family-Kam’s family-we’ve had no such betrayals. I’m sure I speak for everyone when I say we’d feel much better if she were with us.”

The servers returned with drinks and appetizers. Conversation rested as the diners filled saucers with shrimp, an array of cheeses, freshly baked beds, and fruits.

Ali’s voice was first to break through the medley of clattering plates and silverware. “I apologize if that sounded unappreciative,” he said, “I’m sincerely grateful for all you’ve done for Kam. It’s been hard since losing Rashid. Having her closer will be good for us.”

“I understand,” Mustafa deliberately wiped his hands with a large white linen napkin. “Though, it may be difficult for us to convince Saiida to part with her.”

Ali’s tension resumed. “I don’t care for riddles, Nkosi.”

“Apologies. When Chisulo called that night, he wanted to contact everyone, but Bach decided and I agreed that she is perhaps the one who could give us the answers we need.”

Ali produced a knowing smile that possessed chilly undertones. “Of course,” he pushed back from the table. “This happens and instantly, you see another play to make for the serum.”

Mustafa rolled his eyes and sighed. “That has nothing to do with this.”

Ali snorted.

Mustafa waved a hand wearily. “Believe what you will. Thankfully, Saiida and the rest of us are more concerned with helping Kam than fixating on this Nkosi Okonkwo feud.”

“Right.” Ali brought his hands down hard on the table. “So why are you here? What more could you want now that you have the serum’s inventor and the key to stabilizing it in your clutches?”

“Ali-”

“Don’t bother, Kieli,” Mustafa urged. “Your boss and I have been at this dance for a very long time.”

“Mustafa,” Cafrey called. “Maybe Ali would feel better if he could talk with Kam, see her, ask how she feels, where she wants to be. This is, after all, about her.”

“Thank you, Cafrey,” Ali sent the woman a slow smile. “Sadly, I don’t think your boss wants me to see my sister and risk parting with his prize.”

“Hell, Okonkwo,” Mustafa grimaced. “If you’d given me time to finish, you would’ve received the invite I came here to extend to our place in Canada. There’s plenty of room. You can stay for as long as you wish. I would ask that you not invite or tell any others. Ms. Dodge, however, would be more than welcome to join.”

“Oh,” Kieli gave a start, “I-”

“You’ll be safe, Kieli,” Mustafa assured with a smirk. “We aren’t the savages your boss would have you think we are.”

Ali regarded Mustafa blandly for several moments. Then, a fissure cracked the unreadable mask and laughter emerged. The gesture was genuine and Mustafa reciprocated with an equally genuine grin.

“Thank you,” Kieli still appeared flustered. “That’s very kind,” with a shy smile, she pushed away from the table. “Would you all excuse me? I’m just going to visit the ladies’ room.”

“I’ll join you,” Cafrey pushed back her chair as well. She pointed a finger toward Mustafa. “Behave,” she said before walking off.

Ali was chuckling, “Now I see why Lou is pushing you to go after her,” he said.

Playful aggravation danced across Mustafa’s face at the mention of Ilua Botha, who was also an old acquaintance of Ali’s. The woman’s intuition was as potent as her knowledge of shifter history/lore. 

“I’m sure Lou would say the same of you and Kieli if she ever met her.”

Some of Ali’s amusement waned. “That can never happen,” he said.

“Ah,” Mustafa gave a curt nod. “She’s in your employ and I’m guessing fully human?”

Ali grimaced. “Not what I mean. There can be no focus on love until there is a way to control...”

“Right,” awareness crept into Mustafa’s dark eyes. “The serum. It was never about building an army, was it?”

Ali reached for a cherry tomato on the vibrant vegetable platter. “No,” he said while chewing around it. “But that was a damn fine distraction from the real reason.”

“And saving Rashid?” Mustafa pressed.

“Yeah...more about that,” Ali confessed. He threw back a quick gulp of water to wash away the tomato. “Maybe if I’d told my little brother that I knew- that I understood what he was going through... that I was working to fix it, maybe he wouldn’t have run off to die.”

“That wasn’t your fault, Okonkwo.”

“Tell me, how often does it take to say that before you believe it?”

Smirking again, Mustafa turned to his plate of appetizers. “I’ll let you know when I find out,” he said.

“I won’t lose Kam the way I did Rashid,” Ali vowed. “I wasn’t there for my little brother and I understand Kam has a right to her own decisions, but I won’t ignore this- I can’t.”

“All the more reason for you to accept my invitation. Bach’s designing a whole new lab for your cousin to work from during her stay. You’ll have all you need to conduct your own business there too.”

Once more, Ali grinned. “Doubtful my office space will be as lavish as the lab Mbaku is building for Saiida.”

Mustafa laughed. “I think my brother would put a pool in there with a slide made out of diamonds if she told him to.”

Mutual laughter filled the space then. 

“People wouldn’t know what to make of this if they saw us right now,” Ali noted.

Mustafa tipped his water glass in toast. “I promise not to tell if you don’t.”

Ali tipped his glass in turn. “Deal,” he said.

––––––––
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Cafrey was studying her reflection, fluffing the light brown locks that bounced healthily around her small face. All the while, she raved over what she’d seen of Oracabessa so far.

“I’ll definitely be returning for a real vacation,” she said. “How often do you get to travel here?” she asked Kieli.

There was no reply.

“Kieli?” Cafrey called and then noticed the woman furiously typing on her phone. She’d been doing so since washing her hands following a visit to the enclosed toilet at the far end of the powder room.

“Sorry, you’re working,” Cafrey whispered.

“No Cafrey, I-I’m sorry,” Kieli offered a forlorn smile and held the phone down by her side.

“This place is so beautiful. I was just asking how often you get to visit.”

“Quite a lot, actually,” Kieli leaned on the edge of the rose blush counter space. “Ali is in talks with the island developers about doing a project for him.”

“We’re a pair, huh?” Cafrey winked slyly. “Traveling to such exciting destinations and having bosses generous enough to let us tag along.”

A shudder and brief wail followed Cafrey’s words. The sound came from Kieli who now stood with her head bowed, the phone pressed to her cheek.

“Kieli?” Quickly, Cafrey crossed to the other woman. “What is it, love? What did I say?”

Kieli shook her head, collecting herself as she offered a sickly wave. “You didn’t do anything wrong.”

“Okay...it’s not me, but it’s something,” Cafrey folded her arms over her chest when there was no reply. “You can either tell me or I can go tell Ali he’s working you too hard and to give you some time off.”

“Oh no, please, please,” the hollow threat meant as a tease caused Kieli’s emotions to surge and she turned a tear-streaked face to Cafrey. “Don’t do that I beg you-”

“Kieli,” Cafrey soothed, squeezing the woman’s upper arms. “I was only teasing, love. Shh...it’s okay, it’s okay.”

Kieli took refuge in the embrace Cafrey offered. “There was a delivery at our Black River offices several weeks ago,” she said after a while. “The delivery guy, he...he started flirting, and the next thing I knew we’d been talking for nearly forty-five minutes. We made plans for dinner that night,” Kieli stepped aside and began pacing the small area. “He uh...he left the office. He’d been gone about an hour or so before word began to circulate about a car fire on some back road-the driver was inside. He’d been killed.”

Now, Cafrey leaned on the marble countertop and listened.

“I didn’t know until the next morning that the dead driver was the actual delivery driver.”

“Did the delivery company send this new guy in his place?”

“No,” Kieli shook her head frantically. “It wouldn’t have changed things either way. He would’ve just found another way to talk to me.”

“What happened, Kieli?”

“He showed up at my flat instead of meeting at the restaurant as we agreed.”

Cafrey’s hand went to her mouth. “Kieli,” she breathed through her fingers.

“Oh no,” Kieli shook her head once more. “Nothing happened like that,” she shuddered again. “It could have, though. He wanted it-me. Said the only reason he wouldn’t was because he didn’t want to leave his scent behind. Ali would surely find him, kill him and he wanted to live long enough to spend his fee.”

A frown tugged Cafrey’s delicate brows. “His fee? For?”

“The serum. Specifically, the formula- the complete formula stabilized by Kam’s blood. He s-said if I failed to do this and it cost him his fee, he, he-h-he s-said he’d k-kill me.” she broke into more sobs while Cafrey pulled her close.

“I thought it was a ploy by the Nkosi,” Kieli spoke through the sobs crowding her throat. “Rashid had already been killed and I was s-sure I’d be next,” she pulled from the embrace and began walking the space again.

“I-I don’t know what to do. I’ve practically been living at work-too afraid to go home.”

“Why didn’t you tell Ali?”

“Cafrey, you saw him just now out there. He’d think the Nkosi were responsible. He’d be livid-so much so, he might even go after Chisulo. I couldn’t risk that. Hearing Mustafa just now...he loves Kam like she’s already his sister. Realizing that...I don’t know...” Kieli paced more quickly, wringing her hands as she moved.

“Maybe that boosted my courage. I've been ignoring the bastard- he’s been texting since we left Black River. I haven’t responded,” she sent Cafrey a miserable look. “I’ve been reading his messages. He’s not too thrilled.”

“Come here,” Cafrey pulled her into another hug.

“I was in here trying to put a message together- to bring the whole thing to an end. I haven’t sent it yet.”

“Good. Never send texts when you’re emotional- even when you’re telling a jackass to go screw himself,” Cafrey joined in when Kieli laughed.

“There may be a better way to handle this, anyway.”

“How?” Kieli asked, bewildered.

Cafrey winked. “It looks like our next travel destination will be Canada.”
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Kam woke with a smile early the next morning when she found herself looking into Chisulo’s pitch stare. Moments passed and then her smile dialed down a few notches.

“What’s wrong?” she asked.

“Not a goddamn thing,” Chisulo dropped his face to the side of her neck, nuzzling there for a moment.

Kam pressed a kiss to his forehead, another to the long, ebony line of an eyebrow, followed by kisses to the end of his nose and then on to his mouth once he’d raised his head.

Those kisses were sweet at first. Noninvasive. That changed and she used the tip of her tongue to outline the curve of his lips seductively set beneath the sleek mustache that faded into the shadow of a beard.

Chisulo groaned. “We need to talk, babe...”

“I’ll get you to talk,” she said.

“Kam-” Chisulo’s argument got no farther as she took full advantage of his mouth with a hungry thrust from her tongue. Any defenses he had were useless. His tongue engaged hers eagerly, but he made another effort to resist when she pushed his hand beneath the covers.

“Stop,” she moaned the order, during their kiss when he resisted. She continued to guide his hand deeper into the covers.

The sensual duel between their tongues continued. Chisulo’s moan was next to fill the room. His hand had reached its destination. Kam had directed him down the length of her body until he was where she wanted him.

Her inner thighs were damp, already smeared by evidence of her desire. Chisulo muttered a wicked curse at the discovery as his fingers plundered her core. There was no use trying to deny himself the pleasure. He thought sleeping next to her on top of the covers would fortify his resolve to stay away from her, but he couldn’t have been more wrong. He would have been the first to deny the whimper he heard escaping his throat. Kam’s muscles seized the two exploring fingers he thrust and rotated inside her with heartstopping skill. 

Satisfied that he was far too dedicated to his current task to end it, Kam released her grip on his wrist. Her fingers became as busy as his when she found her way to the waistband of the black fleece sweats he’d worn to bed along with a t-shirt for good measure.

“Kam...no,” his moan was muffled where his face was buried in the pillow cradling her head. “We need to-” the rest of the statement finished with a low sound. Again, he refused to admit to whimpering.

She had found her way into his pants. Her hand closed over his dick, a move that provided nearly equal amounts of pleasure and pain. The erection he’d sported since joining her in bed the night before, had pitched an immovable tent beneath the pampering fleece.

Nothing was as pampering, however, as the feel of her hand soft and warm cradling his shaft. Correction-almost nothing. The slow gentle assault of his earlobe between her lips was a close second.

“You were saying?” Kam quietly inquired, infrequently biting the soft flesh before using her tongue to soothe it.

Chisulo was undone. Whipping back the covers now, he snuggled in between her moist thighs and claimed her swiftly. There had been no need to remove his pants. Kam had already yanked them past his ass when her hand was seeking his cock.

“Kam.” Her name was a sigh as he gave himself over to the exquisite pleasure of being gloved by her slick core. His fist methodically bumped the carved pine headboard with each thrust he put to her.

“Take off your shirt,” she whispered. 

“No need, this won’t take long,” true words. He had already started to come.

“I want to see you,” she moaned.

“Isn’t it good enough to feel me?”

“Oh yes-yes,” she gasped in response to his dick growing more rigid in the wake of an explosive ejaculation.

Chisulo watched her taking him. She bit her bottom lip-a look of total exhilaration illuminating her dark, beautiful face. His own reaction was instantaneous and his release came strong and abundantly.

“Fuck...” he sighed every few seconds in tandem with each thrust. Once again, his face was hidden in her neck. He cupped the underside of a bouncing tit while his free hand took the edge of a pillow in a bruising fist. He had already descended from the high of losing himself inside the woman he adored when his body started gearing up for another round.

The tables turned then. Kam pushed Chisulo to his back. When he would’ve caught her hips to tug her astride him, she pressed his hands back into the linens. In a surprising display of strength, she kept them there.

Chisulo didn’t doubt he could free himself, but no such madness filled his mind. Happily, he drowned in the wealth of rapture she cocooned him in. Her lips, smooth as moss, lush and pampering glided down his neck, across his collarbone. He heard her sound of disapproval when she encountered the neckline of the t-shirt he still wore. She still clutched his wrists, securing him to the bed, and used her teeth to nip at the shirt material. Those nips slowly transitioned to small bites and gradually, he picked up on the distinctive sound of ripping material.

“Payback, huh?” he drawled, inhaling the subtle fruity scent of her hair in his face.

Kam didn’t reply. Instead, she bit into the material with increased fervor. Her low sound of approval escaped into the air when she succeeded in tearing it.

Chisulo’s soft chuckles sidled in along with Kam’s delighted grunts while she continued to pull and gnaw at the material.

“Alright, alright!” his chuckling turned into full-blown laughter. “I’ll get rid of it,” he moved to sit, but she held him fast keeping his wrists secure against the mattress.

“Kam,” laughter still underscored his voice. “Kam,” he put a bit more effort into freeing himself. He managed to lift his wrist about a half inch from the covers before she stopped him.

“I’ll lose the shirt if you let me,” again, he tried to lift his wrist.

Kam lost interest in maintaining her restraints and released him. Her teeth were still in his shirt, however, and she tore the fabric from neck to hem. 

“Kam.” Humor faded, Chisulo could see clearly that her reasons for ripping off his clothes had nothing to do with sex.

“Kam.” He kept his tone steady. As steady as he could manage. Flashes of the body parts of the five grown men she’d savaged, passed before his eyes.

She had yet to launch an attack. The ripped material lay in a tattered heap on the bed where she’d spat it. She held her position, still haunched above him, but her riveting brown eyes gleamed with an element far more basic than desire-far more deadly.

“Kam? It’s me. It’s Chisel,” silently he calculated the time it would take to pin her to the bed before she did what her eyes promised.

“I know who you are,” her voice was eerily calm, almost dreamy. She brought her face close to his and used the tip of her nose to outline his face from temple to jaw. “You smell so good...” she nibbled his jawline, then used her tongue to bathe him from throat to chest. Her nibbling resumed at one of his plate-sized pecs.

Chisulo was suspended between thunderous arousal and bone-chilling unease. Kam moaned low as she softly sank her teeth into taut, onyx muscle.

“Kam-”

“Stop talking,” she bit out the order and pushed her teeth deeper into his chest. 

There was no pain. He had endured far worse than what was currently nothing more than a love bite. Then...that bite drew blood.

“Kam!”

Her eyes widened suddenly as if she were snapping to. The sight of oozing blood had her scrambling from Chisulo to take refuge on the other side of the bed.

“It’s okay, love,” he sat, intent on closing the distance to her.

“Don’t!” she cried, extending a shaking hand.

He did as she ordered, watching as she slammed both hands to her head and squeezed her eyes shut. She gasped, then began to exhale in ragged, shuddery breaths. 

“Honey,” he tried to soothe when she curled into a fetal position and moaned.

“Stay back!” she commanded and clutched fistfuls of her hair. “Stop, stop, stop...”

Chisulo realized she was talking to herself. He didn’t need to guess what she wanted to stop. Her memories were returning.

“Stop, stop...” eyes still shut as she continued to clutch her hair, she began to writhe across the covers as if in the throes of some indescribable pain.

Chisulo felt as though his heart was shredding. He was a stranger to helplessness. Putting his faith in anger, he tried to summon the emotion but it refused the call.

The dark thoughts ravaging Kam appeared to relent. Her agonized rolls over the bed seemed to lose some of their intensity. Chisulo didn’t know which unsettled him more, the frantic movements or her sudden stillness.

“I killed them,” her voice was tiny-like a child’s- a child in despair.

Chisulo resisted the desire to fall into despair alongside her. “You saved my life, love. You saved both our lives,” his voice brooked no argument.

She turned her face into a nearby pillow and shuddered out another breath.

Chisulo ached to hold her but knew he couldn’t take having her shrink away from him again. 

“I could’ve killed you.”

“But you didn’t-”

“I could kill you now. Just now, I-”

“Shh...you stopped-”

“You stopped me. If you hadn’t, I-”

He went to her then. Pushing Kam to her back, he frowned down into her face. “I won’t let you blame yourself. Do you hear me?”

“Who else is there to blame?” the misery in her eyes, echoed what was in her voice.

Chisulo’s reply was swift. “The blame is on the fuckers who came there looking for a fight or an attack. They didn’t expect to fight you, sweet. If they had taken me down, what do you think they would’ve done to you?” The words sent a chilling rage through his bones. He fought to keep from succumbing to it. This was about Kam, not him.

“You would’ve had no choice but to fight,” he said. “To fight or to surrender and I still don’t think surrender is in your vocabulary,” he watched her blink and could tell she was considering his argument.

He watched her leave the bed. She wrapped herself in the thin, linen dressing gown he’d thrown to the floor after yanking it from her the night before.

“Surrender or fight,” her tone was frighteningly level. “Fight. I...massacred those men, Chisulo. I can remember how it felt...pulling at their skin, their...flesh with-with my teeth-”

“Love-”

“Their arms-oh, oh God...Chisulo, I...” She closed her eyes as though she were making an attempt to will away the returning memories. “I can remember how they felt coming out of the sockets,” her fingers curled in a gnarled fashion like she was recreating the scene.

“What can I do?” His tone was close to pleading.

“You should go.”

“Never.”

She sent him another miserable look. “It’s what you’ve been trying to do anyway. You were trying to leave me before-”

“Kam-”

“It’s why you brought me here-brought Saiida here.”

He shook his head. “We’ve been through this.”

“Yes, but I was missing some facts then, wasn’t I? If I’d had them, I wouldn’t have argued against what you want-”

“I’m not going anywhere. If that’s what you’re expecting, forget it. Don’t send me away, Kam,” he added in a softer tone.

She was unmoved. “Then I’ll go.”

“The hell you will,” he all but snarled the words as temper surged like a treasured ally. “Understand me, love. You don’t scare me.”

“I should.”

“You don’t.”

“I need space, Chisulo. You have to give me that, at least.”

“No.”

“You will if you love me.”

“That’s not fair,” heightened menace crept into his expression. “Don’t use my feelings for you to manipulate me, Kam.”

“Manipulate you into saving your life? Chisulo, are you hearing yourself?”

“I hear myself just fine.” Something softer, beckoning eased into his pitch stare. “You won’t hurt me, sweet.”

Solemly, she shook her head. “I remember we were in the same position once. Only it was me trying to convince you of that. You didn’t believe it. Why should I?”

He regarded her stonily. “Don’t throw out idiotic logic because it suits your argument.”

“Idiotic-”

“Last I looked you didn’t have the power to shift into a five-hundred-pound lion.”

“It would seem I don’t need to in order to inflict the same damage,” she threw up her hands. “I can’t handle this, Chisulo. I don’t need to be worrying that I’ll explode in the middle of the night and want to chew your head off.”

He smiled. “That’s an interesting visual.”

“I’m serious. I need this.”

“I’m not leaving the house and neither are you,” he told her flatly.

“Then it’s separate rooms, then?”

The idea didn’t appear any more palatable to Chisulo than leaving the house, but he offered a stiff nod. “I’ll move my stuff by lunchtime.”

“No-Chisulo, I couldn’t ask you to-”

“Good. So we’re going back to bed now?”

She seemed to deflate. “Please don’t make this harder.”

“Trust me, babe. I’m not the one who’s doing that.” With those words, he slammed his way out of the suite.
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The next several days made it strikingly clear that things were continuing to spiral between Kam and Chisulo. Chisulo traded his lodgings in the suite, for one of the plush bedrooms on a lower floor. In addition to the home’s two suites, it boasted five bedrooms. Though on a slightly smaller scale, they were no less sumptuous. Currently, there were three bedrooms available with the other two already occupied by Bach and Saiida. Bach had encouraged Chisulo to take the second suite located on the opposite end of Kam’s wing. Chisulo refused.

––––––––
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Saiida hesitated when she approached the kitchen entryway. She hadn’t expected to find Bach there so early or at all for that matter. The reality of the man cooking his own breakfast struck her as beyond odd. This, in spite of the fact that there was no house staff as far as she could tell. It was understandable he would have to come there to see to his needs, but still...

Bach did a doubletake and smiled when he saw her in the doorway. “Morning,” he called. His smile paired with a curious frown when his greeting was unreturned. “You okay?” he asked.

Slowly, Saiida moved into the kitchen. “Just strange to see you in a kitchen, I guess.”

Frown clearing, Bach nodded. “We never got around to me cooking for you.”

Saiida’s gaze wavered. “We never got around to a lot of things,” she said.

“Yeah,” he looked to the bowl in hand. “Eggs and toast aren’t the extent of my talents, but um, would you care to join me?”

“Sure,” Saiida paired a smile with her acceptance and spent a few moments trying to decide where she wanted to eat. There was a round dining table on the other side of the large, welcoming space. A wall of windows offered a brilliant view of the lush woods and the inlet beyond. Another wall was dedicated to an immense hearth that one of the brothers would get going as evening approached. Though it wasn’t quite fall, chilly temps set in early in that part of the world. That morning was especially frosty and Bach already had the fire going.

Saiida chose a spot on one of two long taupe-colored sofas near the flames.

“Anyone else up, besides you?” Bach asked while setting the light breakfast on the wide oak coffee table.

“Not yet. I was just coming to get something for Kam and I. Thought I’d have it waiting for her when she woke up.”

“Is she eating?”

“When I force her,” Saiida sighed. “How’s Chisulo?” She saw the toll her inquiry took on Bach and watched the muscle flexing fiercely along his strong jawline.

“He’s shifting more than once a day,” he quietly confessed while pouring out coffee for them both.

“Is that bad?” Saiida asked.

“Twice-maybe...three times is normal,” Bach explained. “More than five is... worrisome if there’s no...need.”

“Need meaning a fight?”

“Mmm,” Bach handed Saiida the silverware rolled in a brown linen napkin.

“Maybe it calms him?” she said.

“He’s hunting-and that’s not bad, but he’s not feeding.”

“He’s doing it for sport,” Saiida finished.

“More like pleasure,” Bach settled to an armchair. “I’ve been going out with him when I can, but his shifts are erratic. I only know about his hunting habits through alerts from security when they make their rounds.”

“Have you tried talking to him?”

“It’s not me he wants to talk to. Besides,” he leaned forward to unroll his silverware, “talking only accentuates the problem. Kam’s going through hell, but so is Chisulo and he’s feeling pretty shut out. None of my brothers deal with that too well.”

Saiida sipped her coffee, debating before she spoke. “Are you not including yourself in that?” she finally asked.

Bach focused on breaking a thick slice of buttered toast in half. “I already know how well I handle that.”

“Maybe it could help with Kam and Chisulo being in separate rooms,” she tried to avoid the train of conversation leading to her and Bach but realized her words highlighted the fact that they too were in separate rooms. “I meant separate floors,” she tacked on when she noticed his fork pause over his eggs.

“Did you try getting him to take the other suite?” she asked after clearing her throat.

“He declined,” Bach shoveled in a forkful of eggs, and chewed thoughtfully. “That was a good thing, I guess. Looks like we’re about to have company. Your cousin and my brother met in Jamaica. Mustafa convinced him to join us.”

“Ali?” Saiida was stunned. Silently, she acknowledged that it made perfect sense. Ali not trusting his sister to be properly cared for by the Nkosi, was no surprise. The fact that he hadn’t only agreed to come there, but to also spend several nights, was thoroughly unbelievable.

“Ali won’t hear about us from me, Sy.”

“Ali knows.”

Bach gave into a small laugh. “Guess I don’t need to ask how he took it.”

“He said, the heart wants what it wants.” 

Now, Bach was the one stunned.

Saiida returned to her plate and finished her breakfast without further conversation in order to avoid Bach’s fixed gaze.

“Pretty rotten timing, huh?” he said after a while.

“It’s not the timing,” she set her plate aside and smiled forlornly. “It’s the situation.”

Bach looked forlorn as well. “Will you ever be able to look at me and not remember I told you to kill our child?”

“Bach... you were trying to save my life. As much as I’ve tried, I can’t hate you for that.”

He didn’t look pleased by the admission. “You can’t hate me, but you can’t love me either.”

“I do love you, Bach.”

“And trust?” he pressed.

“I know you’d never hurt me. Not intentionally. Sometimes...the clearer picture really is on the outside looking in.”

“Meaning?”

“I trust you Bach,” she watched as his eyes darkened as he regarded her. She couldn’t tell from the smirk that followed, whether he believed her.

“You love me, trust me,” he said. “Do you love and trust me enough to marry me?”

Her jaw dropped and his smirk became a broad grin. Bach stood, and collected the breakfast plates. 

“Come find me when you have an answer, doctor,” he left her to process his words.

***
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That evening, Chisulo acknowledged that he had succeeded in spooking his quarry. He’d found no trace of prey in the usual spots during his property runs that day. Apparently, all had grown used to his presence and purpose.

No matter. They would drop their guards at some point and he planned to shift a few more times during the hours before he rested.

Rested, he thought while stretching and digging razor-sharp claws into the soil. Resting his body, perhaps. His mind, that was another story. He had come to depend on the respite he enjoyed with shifting. His thoughts went into a whole other mode inside the massive lion.

That was before. Now, he could only count on that respite while chasing down and tearing into fresh kill. Bereft of that element too...well now only one thing filled his head.

He’d ordered himself to give Kam what she said she wanted. Space. He had refused the suite down the hall for just that reason. It wasn’t the only reason, of course. He couldn’t pressure her. Being near her, he was sure to do just that.

They had done a good job of avoiding each other over the last several days. Chisulo gave himself the credit. He had seen her only once during a nighttime prowl of the grounds. A high bluff offered a perfect view of her suite’s alcove window. Any other time, he would’ve been pissed by her carelessness at leaving the drapes parted for any passerby to oogle her. That was far from the case now. 

He’d sat there watching her from the time she emerged naked and glistening from her shower to the time she turned in for the night. His claws dug into the earth as the towel she’d used suddenly became his biggest enemy. He’d tortured himself with longing while she smoothed lotion into her skin. His feline nostrils flared in remembrance of the scent whenever he explored her body. 

After that night, he made a point to bypass that area of the estate. He had tried and failed to pacify himself with assurances that this was only a momentary setback. Once their enemies were dealt with, surely they would be back on track. Only, there was more to this than settling scores. Kam had killed five men and sent them to their graves in a particularly brutal fashion. Killing wasn’t something a person just ‘got over’. Those who did...well that was someone he prayed Kam would never become.

The truth was, he might never get her back and that fact made him angry enough to kill.

He knew Bach didn’t approve of his...recent activities, but it was either slaughtering animals while he himself was in animal form or slaughtering humans. Whether he was in animal or human form, perhaps wouldn’t have mattered.

Imperceptibly, his head tilted, an ear faintly twitching in the direction of the sound. He didn’t instantly spring into action but continued to assess the subtle change in his environment.

There were two nearby and they weren’t the usual prey. The Canadian air was distinctive and these two didn’t carry its scent, hence they didn’t belong. Leisurely, he rose to his paws-a graceful display given his vast size.

He yawned, the action boasting elongated incisors. He began to stroll the area, his gait slow, idle as though he were merely surveying the land and nothing more. He could detect no shift of scents on the air. They were still in observation mode.

A pity, Chisulo thought. He would’ve enjoyed the workout that running them down would provide.

His idle prowl was not without strategy. The two observers were still green, obviously unaware that he was closing in on them in circles that were gradually growing smaller. He had to wonder at their ages and the stupidity of the ones who had sent them to court death.

Cloud cover masked whatever moonlight may have increased visibility in the early evening hours. The cloud cover hardly mattered, he could easily make out the silhouettes of his would-be attackers.

Lions.

They were unprepared for the roar that barrelled out of the dark. He was black as the night surrounding him and the two predators were unable to immediately lock in on his location.

It was their undoing.

He slammed into the first, a move that sent the other lion careening into a tree trunk. His fangs grazed the flesh of the second and he gave a start even as the lion yowled.

Confusion surged and yet he continued the assault, even though he began to miss more blows than he landed. 

The lion tag team tried to give as good as they got. They were a strong pair and that worked in their favor. Their moves were intuitive as though they were easily anticipating each other’s strategy. They had yet to land any meaningful strikes, however they did manage to take Chisulo’s paws out from under him more than once. Their skill improved once the clouds shifted and more moonlight illuminated the area.

Unfortunately for his attackers, the light aided Chisulo as well. He punished one of the young lions with a swipe from the back of his paw. He advanced on the second, while its partner lay dazed in a thatch of large bushes.

He positioned himself as his opponent crouched, then launched with its paws high and claws aimed. Expertly, he caught the younger lion’s shoulder between his powerful jaws. Something prickled his mind while he fervently inhaled the scent of the beast’s tan and taupe-colored mane. His jaws closed further, causing his fangs to graze the animal's flesh...and draw blood.

The taste sent realization blooming in shattering fashion and then he was the one yowling as he scurried back. Panting violently, he labored to quiet his mind in order to shift. His attackers did the same. Once all transformations were complete, Chisulo found himself glaring into the equally enraged eyes of his baby brothers.
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“What in the actual fuck, C?!” Rani Nkosi growled. 

“Good to see you too, brother,” Kofi Nkosi added.

The men had parted ways for separate journeys to the house. Bach and Saiida quickly arrived where everyone had gathered in the main living room. Saiida had brought along a first aid kit and clothing. She saw to the younger men’s wounds while their older brothers observed with bland expressions as Rani and Kofi groaned in agony while thanking Saiida for her care.

Kofi rested on his side, exposed from hip to upper thigh. Anguish twisted his gorgeous features as he thanked Saiida for her kindness. With the same devilish good looks as his brothers, Rani reclined on an opposing sofa. His head was turned to expose the marks between his collarbone and shoulder. 

“Her kindness is surpassed only by her beauty,” Rani said.

“You two realize she’s a scientist?” Chisulo probed. “She recognizes scratches when she sees them.”

“Seriously, Sulo?” Kofi scolded. “You nearly tore Rani’s head off.”

Waving off the argument, Chisulo headed for the inlaid bar across the grand room. 

“What the hell are you two doing here?” Bach asked.

“We could ask you two the same,” Rani bit out. “If it wasn’t for Stafa we’d still be in the dark,” like Kofi, he most often preferred using the second half of their eldest brother's name.

Saiida finished up with her nursing efforts then and the guys thanked her with heightened sweetness.

“Explain,” Bach ordered.

Rani and Kofi rolled their eyes as the bruskness resumed. Saiida had moved to a table in a far corner alcove to repack the first aid kit. Bach and Chisulo listened as their younger brothers told them about Mustafa’s directive to meet there- he was on his way back.

“Why does he want you two here?” Chisulo asked.

Now, the younger Nkosi traded uneasy looks. “Aunt Toyin called,” Kofi said. “Asani is dead.”

A hush fell over the room.

“How? When?” Bach asked.

“No idea about either,” Rani said. 

“Aunt Toy only said it happened on the job,” Kofi shared.

“What job? With who?” Chisulo asked, folding his arms over the hoody he’d changed into.

Both young men shrugged.

“That was all she could tell us,” Kofi put in. “She said Haddad called her with the news so...  maybe he was there.”

A guarded, meaningful look passed between Bach and Chisulo.

“When did Aunt Toy call?” Chisulo asked.

“Mmm...couple days ago, maybe,” Rani looked to Kofi for confirmation. “We were going to see her- to attend the funeral in Simon’s Town when Stafa called and told us to come here.”

“Funeral? They’ve already sent her a body?” Bach queried.

Rani frowned. “Sounded like Haddad was taking care of that,” he shrugged. “It’s weird-Aunt Toy sounded strange...like she was trying to tell us there wasn’t even enough of ‘San left to bury.”

Chisulo put a hand to his brow and turned his back on his brothers.

“What?” Kofi probed.

“What is it you two don’t want us to know?” Rani followed up the question, also noticing Chisulo’s reaction.

“It’s probably best if you guys don’t-”

“Ah, don’t give us that, B!” Rani spat, his slanted dark eyes narrowed. “What are you to really doing up here?”

“Yeah,” Kofi chimed in. “You two clowns are the last to take a vacation out of the clear blue...”

“We aren’t here on holiday, goddammit!” Chisulo snapped. Turning then, he discovered that his little brothers were paying him no mind. It didn’t take long to understand why, as he too lost interest in all else.

Kam arrived in the room and the youngest Nkosi took interest as they both rose to their feet. Saiida smiled at the new arrival and introduced her cousin. Rani and Kofi all but gushed as each vied for the chance to be first to shake Kam’s hand. Concern flashed on Kam’s face when she noticed the injury to Rani’s neck.

“It happened on the way in. It’s just a scratch,” Rani said.

Bach snorted.

“Yeah, it’s nothing major, Kam,” Kofi ignored Bach while lifting the hem of his shirt to display his own wound. “Some bonehead who takes his security detail way too seriously.”

“Chisulo!” Rani coughed out his brother’s name in accusation.

“Saiida’s been an angel,” Kofi added. “At least someone here knows hospitality. Our relatives sure don’t.”

“Well let’s get you both back on the sofa,” Kam urged. “Can I get either of you a drink?”

Rani eyed Kam adoringly. “Bourbon would be good.”

“Thanks Kam, they’ll have either beer, water, or juice,” Bach decided.

Rani lifted a hand in his brother’s direction. “See, Kam? This is what we mean about hospitality.”

“More like the lack of it,” Kofi fixed Kam with his own look of adoration. “I’ll take a beer, Kam. Red Stripe if these bozos have any.”

Kam laughed, already feeling lighter than she had in far too long. Rani and Kofi, their sense of humor and digs at their older brothers, reminded her so much of Rashid. That the reminder made her happy instead of sad, was refreshing.

Still, those upbeat, refreshing sensations dampened when her eyes met Chisulo’s. He was standing near the bar entrance when she approached. The way wasn’t completely blocked, but given his size and the narrow entry port he stood next to, it would’ve been impossible to move past without touching him. She didn’t trust either of them to resist such stimuli.

Chisulo watched her in brooding, stony silence for nearly half a minute before he moved aside. Kam went to get the beer and tried to shift her thoughts to something other than the way her body yearned for Chisulo Nkosi.

He had shifted recently. She’d known him long enough to recognize the scent. It was a druggy mix of pine, mint, grass, and something earthy, more basic. As far as Kam was concerned, it was an aphrodisiac of the highest order. Quickly, she begged herself to think of anything else.

The bar fridge was a drinker’s haven of beer and wine. Kam focused on the conversation in the living room while trying to locate the stout bottles of Red Stripe.

“...can’t even get Stafa to tell us why he wants us here,” Rani was saying. “We should be going to see about Aunt Toy. Haddad had Asani cremated, you know?”

“Rani,” Chisulo barked his brother’s name.

The warning call went unheeded as Kofi picked up the discussion.

“It’s understandable, Ran,” Kofi said. “If there wasn’t much of him left after the attack, Aunt Toy would’ve been crying over pieces in a coffin, otherwise.”

The sound of glass shattering brought everyone’s focus to the bar. Kam appeared to be moments away from hyperventilating. She stood unmoving but for the ever-quickening rise and fall of her bosom beneath the fabric of the plum t-shirt she wore with white cotton sleep pants which flared around her legs. The material was now marked by traces of the beer she’d spilled.

“I-I’m sorry,” her voice was barely a whisper and she left the room at a light jog. 
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“Kam,” Chisulo wasted no time finding her.

The house was equipped with many stairways, allowing for various routes back to the floor of her suite. He found her there, just as she was arriving at the opposite end of the long hallway. Heavy footfalls were muffled on the thick hallway runner as a race for the door ensued. Kam beat Chisulo there and almost managed to shut the door in his face. His shoulder to the slab of dark wood and his hand wedged through the sliver between the door and its frame was all it took to prevent that.

Kam didn’t bother exhausting herself with a fight. Her wounded gaze trained in on the fierce flames in the hearth across the room. “Leave me alone, Chisulo,” she groaned.

“I can’t do that, love.”

“Your cousin...Asani. He was there, wasn’t he? He was one of the ones, I-”

“Kam-”

“Please don’t tell me this wasn’t my fault. I’m likely to vomit if you do.”

“Let me help you, sweet.”

“Why?” The single query held a heartbreakingly lost edge. “I just killed your cousin. How can you even look at me after that?”

“Kam,” Chisulo rubbed the bridge of his nose and took a moment before he continued. “My brothers and I, we adore our Aunt Toyin, but her son made the choice to go his own wrong way a long time ago.”

“So that makes this alright?!” Kam’s expression was incredulous.

Dangerously frustrated and knowing he wouldn’t get through to her, Chisulo began to rub at the dull ache brewing behind his eyes.

“Please go,” she once more urged him. When he looked her way, she could see how set he was against following that order. Resolved, she braced herself to get around him and to the door. When she moved one way, so did he. He even anticipated the moves she feinted until her anger won out and she met him head-on with her fists aimed at his chest.

Chisulo absorbed the blows stoically until Kam spent her energy and slumped against him. His plan was to carry her to bed, to hold and reassure her.

She anticipated that. Chisulo was bending to lift her into his arms when she shoved his chest and bolted. She’d barely opened the door an inch, when it was slammed shut before her face. Her back was slammed unceremoniously against it, seconds later. She refused the satisfaction of letting him see her fight-a useless battle. She simply went rigid, using a daggering glare to reflect her rage.

“I’m trying to be patient with you, Kam.”

“I don’t want your patience.”

“Good. Because I’m all out.”

She nodded, the movement stiff. “Will you go now? I promise to stay put.” The grin he gave in response, made her stomach drop.

“You misunderstand me. All out, means I’m all out of giving you this fucking space you claim you need.”

“Claim I need?”

Chisulo could hear the anger consuming the defeat that had flavored her voice. He welcomed the change. He was being straight with her-he was all out of patience. He could hardly see straight, he wanted her so badly. He wanted her. He intended to have her. Better for him, if her rage stirred instead of her despair.

Rage indeed, he realized when he crushed her mouth beneath his and felt her teeth sink into his top lip.

“You know what I’m capable of,” she panted. 

“Better than most,” he fired back.

Kam blinked, realizing they were fixed on two very different things. “Get out,” her voice grated.

“Don’t worry, I’ll go when I’m done.”

Again, he leaned close. Kam turned her head to avoid the kiss she expected. Chisulo gave the attention to her neck instead.

“Stop!” she hissed.

“I will,” he promised, broad palms encircling her thighs and spreading them to accommodate his size.

Kam used her fists against him once more, but her efforts were no deterrent not when those efforts reflected little in the way of resistance. Her fingers were curling into the hooded, lightweight sweatshirt he sported with faded, loose-fitting blue jeans.

Chisulo’s fingers were busy as well, slipping into the waistband of her beer-splattered sleep pants. She had lost her house slippers during the mad dash back to the suite. Now, her bare feet were crossed at the ankles behind his back. Her hands rose from his shoulders to his hair, curling into the thick, silken crop that waved over his head. He moved from her pants to the hem of her t-shirt, needing only one hand to yank the top up and over her head once she’d relinquished her grip on his hair.

Her bra was a memory soon after. Chisulo cupped the firm, full globes, thumbs brushing the licorice-dark tips that were as hard as gemstones. He descended on them like a thirsting man, his moans both approving and tortured.

“Don’t stop me, don’t turn me away Kam,” he said amid the intense suckling. For a time, he sucked hard on one nipple, teeth intermittently grazing the tip while his thumb and forefinger fondled its twin.

Kam choked out a gasp when he began to bathe the molested nub with slow strokes from his tongue. She luxuriated in his hair between her fingers. This, paired with his tongue on her tits were rivals for providing the most sensuous stimuli.

Eventually, Chisulo’s hands made their way back down her body. They molded the hourglass curves of her torso and hips. Once more, he found his way into her pants, yanking at them until the material resisted where her legs were locked around his waist. Releasing her was not an option. He merely tugged, until the material fell away in tatters. Her panties were next, drifting to the floor without a sound.

“Damn you-”

“Quiet,” he continued to devour her cleavage.

Kam bit her lip to stifle a curse when his hand moved between their bodies and he claimed her with two orgasm-inducing fingers.

“Damn me, huh?” he taunted as her need soaked his skin.

Her vaginal muscles were vice-tight around Chisulo’s fingers while she bucked and writhed to find release. He denied her the pleasure, of course, but she refused to lash out with slaps and curses. She simply averted her face again, stubbornly closing her eyes as if to emotionally detach from the moment.

Chisulo relished the challenge. With effortless agility, he hoisted her higher against the door. He ignored a nipple that puckered for his mouth, instead favoring the plump underside of the breast, moaning as he feasted.

Kam slapped at his shoulder, frustrated by her body’s inability to resist the pleasure consuming it. Chisulo took her wrists captive in response, imprisoning them above her head against the door.

With the rest of her secured by his bulk, Chisulo used his free hand to undo his jean fastening. Again, Kam bit her lip but did a poor job of silencing her cries. They lilted from her throat when he took her. His hard, generous size spread her wide and she could feel her desire streaming generously to cover his length in a flood of creamy white.

Chisulo rested his forehead on her shoulder. He muttered curses of approval and gratitude as his dick thrust and rotated higher and faster. He lost himself in her clevage once more, alternating his focus between the nipples seeking his favor.

Kam braced against his restraining hold at her wrists. She yearned to pamper her fingers in his hair or to knead the stunning range of his shoulders.

Chisulo must have sensed that he might benefit from releasing her, for he eased his hold. Moments later, his palms were filled with her ass. His face was completely hidden in her neck, his groans were muffled yet possessed the same approving tone as his curses.

Mingled with the purely male sounds of pleasure and adoration, were the purely feminine sounds of desire fulfilled. The lovers crested and settled as one, holding each other in heated desperation as the torrents calmed and eventually subsided.

Chisulo took his time backing away from Kam. Gently, he guided her down from the door until she was on her feet. His fathomless eyes were fixed on her face, but the intensity was lost on Kam. Her eyes, haunted and distant would not meet his. She freed herself from the space between him and the door. 

Chisulo fixed his clothes and watched as she tried to tug down her T-shirt. The only sounds at play, were the pops, crackles, and dull roars from the fire.

“Kam-”

“Go be with your family, Chisulo. You saw how upset your brothers were.”

Impossibly, his eyes grew darker. “Are you serious? We all thought he was an ass.”

“Your aunt didn’t. It’s obvious how much you all love her. I’d think you’d want to be with your family for that reason alone.”

He closed the distance now, taking her shoulders. “My aunt isn’t here, Kam and you are my family.”

Misery clouded her face. “How long do you think we’ll last once they all find out what I did? Bach and Mustafa know. Once they’ve had time to think about what I’ve done, to...reconsider... everyone will fall in line with what they say.”

Chisulo retreated a step as though he’d been powered into by a physical blow. “You think I’d be one of them?”

“Honestly, Chisulo, what’s really between us except some very amazing sex?” she walked away from the stricken look her query put in his eyes.
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“She’s right.”

“C-”

“She’s right,” Chisulo repeated more emphatically that time. “Conversations about our likes and dislikes were definitely not on my mind the first time I met her. Only conversations we’ve had like that have been in passing, over dinner, or after sex...”

“Are you interested in conversations about her likes and dislikes?”

“Yes, dammit!” Chisulo retreated from the sudden anger that had him lashing out at Bach. “Sex with her was always the ruling interest though,” he admitted.

“I get it, C. I’m in love with her cousin, remember?” Bach shook his head as memories assailed him. “I could hardly think of anything except sex the first time I talked to Saiida Okonkwo. Come to think of it... I could hardly think about anything else the second, third, and fourth time I talked to her either.”

“Thanks, B,” Chisulo managed a tense grin. “I appreciate what you’re trying to do. In your defense, you did have more than sex on your mind the first time you approached her. You were the first to hear of the serum and its possibilities.”

“But you had a working relationship with Kam too, right? Those two years her firm handled the new museum project.”

Chisulo grinned a little easier then. “We never discussed work without a group around. She didn’t trust me enough to be alone with me.”

Bach dissolved into robust laughter with Chisulo joining in soon after,

“What happened when the project was finished?” Bach asked through his laughter.

For Chisulo, uneasiness took hold. “All we discussed then was the bargain we made.”

Bach frowned. “Do I even want to know?”

Chisulo shrugged. “I promised to keep my hands off her during the project. If I succeeded, she’d give me a week to...have her.” Wincing now, he met Bach’s eyes. “Tell me I’m not completely hopeless?”

“Okay,” Bach sighed, “but I’d be lying.”

Chisulo nodded. “Like I said, she was right.”

“Kam may’ve had a point as it stood then, but you’re overlooking one thing, little brother.”

“Enlighten me.”

“She loves you, idiot.”

Chisulo scowled. “I think another L word is better suited.”

“I’m sticking with love,” Bach insisted.

Frustrated, Chisulo pushed out of the easy chair he’d occupied in the basement den. Despite the wall of floor-to-ceiling windows facing the sunlit forest, the room maintained a cozy, dim atmosphere.

“Okay then. Love,” Chisulo pulled his fingers through his hair. “What do we do with it? The best we’ve managed so far is all that amazing sex I mentioned.”

“Hell man, you build on it. Get to know her likes and dislikes- those not related to sex,” Bach tacked on for good measure. “Let her get to know you. I’ll bet she doesn’t even know why you’re the one in charge of all the family artifacts.” His brows hiked in smug acknowledgment with Chisulo rounded on him.

“Are you telling me to...woo my fiancée?”

Bach raised his hands in another form of acknowledgment. “I can’t think of a better way to enjoy this house we never visit. Get to know each other, C.”

Chisulo nodded as the idea took root. “And you and Saiida?” He challenged. “Sounds like there’s repair work needed there as well.”

Bach’s hopeful expression, shadowed. “I think Sy’s made up her mind about us.”

“Or...” Chisulo slowly approached his brother, “could it be that, like her cousin, she hasn’t been properly wooed?” With that, he slapped Bach’s shoulder and made his way from the room.

***
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“Hard to believe they despise each other,” Cafrey said when she joined Kieli at the dark, wooden bar in a far corner of the jet’s rear cabin where they observed the men they worked for. The group was due to arrive in Canada in a little over an hour.

Kieli smiled. “I wonder how long that cold war has been going on?”

“Since before I went to work for Mustafa and I’ve worked for him a long time.”

Kieli nodded. “I can tell he depends on you a lot.”

“Yeah...” Cafrey gave a tiny stretch. “The man can close billion-dollar deals, but loses his keys at least three times a week.”

Kieli laughed. “Thanks, Cafrey. For putting all of this together, I mean.”

Cafrey shrugged. “Someone had to do it.”

“I didn’t think you’d trust me to tag along under the circumstances.”

“I think you can be trusted.”

Kieli inclined her head quizzically at Cafrey’s certainty. “Why?” She asked.

“You strike me as a smart woman, Ms. Dodge. You’re going into the lion’s and tiger’s dens literally. Only a fool would accept an invite like this if they were up to no good.” Once again, she stretched. “If you really are that mental, I’d say you’ll be dead before you can put your foolish plan into action.”

“I’ll let you in on a little secret, Ms. Sibanda, I’m no fool.”

Cafrey bumped shoulders with the other woman. “I never thought you were.”

The good vibes taking hold of the small corner were strong, but no match for the serious mood that took shape after a while.

“Have you heard from- him again?” Cafrey asked.

Kieli shook her head. “Not since he contacted me that day in Oracabessa. I wouldn’t know if he’s tried to contact me since then, as I’ve buried my phone deep into my purse.”

“Excellent thinking,” Cafrey cheered.

“Cafrey? I’m scared.”

“Like I said, Kieli, you’re no fool and I’d consider you a big one if you weren’t afraid. You need to tell Ali about this. The last thing you want is for that buffoon to use it to blackmail you into giving him what he’s after.”

Kieli’s oval face appeared ashen when she looked over at Cafrey.

“It’s okay, love, it’s okay,” Cafrey raised her hands to urge calm. “There’s still time- not much of it, I’ll admit. Whatever’s going on with Kam is serious. Ali will depend on you more than ever while he focuses on his sister. You don’t want anything to threaten the trust you guys share.”

“Thank you, Cafrey,” relief and appreciation flooded Kieli’s voice and expression and she reached for Cafrey’s hands.

“You ladies alright back here?”

“Yes,” Kieli gave Cafrey’s hands a final squeeze and smiled, “Thank you, Mr. Nkosi.”

“Uh, uh,” Mustafa appeared to shudder. “First names only, Kieli. We’re all gonna be housemates for the foreseeable future.”

With a slow incline of her head, Kieli favored the couple with a lingering smile before heading back to the main cabin.

“Everything okay?” Mustafa asked, his eyes following Kieli’s departure.

“Far as I know,” Cafrey said.

“Cafrey um,” Mustafa cleared his throat, “what I said about being housemates.”

“Yes?” Cafrey prompted when nothing more was said. Mustafa appeared to be struggling and she had the rare treat of seeing uncertainty shift her boss’s incredible features into a mask of unease.

Gradually, Mustafa composed himself. “I’m afraid we’ll be a little more than that.”

“More?” Confusion, caused a small frown to emerge between Cafrey’s brows. “Mustafa, I-”

“Roommates,” he interjected with another clearing of his throat. “We’re gonna have to be roommates um...the house is massive-seven bedrooms, two are suites. Everything not a bedroom, is functioning as a research space for Kam’s cousin Saiida or a meeting space where everyone can hash out details. Even with all that though, the rest of the house wasn’t exactly crafted to be repurposed into additional sleep space.”

Now, Cafrey cleared her throat. “Additional sleep space?”

“Yeah,” Mustafa grimaced. “Kam and Chisulo were sharing one of the suites-the other is mine. Bach and Saiida each have a bedroom. Ali and Kieli will each have one and...it seems Kam and C have had some kind of falling out so...C’s moved into the last available room. There’s a small cottage on the grounds, but given the state of things, it’s best we all stay together. Rani and Kofi are there too. They’re using the cottage, but they’ll be leaving soon.”

Cafrey nodded. “I see,” she whispered.

“The suite’s huge,” Mustafa quickly put in. “Equipped with a full living area, the sofas are large enough for me to be comfortable.”

Cafrey eyed him skeptically, doubting the comfort of any sofa meant to accommodate the man’s immense size through the night. “I understand,” she said.

“You shouldn’t have to understand this,” Mustafa’s irritability shone through then, “It’s unfair to you and I’m sorry for that.”

“We’ve shared rooms before,” she reminded him, mildly amused now.

“Adjoining rooms, Cafrey,” he corrected. “A bed for you- a bed for me- a door between.”

Cafrey offered an exaggerated shrug. “I seem to recall several late nights of work where those doors were left open. I’m sure we’ll be fine, don’t worry,” she squeezed his arm and moved on toward the front of the cabin.

Doors were left open, but there were still walls between, Mustafa quietly stressed the fact while he hung back. Without that barrier and even less space between them, how long before he gave into what he’d fantasized about for far too long?
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“Nest Tactics? Political thriller?”

Saiida smiled as laughter tickled the back of her throat. “Biology textbook,” she told Bach and set the hardback on the long, blackwood coffee table before the sofa.

Bach’s features contorted into a disapproving mask. “I keep telling Mus to update the library collection in this place. But...since he’s the only one who ever visits and, well...never reads.”

Saiida laughed. “The collection in this place is a librarian’s dream. I’m not reading for pleasure right now.”

“Kam,” Bach’s nod was resigned. “How is she? No one’s seen her since...”

“She’s going out of her way to stay out of sight-literally. She’s discovered some kind of spa wing,” Saiida shared.

“Ah yes,” Bach nodded. “The relaxation haven every lion needs when he’s pulled a muscle. At least, that’s what my big brother thinks,” he laughed shortly. “I don’t know if our folks would cry their eyes out or laugh ‘til they were blue in the face over what he’s done to this place.”

“I think it’s a marvelous place,” Saiida raved. “I believe I could get caught up on all the research articles I’ve planned to write and haven’t gotten around to if I weren’t here to-” her lovely features turned guarded.

It was easy for Bach to guess the reason for it. “If you weren’t here to help Kam. She’s blaming herself again, isn’t she?”

“Again? Hmph-she’s never stopped,” Saiida closed her eyes wearily. “Now, a new layer has been added.”

“She thinks we hate her for Asani, right? Would you mind telling her that he was an ass and a half?”

Saiida managed a miserable smile. “He was still your cousin.”

Bach only muttered a curse, massaging the back of his neck while walking the perimeter of the grand parlor. The overcast day gave the comfortably furnished space a distinctly mellow vibe. “Why does family always have to get in the way of a good relationship?” he asked.

“Oh...it’s what family does,” Saiida mused while curling up on the sofa.

Bach studied her for a moment and then laughed. Saiida joined in soon after.

“As simple as that,” he said.

“As simple as that,” she decided.

He joined her on the sofa. Tentatively, he reached for her hand, sighing when she didn’t resist the contact.

“We had a good relationship- could’ve had- in spite of everything, didn’t we Sy?”


“I thought so,” she said.


“But everything makes it impossible to try again, doesn’t it?”

She gave his hand a faint squeeze. “I think everything has been lumped into being bad when some of it was really quite good.” 

“Meaning?” Bach didn’t care how hopeful her words made him.

“I focused so much on the negative when it was maybe the positive that made me afraid to try again.”

“Sy? I...don’t understand.”

She regarded their clasped hands. “I was so over the moon happy when I found out about the baby, I-I couldn’t focus on work. I could only think about how much I wanted to meet our child and raise it with you. I knew you’d be such a wonderful father and I daydreamed all the time about how amazing it would be.”

She inhaled deeply, exhaled on a shudder, “Losing the baby will always be in that category, but believing you’d be a wonderful father-knowing you’re a wonderful man...that’s in a category all its own and it’s beautiful.”

He winced. “I didn’t think I’d ever be considered beautiful.”

Saiida surveyed the formidable bone structure and coveted flawless skin comprising the to-die-for face. “I highly doubt that,” she said.

“So what does this mean for us?” he asked her.

“It means, I don’t want to keep dwelling on everything bad.”

“But you need more to go on than my beautiful man status.”

“Kind of,” she hugged herself and smiled. “Any ideas on how we can make that happen?”

Bach pretended to stretch and rested an arm along the back of Saiida’s side of the sofa. “I did come in here to ask you to have lunch with me. Maybe we can discuss it while we eat?”

Her smile brightened. “I’d like that.”

Bach stood, offering his arm. Saiida stood, accepted, and together they left the room. 

***
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Lesotho Highlands, Africa~

“This is not what we agreed to, Deke.”

“I disagree. You want revenge, same as me. The elders said their prayers and held their vigils for Suleja long ago. They said goodbye to her and forgot all about making those who took her away from us, pay.”

Deka Obu groaned, hiding her face in her hands before looking back at her brother. “Making them pay, means getting our hands on the Okonkwo serum. We agreed to use Kam Okonkwo’s importance to it as our leverage to obtain it. She was never supposed to be killed for it. This is about protecting women’s lives, not taking them.”

Deke Obu aka Julien Dwele, eyed his sister guardedly. “This is about the serum-only the serum. It’s not about giving the women of our tribe free reign to reproduce half-breed offspring.”

Deka regarded her brother levelly. “Did you ever care about why I joined you in this crusade? Were Suleja’s fate and the fate of all the other girls just something you pretended to be interested in so I’d join you and follow your lead with no questions asked?” She threw up her hand. “Don’t bother answering, I already know the truth of it.”

Now, Dwele-Obu regarded his sibling with fresh insight. “What have you done?” he asked.

“News of the serum and news that Okonkwo research was following a line similar to my own, gave me hope like none I thought possible,” Deka walked her brother’s study, pausing infrequently to observe the snowy tree tops from the wide A-framed windows. “I let all that...hope cloud what was right in front of me,” she continued, “the truth of what you had become, Deke.”

“I won’t ask you again, sister. What have you done?”

“You hated the Nkosi and the Okonkwo as much as I did for what happened to Suleja, but you still envied them- their power. The serum is power.” She resumed her stroll around the room.

“For you brother,” she went on, “taking Kam hostage was never about prodding them into working with us to complete the formula. In your eyes, the formula was already perfection- a way to build your army or gain allegiance from those desperate to be rid of the shifting phenomena.” She turned to him then. “Either way, you come out as a king, yes?”

“You told them where to find her,” Obu realized.

Deka lifted her shoulder in lazy acknowledgment. “I asked them to encourage her to help us. I told them how they could contact me and I left.”

“Left. Meaning you went to them and let them track you- you led them to her.”

Deka refused to answer.

Deke Obu shook with rage. “I should kill you for your treachery.”

“And I should tell you I’m not on some lone crusade. I’ve got an army of my own, big brother. Touch me and the serum will be the furthest thing from your mind.”

Obu chuckled. “You want my seat, little sister?”

“I already have a seat. If you’d been paying attention instead of focusing on ways to get Kam Okonkwo into bed while at the same time, betraying her, you may have noticed my movements. Now, you can watch while your machinations unravel around you. Your men will see you as nothing more than a petulant child pouting because he doesn’t have enough toys.

Then there are the elders to answer to,” Deka went on, her tone airy, unbothered. “Have you even considered the tribal consequences you’ll face if this situation worsens?”

“Bitch,” Obu spat.

Deka smiled. “I could call you the same, only difference is I’m a bitch with true power. Good day to you, brother,” she called on her way out of the room.
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Morning saw the arrival of plunging temperatures and new guests. Mustafa, Cafrey, Ali, and Kieli arrived via a chauffeured RV. It was a lavish treat no one was about to argue with following the lengthy flight from Jamaica to British Columbia.

Regardless of the first-class treatment, the real treat in everyone’s eyes came with the chance to kick off shoes and warm up by the fire in the main sitting room. The generous breakfast spread, courtesy of the Bliss catering service, was all that could top such an offering. Rani and Kofi even ventured from their digs in the guest cottage to enjoy the meal with their big brother and his guests. Still, the gathering wasn’t complete.

Kam opted out of the visits, declining to join even when Saiida tried to encourage her. Ali immediately launched into overbearing big brother mode and was on a mission to seek out his sister. Chisulo gently urged the man to let him handle it and was surprised that Ali allowed it. Any calming feelings that success granted Chisulo however, dissolved in seconds. Barrelling into Kam’s room to order her out of her funk, would only press her deeper into it.

Woo my fiancée, he recalled the conversation with Bach. With a deep breath, he secured the hold on the breakfast tray he’d brought for Kam and knocked.

He’d expected the door to be locked and had arrived with a master key in hand. Finding the door unlocked, pleased him in a way that was hard to reason.

“Sydi I-oh,” Kam quickly tamped down her surprise to resolve. “I’m not hungry,” she flicked a quick look over the tray.

“Good. Because your brother is waiting downstairs to see you.”

“I guess I should’ve asked Saiida to send him up.”

“Kam, they’re all exhausted. Doubtful Ali would appreciate having to leave the comfort of his chair by the fire.”

“Understood. I can wait.”

“Or you could come down.”

“Chisulo-”

“If you’re trying to hide here, just say so.”

“So that you can lecture me?”

“So that I can hide out with you. I think this counts as for better or for worse, right?”

She opened her mouth to respond, closed it, and then smiled weakly. “Seems like I’m heaping on the ‘for worse’ before we’re even married, doesn’t it?”

That she was still anticipating marriage, roused an intense wave of pleasure for him. “Actually, the ‘for worse’ started before we were even engaged.” He waited to see if the joke took, then reciprocated the brighter smile and subsequent laughter Kam gave into.

“We all love you,” Chisulo brought a serious tone into the easiness. “No one wants you upset about the fact that you defended yourself against those who broke into your home and tried to kill you.”

Kam latched on to the serious as well. “Even though one of them was your family,” she countered.

“Even though one of them was my family. Know why? Because, as I keep telling you, you are my family.”

Kam felt tears pressuring her eyes. Suddenly, she frowned and shook her head. 

“What is it, love?” Chisulo probed.

“Just that, something...something’s different- the way I’ve been feeling about all this- something has changed.”

“Is that bad or good?”

She sighed, though mild unease still sparkled in her eyes. “I think it’s good. I can’t be sure.”

He moved a little closer. “Is it maybe good enough for you to come down and visit with everyone?”

“I’m afraid,” she shuddered out the admission.

“Kam, no one blames you-”

“That’s not it, Chisulo. What I did...I don’t know where it came from. I don’t remember any of the real...details of the attack. What led to it...who struck first? Maybe all they wanted was to talk. Maybe it never had to get violent-”

“Stop,” his frown fierce, he shook his head with an eerie slowness. “Don’t ever question that.”

“I have to. Don’t you see?” She looked down at her palms. “How do I know this had anything to do with self-defense or that I didn’t just snap and kill them all? If I’m around everyone and...”

“Kam?” Discovery sharpened his devastating features and he moved even closer until he was cupping her face. “Honey is that what this is about? You’re afraid you’ll hurt us?”

Tears leaked from her eyes when she nodded.

“Okay...it’s okay...” he pulled her further in, rocking her slowly. “Kam? Do you trust me?” he received the treat of her instant nod as her grip tightened on his waist.

“Then, will you trust me not to let it come to that?”

“How?”

“Hold my hand? Squeeze it tight as you want?”

She smiled, looked up at him. “That’s all?”

“That’s all,” he offered his hand.

She accepted.

“Tight as you want,” he reminded her.

She squeezed.

He kissed her temple. “Good girl,” he cheered softly.

“Don’t let go,” she said.

“Never,” he promised.

***
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Morning eased into afternoon and spirits remained high throughout. Kam’s arrival set the tone for an enjoyable day. As discussions regarding sleeping arrangements had already taken place, everyone was eager to settle in following all the lively chatter and excellent food.

The Nkosi brothers had made arrangements for a small house staff to assist with the influx of guests. The group of 9 consisted of 5 cooks and 4 housekeepers. The men and women all hailed from various Nkosi homes across the globe, so everyone had been properly vetted. By mid-day, anticipation had already built for the spectacular meal promised by the chefs.

Kam was among those excited about the evening’s events. Some of that had to do with her brother. Ali had shown he was there to support and not to lecture. It was a much-needed balm to her pummelled soul.

As wonderful as it was to have Ali and Kieli there, even more of Kam’s excitement had to do with Chisulo’s visit earlier that morning and his subsequent closeness throughout the day. He was so changed, only now, she wasn’t so quick to believe that change meant he wanted to end things between them.

Truth be told, he had been changing for a while. Kam realized that in her idiocy, she hadn’t considered that it could simply be that his feelings for her had intensified in the same way that hers had for him. Their relationship had been one of passion from the onset. Sex, pure and simple- love hadn’t been part of the equation for either of them. Now, that had changed and for the first time, Kam believed it had changed for them both.

A delicate chiming sound caught her ear- the room clock, striking the hour. She forced her thoughts back to the task at hand- selecting an outfit for dinner that evening. She celebrated the knock that interrupted the process and rushed from the closet to answer.

“Hey,” she greeted Chisulo breathlessly, pleased to find him there. Cooly, she surveyed his clothing-rust-colored trousers with closed-toe leather sandals and a black crew shirt that molded to his superb chest.

“Casual, thanks,” she noted and left him there at the entrance.

Chisulo moved in, closing the door behind him. “Everything alright?”

“It is now,” she called. Moments later, the sounds of a foot stomp and hands slapping sides stirred from the closet. “I thought it was alright,” she groaned. “Still no idea what to wear.”

He observed her present attire. The turquoise robe reaching her mid-thigh suited him just fine. She’d held the garment closed while answering his knock. Now, the material gaped, providing enticing glimpses of the creamy tan lace bra and boy shorts she wore underneath.

Chisulo turned away in an effort to bring his hormones to heel. God, he wanted her! Knowing she wouldn’t refuse him, was only an additional torment. No, that wasn’t the right word. Torment wasn’t harsh enough to describe what denying himself the pleasure of her body was putting him through.

He wanted her- yes. He always wanted her, but now he wanted something more. He wanted her to know that her needs were important to him. He wanted her to know they were far more important to him than his own.

Kamili Okonkwo had become more than the woman he needed in his bed. She had become the woman he needed to survive.

“Help...” she whined from the closet doorway,

“Sure you want my input?” he asked.

She fanned out her arms, indicating the robe. “I can’t stay like this.”

Chisulo thought it best not to reply and went on to focus on the clothes filling the wardrobe. Shortly, he selected a pair of white slacks and a light pink tee with capped sleeves. While Kam surveyed the offerings, he knelt to retrieve a pair of flats. He took more time than necessary as the scent of whatever she’d bathed or lotioned in filled his nostrils. Instantly, the need for her was reignited.

Kam stood before the floor-length mirror observing the clothes while holding them to her chest. Chisulo had a bird’s eye view of bare thighs and torso. Abruptly, he stood while she regarded her reflection. That she could be so blase while his hormones all but revolted against him, should’ve had him boiling with frustration. Instead, he could have laughed. God, how he loved her!

“Hey? Where you going?”

She called to him just as he reached the room door.

“You need to get dressed,” he said.

“Well hold on, I’ll just be a second. Besides, I need you to get me into the top you picked. It buttons from the back.”

Chisulo swallowed a groan.
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The chefs were true to their words. The night’s dinner was a feast of culinary genius. The chefs all hailed from West Africa and were eager to display some of their favorite dishes.

The main dining room was soon alive with conversation and laughter as the residents began to enter. Kam walked arm in arm with Kieli. The ladies chatted away while Ali and Chisulo talked and followed behind them. Cafrey and Saiida conversed enthusiastically as they arrived. Mustafa and Bach were in the midst of a discussion when they followed moments later. Rani and Kofi rounded out the group as they walked in laughing over something they viewed on Rani’s phone. 

The housekeeping staff doubled as servers and plied the diners with their preferred beverages, bread, and salad to start things off. Laughter and conversation gradually eased when the main courses started to arrive. West African cuisine was thoroughly represented. Soups and stews were as hearty as the main dishes placed on the long, beautifully set table. Appetites had no choice but to be satisfied.

Egusi Soup from Nigeria was more of a savory stew with leafy greens, chunks of fresh-caught fish, and yams. Another hearty dish was the Ogbono Soup. Also from Nigeria, this chicken, crayfish and shrimp-filled soup received a round of applause from Rani as it was his favorite. Rounding out the array of succulent fare, was a favorite of Mustafa’s and Ali’s. Cachupa Stew from Cape Verde was a slow-cooked dish made from a medley of vegetables- corn, cassava, and yam along with flavorful and fresh meats including chunks of spicy, beef sausage. 

For those choosing to satisfy their appetites with seemingly lighter fare, there was Chicken Tassa. This Ghanan recipe topped a bed of couscous with onions, garlic, peppers, and cabbage as well as chicken marinated in lemon and onions. For dessert, the chefs decided on a simple favorite: chocolate cake.

––––––––
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“Next on our list of travel destinations, brother,” Kofi said as he and Rani shook on the decision.

Cafrey had been sharing details of the Oracabessa trip. The young Nkosis perked up at the mention of the Golden Eye Hotel and James Bond Beach. The two were die-hard fans of the film franchise as well as the book series.

“It’s a well-kept secret,” Cafrey said, “not too overrun with tourists.”

“Given what it costs to spend a night there,” Kieli said, “it’s a great way to attract exactly who you want.”

“Is it a ‘tuxedos for breakfast’ kind of place?”

Kam’s query earned a laugh from the group.

“It’s not as high-brow as you might think, Kam,” Cafrey said. “Everyone we met was very welcoming and down to earth. Someone even said it’s a top destination for several bird-watching groups.”

“Careful there, Cafrey. Bird watchers aren’t always what they seem.” Kam noted.

“I’m reading his book, you know?” Saiida informed her cousin.

Kieli’s eyes darted between the women. “Have I missed something?”

“Maxwell Davis,” Ali chimed in. “The dolt propped himself up as a friend to Kam and then betrayed her by working with The Safari.”

Kieli nodded then, remembering.

“Why are you wasting time reading that bastard’s book?” Ali asked, while helping himself to a third thick slice of the divine cake.

Saiida shrugged. “You can learn a lot about a person from a book. Especially one they’ve written themself. Call it professional courtesy. I’d like to know who Dr. Davis was before he got tangled up with The Safari. I mean, he wasn’t always one of them, right Kam?”

“No.” Kam shook her head and took a sip from her goblet of pinot griot. “He’d go on and on about how horrific their existence was for the environment. Later, he said he only got in bed with them to secure funding for his research.”

Quiet, chilly laughter surged from several around the table.

“I can relate, though,” Saiida said. “A scientist’s work...some of us are blindly passionate about it. From what I’m reading of Dr. Davis’s book, I sense that passion.”

“That’s true!” Kam’s laughter flowed more robustly. “I remember his passion for Shorebirds. Knowing him, I learned more than I ever knew there was to know about their mating habits.”

Laughter roared at the table. Saiida’s was among the loudest until something stopped her. No one, except Bach appeared to notice. While the lively discussion continued at the table, he cupped her elbow and squeezed. 

“Okay?” he queried softly.

“I just thought of something but,” she cast a quick, covert look around the table, “It’s only speculation until I can confirm it.”

“This about Kam?” Bach guessed.

Saiida nodded. “I don’t think she’s gonna like it. Neither will your brother.”

“But you think it might help us get to the bottom of what’s going on.”

“Yeah,” again, Saiida looked around at the faces alive with laughter and excitement. “Yeah, I think it just might.”

***
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Mustafa rested on the doorframe and watched Cafrey finish up a call to her assistant Shelby Lemans who was in charge during her absence.

“Think there will be many more fires to be put out before we get back?” He asked when she was done with the call.

“Doubt it,” Cafrey said. “That’s the first call I’ve gotten from her since we left Iceland, so I’m impressed.”

Mustafa watched as she put the phone on to charge. “You clocking out for the night?”

“Thought I’d have a cup of tea first, do some reading,” Cafrey did a doubletake toward Mustafa still in the doorway. “You okay?” she asked.

He responded at first with a half smile. “Just thinking how nice it was down there tonight at dinner.”

“Yeah,” Cafrey’s bourbon-brown eyes held a dreamy tint. “Bet you never thought that would be possible.”

“Well...it’s not like any of us are ready to jump in front of a bus for one another, but yeah...yeah it was a nice surprise- a good one. Thank you.”

“Me?” Playful suspicion held her expression. “It was your idea to have Ali here.”

“It was you who reminded me of that when he and I were behaving like jackasses,” he said.

“You’re the one who agreed to it,” she countered.

Mustafa laughed. “Jeez woman, can’t I even compliment you?”

“I think you just wanted me to turn around and give you the credit.” When his contagious laughter intensified, she smiled gleefully.

Laughter cooling, he pushed from the door. “I should let you get to your reading. I only checked in to tell you about these doors.”

Cafrey reacted with a curious frown. Mustafa gestured toward the towering cherrywood doors on either side of the entryway.

“I didn’t even notice them there,” she moved closer, surveying the slabs which looked to be part of the wall instead of separate entities. “How do they open? I didn’t see a knob or lever...”

“They pull away from the wall,” he used one of the doors to demonstrate. “They’re held by a magnetic panel that adheres to the one on the back of the door. Just push on it when you want it to open.”

“Ingenious,” she laughed softly. “You guys really put a lot into this place. Guests lucky enough to get an invite must be very impressed.”

“This place is just for family. Kam’s about to be my sister. If Bach gets his head out of his ass and does right by Saiida, she’ll be my sister too. It makes sense for Ali to be here.”

“Well, Kieli and I appreciate being thought of as family.”

Mustafa’s expression was unreadable then. “You’ve been my family for a long time, Cafrey.”

She squeezed his arm and turned to the other door. “Now, let me try my luck with this thing. I just pull it from the magnet?”

“Yeah...even someone as puny as you can manage it.”

Cafrey laughed and swatted Mustafa’s arm that time. Seconds later, her arms were in his grip and the wall was at her back. Then, his mouth was on hers, smothering, crushing, filling her mouth with his tongue. Her whimper of surprise was followed by a trembling moan. Eagerly, her fingers curled into his shirt front, a move meant to reassure her that he wouldn’t be reconsidering his closeness anytime soon.

She hadn’t fantasized about Mustafa Nkosi in years. Correction- she hadn’t let herself fantasize about him. That hadn’t been easy to accomplish. The man had always been too sexy for his own good. How often had she wondered if his mouth was as velvety soft as it appeared? Or whether his immense build was as hard and unyielding as it looked beneath the tailored clothing he wore? She didn’t dare ease her hold on his clothes to test the softness of the thick wavy mane that brushed his eclipsing shoulders. She wanted nothing to interrupt the kiss she had waited too long to sample. 

He had always exhibited the height of professionalism where she was concerned. He never gave her cause to think he saw her as anything other than his trusty assistant. What the hell was happening?

Whatever it was, she would ponder it later. Right now, his mouth felt too right on hers, his tongue far too skillful to be legal. It stroked the roof and sides of her mouth, engaging hers in a seductive dance that involved circling and rubbing before he used his lips to suckle her tongue and draw it deep.

Cafrey’s tiny whimpers and moans were an enticement that soon made Mustafa second guess his gentlemanly, yet stupid decision to let her have his bed while he slept on a couch.

Sleep? Ha! He’d be lucky to feel settled enough to close his eyes after this. While her hands curled trustingly into his shirt, his now moved down her back en route to her bottom to take liberties he’d never acted on. Yes, those liberties had crossed his mind and he had always shut them down.

Ilua Botha had been right when she’d referred to Cafrey as a goddess. She was so far out of his league that it was laughable that he’d consider himself worthy of her affection, let alone her love. That she was unattainable, was one of the many reasons he’d selected her for the job all those years ago. When had his attraction for her started to eat away at his better intentions?

The kiss was showing no signs of cooling. Her bottom was snug in his hands now and bringing truth to what he had long suspected about the quality of her curves. Effortlessly supporting her, he spread her thighs, moving between them as he positioned her against the wall. She gasped amid the steady thrusts of his tongue. The folds of her peach cashmere dress had shifted. Except for her sheer stockings and panties, there was no barrier-no denying the tremendous build of the man holding her.

Instinctively, her thighs flexed in attempts to hold, squeeze and absorb the sensations he roused. Her hands moved over his chest and shoulders as the sense of being overwhelmed began to consume her. The sense wasn’t intimidating, but thrilling. Cafrey didn’t want it to end, but perfection was always fleeting and the recipient could only consider themself lucky for having experienced it at all.

The hunger of the kiss began to ebb slowly, yet noticeably. The lusty thrusts eased until they were only trading the sweetest of kisses, lips meeting in rapid succession for a time until that ceased as well.

Mustafa kissed Cafrey’s cheek, and put another to the corner of her eye and a third to her forehead. He lingered there for a time, then stepped back and set her gently to her feet.

“Good night, Cafrey,” he said.

The towering doors were closing behind Mustafa by the time Cafrey repeated the sentiment.
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After the evening’s incredible meal, Kam retreated to what had become her second favorite place in the house. The third-floor spa level was like a godsend. Its ability to soothe was so potent, it left no room for any worries to take hold of her mind. Soothing instrumental pieces piped into the space along with equally soothing aromas that were at times light and airy. At other times, they were heady and encompassing. 

The dynamic meal of West African cuisine, capped off by the unexpected and decadent chocolate cake, had left her in a relaxed, but a not quite drowsy state. Kam was certain that an hour or two in the spa would change that. A sturdy bamboo-framed futon occupied one broad corner of the area. She bypassed it, knowing the most she’d do would be to lie there waiting in vain to slide into oblivion.

There was a better way.

The spa boasted a sauna and hot tub which kept the space comfortably warm. Kam shed the coverup and bikini she had worn from the suite and opted for the sauna. She emerged a half hour later feeling wonderfully boneless and at ease. The large futon called to her heavily then and she didn’t hesitate to answer. She secured the flaps of a white terry towel around her body and settled down.

Chisulo found her there when he arrived some twenty minutes later. He knelt down and studied her for a while, smiling in appreciation of the brilliant contrast between her dark skin and the fluffy white fabric against it.

“Kam? Kamili?” He called, adding touch to sight when she didn’t stir.

Beginning at the tops of her toes, his fingers drifted to her ankle and along the length of her calf. They met the edge of the towel midway along her thigh. Chisulo halted the pursuit to clench his fist. When he was confident that his baser instincts were under control, he focused on lifting her off the futon and taking her to bed. He was pulling her from the champagne-colored cushion when she stirred.

“Chisulo,” she murmured sleepily.

“Sorry,” he winced. “I was just taking you back to your room. Sounds like the rest of the house is asleep.”

“Not just yet. Stay,” she urged.

Uncertainty caused his gaze to waver. “I shouldn’t. I uh-I’m trying to be a gentleman these days, Kam. It’s not easy,”  now his eyes raked the length of her, leaving no question as to why his quest for gentleman’s status was so tough.

“I’m supposed to be wooing you,” he added.

“Wooing me?” Laughter feathered through her inquiry.

He shrugged, “trying to show I care about you-your needs- not what my dick wants. My dick is a selfish prick.”

She laughed. “You have wooed me, Chisulo- divinely. Don’t ever question that.”

Again, he shrugged. “Well, I’m sorry anyway.”

“I’m the one who should be apologizing.”

“Never,” his expression darkened. “You never have to-”

She sat up then. “Have to, want to, the point is I should and I need to.”

After a moment, he nodded for her to continue.

“Remember when you thought you were in the grips of the maneater strain? When you tried to distance yourself? I made that very difficult for you.”

“Kam-”

“You were trying to protect me and I didn’t want to hear that.”

“I didn’t give you much say in the matter, Kam.”

“Maybe. But, now here I am doing the same.”

Curious, he waited more patiently for her to continue.

“I’ve pushed you away or tried to hold you at arm's length because I’ve been afraid of what I might do. Truth is, you remind me that I have love in my life and that’s a damn good reason not to allow this darkness-whatever it is- to take me.”

He leaned closer then. “I wouldn’t let that happen,” he said.

“I know,” she pressed her palm to his cheek, her nails grazing the sleek whiskers shading his jaw. “I’m sorry that I ever let it seem like I didn’t believe in that,” reaching for his hand she squeezed, smiling when he squeezed back.

Playful wickedness crept into Chisulo’s dark eyes then. “So are words all that comes with this apology?”

“Well...I don’t know what more I could offer to someone who’s trying to be a...gentleman.”

“I’ve got some ideas,” he said.

“Oh?” Her lashes fluttered seconds after the query.

Chisulo’s gifted fingers had resumed their pursuit, disappearing beneath the towel’s hem to rub the silken folds guarding her sex. Delighted to have him there, Kam relaxed back onto the futon. She bit down on her lip when Chisulo caressed his way past the cottony soft folds of her femininity. He was starving for her but refused to plunder her greedily. Instead, the exploration was patient, heated, and seductive but in a manner that was as much about taking pleasure as it was about giving it. Kam moaned into the damp, fragrant air that circulated the spa. That boneless feeling left her pliant, open to her lover’s every desire.

Chisulo had no complaints. He was well past denying himself or the woman he hungered for. For the moment, he was content to savor the tight, wet channel he probed. Weakened by it, he rested his face in the crook of her neck to breathe in her scent while her juices coated his skin.

Kam’s quiet sighs took on a panting quality as the erotic plundering continued. The weakness had thoroughly seeped into her bones, but her sexual muscles were still intensely invigorated. Feverishly, they clutched and released his fingers. His middle finger did obscene things to her saturated core, while his index and ring fingers kept her intimate lips parted- her sex beautifully exposed. One final bit of stimulation came, courtesy of his thumb which ruthlessly stroked her clit.

Chisulo’s attention to her neck returned to her mouth and he explored the dark cavern as vigorously as he had her sex. Silently, her towel met the spa’s heated floor. Kam wrapped herself around Chisulo like a vine but moaned a complaint when he pulled her hands free of his hair to secure them on either side of her head against the futon cushions.

He fixed on her breasts, slowly nibbling his way around a puckered licorice-tipped nipple. He helped himself to a more nourishing sample, drawing the tip deep while his tongue alternated between bathing the plump mound and suckling the pillow of silken flesh surrounding it.

Kam squirmed beneath a faint tickling sensation as Chisulo’s mouth moved over her. She realized that he was speaking, whispering her name. The quiet chanting went on as he charted a sensuous path down her body. He nipped the rise of her hip, the curve of her thigh until his mouth was gliding over the waxed mound welcoming him into her femininity. The expansive futon offered enough square footage to accommodate his size. Once more, Kam enjoyed the luxury of sinking her fingers into his lush hair. The pleasure was two-fold when he claimed her sex with one filling thrust. She arched, allowing him to slip his hand beneath her ass and lift her more snuggly to his famished mouth.

Now, Kam was the one chanting Chisulo’s name as he fed. Her muscles resumed the feverish clutch and release she’d used on his finger. She rode his tongue silkily but with an erotic determination bent on release.

Chisulo deprived her of the goal and she admirably quelled a sob when the wondrous stimulation ceased. Her nails curved into the cushions and she writhed in frustration and the hope of more while threading her fingers into her hair. Tendrils that slipped from her braid had been dampened by the sauna. Now, they frizzed adoringly around her face. 

The sound of a zipper being lowered coaxed her low moan and soon she felt his kiss at the bend of her knee. His tongue favored the hollow while he freed himself of his jeans and boxers. The head of his cock brushed the folds shielding her sex, but he didn’t torment her with the subtle caress. Soon, the wide, stiff organ was claiming its place inside the tight, saturated core of her body.

Chisulo rested against her momentarily, once more chanting in appreciation. Still taking her vigorously, he moved to his knees and cupped her thighs-spreading them wider for more room to accommodate his build. Kam’s intermingled gasps and moans joined the quiet infrequent squeaks from the futon as he drove her deeper into the cushion. Eventually, his moans were joining the medley of hers.

Kam couldn’t count the thrusts she savored but could feel Chisulo’s hands start to shake where they gripped her thighs. He lost his hold on one, allowing the limb to slide down to the bedding. His moans were guttural, raw even as the sensual drives of his hips transitioned in rhythm and intensity while maintaining heat and hunger.

Tremors of orgasm took hold of Kam first. The sensations came subtly, but built rapidly until she began to convulse and come. Chisulo took no pity on her as his thrusts surged. He released her other thigh as his body covered her. Lost in her curves and dark, satiny limbs, he gave in to the clamor of his hormones. She bit into his shoulder when he erupted. The rush of liquid thickness against her walls made her convulse anew. Restlessly, her hands roamed up his broad back and smoothed over his fists closed on either side of her head. 

They held each other in a desperate embrace until the erotic waves leveled around them. 
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“Still no luck?” Bach asked when Saiida shut off her phone that morning.

“Can’t blame him for being spooked,” she said, having just left her third message to Maxwell Davis. “I’m sure my last name is setting him on edge.”

Bach pushed from the den door frame. “You could try my last name.”

She laughed. “He’d probably not even allow his voicemail to answer if he heard your last name,” she continued to laugh while sliding the phone into a pocket on her tote.

“I’d still like for you to try it,” he pressed and then silently ordered himself to leave it when she only continued to pack items into her tote. He was halfway back to the door when she called to him.

“When I take your last name, it won’t be to get some doctor on the phone.”

Bach felt his breath catch. “Wh-when?” he stammered.

“When,” Saiida confirmed, her tone steady.

Bach retraced his steps into the den. “What are you saying?”

She turned. “I’m saying I can’t wait to be your wife, Mbaku Nkosi.”

His eyes closed as he exhaled. When he appeared to sway, Saiida rushed to him and pressed steadying hands to his chest. “Easy,” she soothed. “Please don’t faint on me. You weigh a megaton. You’d have to stay sprawled on the floor until your brothers get down here to pick you up.”

Bach laughed shakily, his soulful eyes coming to rest on her face. “You’ll marry me? You mean it?”

“I mean it,” hands still flat on his chest, she smoothed them over his very broad shoulders to lock them behind his neck. She gasped when he suddenly hoisted her up to plant a hard kiss on her mouth.

“When?” he joined in when she laughed.

Serious soon returned to the moment, however. “Would you be terribly upset if I said I wanted to wait until this was somewhat behind us? What’s happening with Kam and...your brothers?”

Bach’s striking features tensed. “Haddad,” he gritted out the name but nodded. “You’re right- we’ve been through too much to let anything more darken our day. Okay, I guess I can live off knowing you’re my fiancée for a while.”

She pressed her fingertips into his nape, “It won’t be forever. I want this all over and done with, but I won’t let other people’s drama put us on hold indefinitely.”

He pressed his forehead to hers. “I like the way you think, Ms. Okonkwo.”

“That’s Mrs. Nkosi to you,” she said and sealed those words with a kiss.

––––––––
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Beverages were already set on the long buffet in the main dining room in preparation for that morning’s breakfast. Only one diner had arrived and it didn’t appear that eating was high on her list of priorities.

Kieli had taken to silencing her phone since embarking on the trip to Canada. It had quickly become a habit. In the days since arriving, she’d barely looked at her mobile.

Ali had suggested she take a few days away from the grind and Kieli had taken him seriously. The staff back in Jamaica had proven more than capable of handling whatever came their way. Still, Kieli knew she couldn’t hide her head in the sand forever. As Ali Okonkwo’s second in command, her job was far too demanding for that.

The aromas of a sensational breakfast wafted in the air. Kieli had settled into an armchair along an alcove of dining room windows and studied her phone intently. As expected, Les Raymond had continued his incessant calls and texts. Kieli forced herself to read the latest messages, each one more hate-filled than the one preceding it. The latest message had come during the earliest hours of the morning. Its contents made her heart stop.

She was still there seated- her body and features frozen with fright- when a softly clearing throat jerked her from her trance. Ali.

“H-hey,” she tried to greet him with a lightness she didn’t feel. When he returned her greeting, everything changed. Her current irritation evaporated as if by magic.

“Are you in love with him?” Ali asked.

Kieli blinked as though she were dazed. “I-huh?”

“The guy whose texts I’ve seen you frowning over for the last few weeks.”

She closed her eyes now. “Oh Ali,” she sighed, letting the phone fall into her lap as she covered her face in her hands.

Whispering a curse, Ali crossed to the chair and took a knee before her. “Kieli don’t, don’t cry, please,” his distractingly handsome face was shadowed by worry. “Kam and Saiida will skin me alive if I upset you.”

Again, Kieli sighed as her hands fell away from her face. “Ali, I think I’m the one who’s about to upset you.”

“Kieli?” His sleek brows drew close.

“Les Raymond,” she said.

He shook his head, bewildered.

She pursed her lips, unsurprised by his confusion. “Remember the man they found in the car fire near the offices?”

Ali required but a moment to recall. “The delivery driver,” he said.

“Les Raymond. He came to the office posing as that man. We struck up a conversation- he asked me out to dinner. We agreed to meet at the restaurant- he showed up at my flat instead.”

“He what?”

“He wants the serum,” she barrelled ahead with the explanation before cowardice caused her to stop. “He thought I’d appreciate him showing up like that- or that’s what he said, at first. When it was clear that I didn’t, he took the gloves off and just told me what he wanted. We had a long, seemingly innocent conversation that several people witnessed on their way on and off the executive floor that day,” Kieli’s laughter was sharp and derisive then. “I even walked him out. From all accounts, it looked like we were old friends. He said if I spoke a word of the truth, he’d say stealing the formula was my idea and if I tried to ignore his demands he-he’d-” She shut her eyes tight before continuing.

“He said he’d kill me and find another way inside. He said...s-said if the rest of the women working for you were as beautiful as me, it’d be fun to work his way through us until he found one to give up what he really wanted.”

Rage had taken the place of Ali’s bewilderment. Rage for what Kieli had endured on her own. Rage for the fucker with nerve enough to try stealing from him...he took the phone from Kieli’s lap.

“He’s been contacting you on this.”

She nodded jerkily.

“May I have it?”

Another jerky nod. “Ali I’m so-”

“Stop. If you’re about to apologize, don’t. None of this is your fault. If apologies are owed, I’m the one who should be giving them. It’s past time to put more safeguards in place.”

“Ali,” laughter crept softly into her voice. “The offices are already like a fortress.”

“Clearly not.”

She looked at her phone then. The device looked minuscule against Ali’s wide palm. “What are you going to do?” she asked.

“Find Mr. Les Raymond,” he was cool with his reply. “Maybe treat him to the same fate as our delivery driver.”

Kieli gasped but knew the man wasn’t issuing an idle threat. She’d worked for the Okonkwo long enough to know full well how they dealt with their enemies. Thoughts of Les Raymond drifted away as others set in.

“You thought I was in love with him?” she asked.

Ali winced. “Yeah um...sorry, Kieli. That was out of line. Who you’re seeing...who you’re in love with is none of my business.”

“For the record, I wasn’t in love with him. I was only going out to dinner with him.”

Ali focused on the phone. “Just seemed like you were pretty distracted- pretty um...taken by him.”

Noise stirred in the dining room as the cooks arrived to set the long table for breakfast.

Kieli stood, but leaned close to Ali who still knelt by the chair. “It’s not Les Raymond I’m taken by, Ali.” she left the alcove as he stared after her.

***
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“My, my Haddad, I never knew you loved your cousin so.”

“Fuck that. Asani was an idiot, but that doesn’t mean I don’t care that he was mauled to death!” Haddad Nkosi snarled as he stalked the hardwoods that creaked in annoyance under his heavy footfalls. Anger had darkened his attractive face a few shades beyond its usual light caramel tone.

Julien Dwele aka Deke Obu, had been putting off the meeting with his intimidating accomplice, fully aware that this latest upheaval would send him into a tailspin. Such ferocity was exactly why he was glad Haddad Nkosi was on his side. He needed that ferocity on hold for the time being, however.

There was still the matter of the serum- a prize that Obu fully intended to claim for himself. Having Haddad Nkosi go into battle mode too soon, would ruin that. Haddad was a formidable man, but against a company of formidable men like his brothers...he stood little chance.

Obu was counting on Haddad hanging back- a move that might hopefully prompt his brothers to seek him out. By now, they were well aware of his betrayal- the part that he, along with the good doctor Max Davis, had played in kidnapping Kam Okonkwo. They would come after Haddad for that and chances were strong that they would all come. Where would that leave his prize?

Any security they left with her would be laughable next to his people. There would be another perfect chance to snatch the divine Miss Okonkwo. This time, he would take what he wanted from her. Everything, he wanted from her.

“...C’s gone too far this time,” Haddad continued to rage.

Obu masked his smile. Yes, they would all come. This was personal. Haddad Nkosi’s involvement made it so. “Did you never consider he might do something this rash? Given the motivation?” he asked.

“Ah yes,” Menace hugged Haddad’s voice and expression. “The luscious Kamili. She must be an extra sensational fuck. I was sure my little brother would’ve had his fill of her by now.”

“Sounds like love,” Obu mused, receiving a mocking snort from Haddad in turn.

“You know what outlasts love, Obu? Money. The money we stand to make if we get this serum on the market. That’s what started all this in the first place and I’m the only one who’s held true to the mission. On my life, I’ll see it through. What?!” Haddad blurted in greeting to the knock that fell on the door just then.

A young man in The Safari garb of khaki trousers and shirt sleeves entered. “Yared Okeke, Sirs.”

“One of the crew bosses,” Obu told Haddad and then waved to the young man to show in the visitor. “Okeke,” he extended a hand when the man entered.

“Apologies for the bother,” Yared Okeke nodded to Haddad while shaking hands with Obu. “I thought you’d both want to hear about this.”

“For your sake, Okeke, I pray you’re not here to tell me I’ve had another cousin be ripped to shreds.”

“No Sir, uh...but it is related...” Okeke nodded when his superiors remained silent. “The info comes from the cleaner who is cooperating with us.”

Obu took a seat, while Haddad folded his arms over his chest and waited.

“We lost track of him after he told us about your cousin, Mr. Nkosi. After the payoff he received for the info, we didn’t expect to hear from him again.”

“Let me guess,” Haddad bellowed, “back for another handout?”

“Seems he has more to barter with, Sir.”

“Information about what he saw,” Obu put in.

“Get to it, man,” Haddad hastily prompted.

“Sir,” Okeke cleared his throat. “Whatever he has, he’s not sharing it. He’s demanding to see the big dogs-er-big cats was how he put it. He says what he knows should bring him quite the payday.”

“Where is he now?” Haddad asked.

“He’s shown up at the Zambia compound.”

“Kill him,” Haddad ordered.

“Patience, Haddad, please,” Obu spoke with soft reverence, not wanting to draw the ire of the powerfully built man across the room who fairly seethed with malice. He looked to Okeke when Haddad swatted a hand at the air and turned his back. “Did he offer any hint as to what this is about?”

“Sir, I can only guess it’s more of what he’s already given to us. Whatever it is, he seems afraid.”

“Afraid.” Haddad queried flatly.

“He showed up looking like he was being chased by the devil himself.”

Obu sent a raised-eyebrow look toward Haddad. “Couldn’t hurt to hear the poor fool out. You can kill him afterward.” he smiled grimly when his accomplice appeared pacified and then nodded to Okeke.

“This is a waste of time,” Haddad hissed when he and Obu were alone.

“A rather dangerous way to waste one’s time- in terms of this cleaner,” Obu noted. “Showing up at the Zambia camp...our men aren’t the most hospitable sort.”

“What do you think he knows?” Haddad probed.

Obu shook his head. “If it’s good intel, we may soon have what we’ve been working for.”
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Cafrey had made little progress with her day beyond washing her face and brushing her teeth. She’d been standing in the closet, no closer to choosing something to wear than she’d been ten minutes earlier.

Repeatedly, she’d tried to mentally slap herself from the daze Mustafa Nkosi’s kiss had put her in. Those efforts only succeeded in stoking her temper. 

It was just a kiss for chrissakes!

Lies. What Mustafa Nkosi had done to her mouth last night was no simple kiss. It had been an answer-the answer to so many questions that had run her silly when she’d first gone to work for the eldest Nkosi son.

It was no mystery that he was gorgeous, but so were most of the men in the Nkosi organization- whether they were Nkosi or not. Cafrey had always found the ‘women just fall to his feet’ phrase quite obnoxious. Truth be told, she had never witnessed such a thing not even with regard to Mustafa Nkosi. No...women didn’t fall to his feet. Rather, they just stood in place as if dazed. That, she had witnessed more times than she could count. She had counted herself among the immune.

She wasn’t immune.

Mustafa Nkosi’s manner with her had always been professional-personal in some ways but never seductive. Now that she had personal experience with the seductive... she was no longer immune.

A brisk knock sounded on the wide door that shut off the living area. Cafrey jumped in place and then cursed herself for the reaction. Padding barefoot to the panel, she pushed it open for Mustafa on the other side.

“Apologies,” he said while briefly inclining his head, “one bathroom,” he waved the merlot-colored valise he carried.

“Of course,” she nodded quickly, stepped aside, and failed to keep her eyes from the sleek array of back muscles that flexed wickedly beneath his onyx skin.

Curiosity surged as she studied his movements in the gray PJ bottoms that rode low on his hips. She wondered if what was covered was as impressive as what was on display. Wondering was unnecessary- she knew that it was. Mustafa suddenly stopped his trek to the bathroom and she was momentarily horrified by the idea that he had somehow read her thoughts. 

“I won’t apologize for it, Cafrey,” he said. “I’ve thought about what it would be like to kiss you since the first day I met you. I ran scenarios through my mind, trying to figure which way would work best to get you into my bed. All the while I was doing that, you were doing your job and impressing the hell out of me and everyone else. I didn’t want to risk losing someone as incredible at her work as you are, so I told my hormones to go fuck themselves. I hope my actions last night, won’t cost having you as my right arm, but I won’t lie either by apologizing. To tell you I’m sorry for it would be a lie and I won’t do that.”

“Good.” It was the only reply she could think of and it was the truth.

Mustafa didn’t turn, merely continued on his way to the bath. Cafrey watched him go and settled to the edge of the bed once the door closed behind him. She was still there when he emerged some ten minutes later. She kept her eyes on the red and tan area rug that covered the dark hardwoods. She tried to focus again on what to wear downstairs for breakfast. The quiet thud of the valise dropping onto a nearby chair barely registered. 

She was so busy trying to keep her mind off Mustafa Nkosi, she didn’t notice him returning to the bed until he stood right before her. Immediately, her arms moved behind her back-hands pressing into the bed linens that were tangled across the mattress. She began to inch back on the bed, instantly reacting to the sudden invasion of her space. Her hips were being smothered by his palms before she could retreat five inches.

A shiver kissed her skin as he brushed away her slip of a gown. She gasped when he cradled a bare breast. They kissed as his thumb rubbed a steadily firming nipple.

“We’re going to be late for breakfast,” he said with the last word silencing as his tongue thrust past her parted lips.

“Mmm hmm,” her confirmation was a moan as she reciprocated his deep thrust and she let her fingers sink into the silken dark forest of his hair.

***
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Breakfast was enjoyed by all, including Mustafa and Cafrey who arrived in the dining room just after the cook staff cleared away the fruit and pastry dishes. Mustafa and Cafrey arrived arm in arm, a fact that didn’t go unnoticed by the others.

––––––––
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“People will start to talk if we stay in this corner much longer,” Kam was telling her fiance.

Halfway through the fruit and pastry course, they had ventured off to enjoy the view from the far end of the window alcove. The innocent jaunt had turned heated in seconds.

“Are you serious?” Chisulo countered. “Looks like all eyes are on Mus and Caf. So...” he resumed his task of nibbling the satiny, scented patch of skin below Kam’s earlobe. Shortly, he transitioned from nibbling below the lobe to the lobe itself.

“Haven’t you had your fill?” Kam sighed.

He looked at her then. “Never,” he said.

––––––––
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Ali and Kieli had also given the staff room to clear the fruit and pastry dishes. They’d taken their coffee and ventured to a pair of armchairs near a far wall which were sequestered amid four large potted ferns.

“We should discuss this when there’s more privacy,” Ali began while studying his coffee, “but I haven’t been able to focus on another damn thing since you said it.”

Kieli smiled, also studying her coffee. “You want to know what I meant about being taken by someone else?”

Ali nodded, looking relieved that he didn’t have to say it.

“You’re maybe the smartest man I know, Ali. Can’t you figure that out for yourself?”

“But...why?” his expression was incredulous, “why didn’t you ever say anything?”

“Why would I? We have a professional relationship, Ali. I just couldn’t see myself upsetting that. I mean, how many women dream of that very thing only to find themselves annoyed by a boss who only wants to get them into bed? Besides,” she resituated the warm cup on her saucer, “you’re not exactly lacking for a social life. I could’ve ruined our work relationship and totally embarrassed myself if you’d said you weren’t interested.”

Ali set his cup aside, then did the same with Kieli’s cup and saucer. He took her hands and focused on them for nearly half a minute before he spoke. “Kieli...you have to know I care for you like you’re my own family. That reason and the ones you just mentioned are why I haven’t acted on what I feel for you.”

Her jaw dropped.

“If I wasn’t afraid I was about to lose you, I’d probably still be keeping quiet about it. I’m sorry it took this kind of insanity to get me to own up to this,” he brought her hand to his mouth, kissed it.

“What do we do now?” Kieli asked.

“I say, now we stop beating around the bush- tell each other the truth about what we want.”
Kieli looked at their clasped hands. “What do you want, Ali Okonkwo?”
“Eventually? I want you in bed.”

Kieli responded with a cool nod even as a ball of excitement swelled in her throat. “Eventually... as in a year?” she asked.

“Eventually...as in after breakfast,” he said.

––––––––
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Entrees consisted of omelets made to order, Belgian waffles, hearty beef sausage links, and scratch-made biscuits. The air smelled divine with the aromas of the food and fresh ground coffee and brewed teas wafting through along with the soft rumble of mixed conversation. Diners returned to their places at the table. New arrivers, Mustafa and Cafrey chose spots at the end furthest from where everyone else had collected. Before any actual eating began, the chime of silverware to crystal filled the room. Everyone looked to the opposite end of the long table where Bach stood. Saiida stood next to him and wore a beaming smile.

Bach made the simple, yet powerful announcement. “We’re engaged.”

The room exploded with elated vibes. Applause, laughter, and robust conversation were accented by hearty appetites being satisfied.

~~~
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“Three guesses who put the fucker up to it,” Bach said later as everyone languished at the table following the incredible meal.

“We can’t assume Haddad’s in this, B,” Mustafa played devil’s advocate.

“Did you talk to anyone other than him, Kieli?” Cafrey asked.

Kieli was already shaking her head. “I always got the impression that Les Raymond was his own boss.”

“Raymond?” Chisulo queried.

“Les Raymond. You know him?” Ali asked.

“Don’t think so,” Chisulo frowned, “but there’s...something-”

“Don’t suppose there’s a picture?” Bach asked,

“I’m having my security team review the footage,” Ali said. “We should have an image by this evening.”

“What do we do in the meantime?” Kam asked.

“Maybe reach out to Haddad?” Cafrey suggested. “Could be, all it’d take is for someone to make the first move.”

Mustafa had been holding Cafrey’s hand since they’d finished eating. Now, he squeezed it. “Haddad’s changed, love,” he said. “He’s not the guy we once knew.”

Chisulo snorted. “If we ever really knew him. Maybe the Haddad we’re dealing with now is the true version.”

“Should we bring our brothers into this now?” Kam asked Ali.

“They’re aware, sweet,” Ali said with a soft smile for his baby sister. He sighed. “They’re aware of the main bits- not with what’s happened between Kieli and this Raymond bloke. This would tip them over the edge. It’s hard enough holding them back from retaliating for what’s happened to you. Adding Kieli’s woes to the mix could make a bad situation worse.”

Heads nodded around the table. With no clear plan for moving forward, diners began to inch their chairs from the table. Some lingered along the perimeter of the big room to engage in private conversation while others took their leave.

Chisulo and Bach spoke quietly from their spot near the wall of windows. Ten minutes into the discussion, Chisulo nudged Bach’s arm and nodded toward a tall window. Outside, Mustafa and Cafrey strolled hand in hand along a tree-lined path. They had stopped and were now passionately kissing.

“When the hell did that happen?” Chisulo wondered.

Bach grunted out a laugh. “No idea, but it’s about damn time.”
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“Here you are,” Kam sang when she found Chisulo a couple of hours after breakfast. His legs were crossed at the ankles while he reclined against a beam in the barn hay loft.

“Sorry,” he tugged at a rolled cuff of the jean capris she sported with denim canvas shoes. “Thought this might be the safest place for me.”

“Mmm...for you or everyone else?”

Chisulo grinned. “Everyone currently on my bad side.”

“Ah...am I still one of those people?”

“You were never one of those people.”

“I’ve been frustrating you pretty badly.”

He smiled. “I haven’t been ‘frustrated pretty badly’ by you in quite a while. Frustrated, yes- frustrated pretty badly? No.”

“So there are levels?” Kam noted as she settled down next to him.

“There have to be where you’re concerned.”

Laughing, she swatted at his shoulder and head until he apologized amidst his own laughter.

“Why’d you say this is the safest place for you?” Kam asked after a while.

Chisulo looked up at the beams and rafters supporting the hay-strewn loft. Despite the wide open window at the end, the space managed to retain a comfortable warmth. “This was my safe space when I was a kid. The place I’d come when I...needed a minute, you know?”

Kam scrutinized the area cooly. “I got the impression you guys didn’t spend much time here.”

“That’s only been the case since our parents passed away. We shifters have long life spans, but we’re not immortal,” Chisulo mused.

Kam smirked. “In other words, a lot of years to visit this place with your family?”

“My parents loved to entertain,” the warmth of memories long passed, reflected on his face. “They were also very much in love and they gravitated toward others in love so...a lot of couples’ weekends, a lot of those couples had kids...”

“Sounds like fun- a madhouse, but fun,” she said.

“It was. My brothers ate it up. So did I. For a while and then...”

“The need hit for peace and quiet?” she guessed.

Chisulo nodded, stabbing a stalk of hay into a golden mound of the stuff. “Haddad was the only one who got that. Mus and Bach...they had their own rhythm by the time H came along so...he was on his own a lot. Then, by the time I came along...”

“His rhythm had developed,” Kam noted.

“Yeah, but H was cool- showed me the sunny side of being a loner which was a good thing since it was another six years before Rani and Kofi came along.” Propping elbows to raised knees, Chisulo ran his fingers through his hair.

“Haddad always understood the need for distance...now I know why.”

“Chisulo-”

“He understood it. I understood it. He’s betrayed the family and I-”

“Don’t you dare say it, Chisulo Nkosi!” Kam jabbed his shoulder with her finger. “You could never do that. You could never be the way he is.”

“How can you say that?” Chisulo shifted on the soft, warm hay to face her. “Have you forgotten the way I treated you when we first met? Like you were an object to fulfill every sexual fantasy I’ve ever had?”

“Chisulo...all that is a long way from betraying your family, from sending men to kill them- to kill the people they love all so you can get your hands on a serum that may or may not work- that may or may not exist.”

“I killed Rashid,” he quietly reminded her.

“Rashid gave you no choice,” she reminded him just as quietly. “He was going through... he wanted a way out- he found it through you.”

Chisulo had lost the desire to argue her valid points but made one last attempt. “I kidnapped you, tied you to a bed and...did things.”

Kam felt a slow heat beginning to settle beneath her skin. Those memories never failed to ignite the desire to find the nearest bed and push Chisulo Nkosi into it. “I liked those things,” she said.

“You didn’t at first. I terrified you at first.”

“Not..terrified. The way I remember it, I wanted to kill you.”

He remained stonily serious. “I took away your choice when I brought you into my house.”

“I was thrown from my horse, Chisulo.”

“And I stripped you and tied you to a bed.”

“We can go back and forth on this forever, you know?” she sighed. “I could remind you that I fell in love with you anyway, but then you’d just say I was suffering from some form of Stockholm Syndrome. However far you want to take our argument, though, you won’t get me to believe you’re anything like Haddad. I’ve seen him since the rest of you have. I looked into his eyes- saw the darkness-” she stopped, realizing too late that she should have reconsidered sharing the insight.

“Chisulo?”

“He’s dead when I see him.”

“He’s still your brother.”

“He’s already dead to me. This will just make it official.”

“Your other brothers may have something to say about that.”

“I’m sure they will.”

“There’s nothing I can say, is there?”

“No. Nothing you can say.”

She nodded curtly in reply. “I’ll leave you to bask in your stupidity, then.”

Kam tried pushing to her feet but didn’t get that far. With enviable reflexes, Chisulo snagged her wrist and squeezed until she straddled his lap.

“Why would you try to save him?” he demanded.

“He’s not the one I’m trying to save, idiot!” she strained against his hold. “Let go, dammit. I’ve lost patience with you and distance may be best.”

“I disagree,” he put her on her back.

Her brown eyes spewed molten fire. “What was it you said about taking away my choice?’

“What was it you said about liking it?” he didn’t wait for her answer and brought his mouth down hard on hers.

Kam didn’t bother resisting. He had disarmed her the moment his tongue stroked hers. Moans trembled past her lips, while his own suckled her tongue eagerly before resuming its famished thrusts. The kiss, perfect, ravenous, insatiable took her mind off everything including the deliberate manner in which Chisulo stripped her. She only realized she was missing every stitch when she sensed the cool air sweeping her skin. 

Chisulo chose not to disrobe, He had, however, freed what was most essential by the time he next reclined against the beam. His arms snaked around Kam’s bare body and he hauled her back to reverse straddle him. Her choked cry hit the crisp air when the wide, stiff erection filled her. She grabbed fistfuls of hay and threw back her head while he directed her hips. He was still dressed in the gray fleece sweats and rugged hiking boots. The fact sent a wave of decadence coursing through her like sweet, warm syrup.

Kam shivered delightedly each time Chisulo’s fierce grip flexed on her hips as he worked her over his stiff cock. Chisulo pressed his head firmly against the beam and winced as pleasure lanced him. Coming was the last thing he wanted just then, but fuck...she was tight. How the hell could that be as often as he was balls deep inside her? His dick was smeared with her cream, stark white against his onyx shaft. The sight tipped his hormones into chaos. He leaned forward just a bit, one hand sliding from her hip to curve around her waist and descending until his fingers grazed her mound. Lower they journeyed until he was stroking her clit.

The act robbed Kam of her breath until she was panting and lowering herself onto the fragrant hay. Chisulo pressed a hand between her shoulder blades and applied slight pressure. His devilish middle finger still at her clit, intensified the sensual revolutions it made around the extra sensitive nub. She moaned into the hay, her muscles feverishly squeezing his cock as she welcomed imminent orgasm. Chisulo denied her that as well.

“Not just yet,” he spoke with silky assurance and deprived her of his sex to reposition them.

Kam found herself clutching the beam Chisulo had just deserted. She wasn’t preoccupied with her change in circumstance for long. Chisulo shoved down his pants and made quick and sultry work of reclaiming what was his. One hand resumed its place, smothering her hip as the other tipped back her head, angling it to receive his kiss.

Kam looped her arm around his neck and let her fingers get lost in his hair. She massaged his scalp with added vigor when his free hand cupped her breast. He squeezed and weighed one of the generous swells before his thumb flicked and rubbed the nipple. She restarted her frantic squeeze and release of his cock. This time, Chisulo didn’t deny her the joy of the orgasm that was eager to slake her passion. He gave into the rich sensations as well, hiding his face in the fragrant tresses cascading past her shoulders.

Climax ensnared Kam and she shuddered in a devastating fashion as come oozed abundantly down her thigh. Chisulo muttered lurid curses into the crook of her neck as he ruthlessly pumped her tight, saturated sheath. Moments later, he was exploding, his release mingled with hers to further dampen her thighs. Heavy sighs and the occasional moan, charged the air even as the lovers lazily drifted from their high.

––––––––
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An easy smile held Chisulo’s mouth as he relaxed on the well-used beam. Kam dozed next to him, face down in the soft hay. His smile defined. He could have helped her back into her clothes but preferred draping them over her naked form while she slumbered.

She was sure to awaken pissed with him about the plans he had for his brother. He didn’t like those plans any more than she did. Sadly, he could see no other way to ensure Haddad wouldn’t be a constant threat to their lives. He reached over to toy with the locks of hair tousled over her head. He loved her all the more for her certainty that he was nothing like his older brother. 

Still, he was a Nkosi. Giving up wasn’t something they did. Haddad would never cease his quest for the formula. Unlike the rest of them, he had nothing more in his life to be devoted to. Chisulo knew what the love of a good woman had the power to do. Would he prevent his brother from ever knowing such a blessing?

Jaw tightening, he mercilessly shoved aside the idea. Haddad made his bed most irrevocably when he threw in with Julien Dwele to kidnap Kam. For all they knew, Dwele’s payroll probably included the likes of Les Raym-

“Shit,” Chisulo squeezed his eyes shut as reality struck.

Carefully, he eased away from Kam. Using her disarrayed clothing, he took care to tuck her in as best he could without waking her. She was sure to be doubly pissed with him for leaving her in such a state. Chisulo left the barn, his mind on finding his brothers. 

That task and all others, fled his mind. It got lost behind a wall of red when he saw the man leaving the gray Acura parked outside the main entrance to the house. Fists clenched, he cut a quick path across the lawn.

No one in the group, that included Bach and Saiida, noticed him approaching until it was too late. One well-aimed blow left Dr. Maxwell Davis unconscious on the driveway.
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“He’s here to help.”

“Himself, B? Yeah, I bet he is.”

“Chisulo, we think he can help Kam,” Saiida put in softly once Bach had thrown up his hands in annoyance. She was applying a salve to the doctor’s bloodied and bruised face. 

Chisulo didn’t appear at all guilty. He continued to glare at the man as though he were eager for another chance to land a blow.

“Sy read some of the doctor’s work,” Bach explained. “She thinks he could have some insight to offer.”

“Insight,” Chisulo let the word rest flatly on the air.

“Keep your distance, C. Let Sy and Dr. Davis handle this.”

“With Kam.”

Chisulo’s observation earned him a groan from his brother.

“If we can find answers for Kam and stop this from happening on a much larger and gruesome scale, shouldn’t we try whatever we can?”

The quiet, calm delivery of Saiida’s query, took Chisulo’s temper down several degrees. He needed only a second to acknowledge the obvious and nodded.

“I’m sorry, Saiida,” he said.

She smiled. “That’s lovely, but I’m not the one you hit.”

Bach chuckled while his brother bristled and rolled his eyes toward Davis.

“Would you be kind enough to tell that to our guest when he’s conscious?” Chisulo asked.

***
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News of Max Davis’ arrival, swept through the house like a tidal wave. Bach found himself working as a peacemaker once again, trying to soothe the tempers of Mustafa and Ali Okonkwo. Bach wasn’t a Davis fan either and wondered how he got saddled with being the cooler head. For Saiida’s and Kam’s sakes, he did his best. 

––––––––
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“So you know this guy?” Mustafa asked later when he and Bach joined Chisulo in the reading room on the basement level. They were still waiting on Ali to arrive.

Chisulo cleared his throat. “He’s not an old friend, but the similarity in the name is too much of a coincidence.”

“Sure this isn’t your frustration talking, C?” Bach asked. 

“This was on my mind before I saw Davis. I was on my way to find you and Mus when I saw you and Saiida rolling out the red carpet for that son of a bitch Davis.”

“Bach, what’s Saiida hoping he can tell us?” Mustafa asked.

“No idea,” Bach leaned back his head and sighed. “I think she sees my eyes glazing over when she tries to explain it.”

“Not to change the subject,” Chisulo said once their much needed laughter had eased, “B and I saw something pretty interesting this morning.”

“Mmm, that’s right,” Bach chimed in, “interesting and long overdue.”

Mustafa only shrugged.

“Our big brother enjoying a moment with a very special lady,” Chisulo clarified.

Mustafa frowned. “What do you mean, long overdue?”

“Come on, man,” Bach laughed, “did you think no one ever noticed how gone you’ve been over Cafrey since...forever?”

“Is she the one, Mus?”

Mustafa nodded. “Yeah, C. She is.”

“Do you guys think H could’ve seen things our way if he’d had other things to focus on?” Chisulo asked once silence had returned to the room for a time.

“Other things?” Mustafa queried.

“A woman to love,” Chisulo said.

Mustafa and Bach laughed.

“From what I know, H has had lots of women to love,” Bach said.

Chisulo wasn’t amused. “I’m asking for a reason here.”

Bach and Mustafa came down off their humor.

“The love of a woman is a powerful thing,” Bach said.

“So is the love of money- power,” Chisulo argued. “We’ve always been on top in that regard,” he continued, “with this serum, the Okonkwo...they’re a powerhouse in their own right, but the serum... it could push them right on past us.”

“Fear,” Bach said.

Chisulo nodded. “Another potent thing. He’s not going to stop. He’s not going to stop coming after it. I won’t have Kam living with that kind of uncertainty.”

Mustafa inclined his head. “C-”

“You still want him dead,” Bach finished.

“He’s our brother, C,” Mustafa said. “No matter what he’s become, he’s our brother.”

“Kam, Saiida, Cafrey. He’d kill them if they stood between him and that serum,” Chisulo saw the horror his stony observation put on his brother’s faces.

“I don’t want this,” Chisulo sighed. “If you have a way to talk him off this path, I’m all for it.”

The men stood in silent contemplation and remained there until a quick knock landed on the door. A moment later, Ali looked in.

“Am I still invited to this meeting?”

Easy smiles emerged between the brothers. Each welcomed the intrusion on the tense moment. Chisulo waved Ali inside and Ali waved the folder he carried.

“My security team came through with the image,” Ali announced, extracting an 8x11 sheet. “Does Les Raymond look familiar?”

Chisulo studied the photo and turned it to his brothers. “Gentleman, I give you Lesotho Raymu.”

***
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“Kam.” Max Davis stood. Carefully, he set aside the steaming cup of Colombian Roast Saiida had just handed him.

Kam remained where she stood in the parlor doorway. “I’d hit you, but I understand that part of the greeting has already been handled,” she said.

“Yeah,” Max winced while gingerly patting his jaw and cheek. “I get the feeling there’s still more to come there.”

“Don’t worry over that, Max. You’re safe here,” Saiida said with a quick look to her cousin. “Right Kam? Kam?”

Kam didn’t look convinced. “If you say so.”

“Kam.”

“It’s alright, Saiida,” Max raised a staying hand and then looked to his old friend with eyes full of pleading and regret. “Kam, I’m so sorry and I know those words mean nothing to you and...you’re right to feel that way but my words...my words are true. I let greed and ambition cloud what was right and decent. I-I never expect you to forgive me for handing you over to The Safari but I’ll spend my life trying to do what I can to atone for it.”

Kam remained silent, though her expression was a bit less rigid.

“Thank you, Max,” Saiida put in. “Your apology is appreciated, but no one expects you to devote your entire life to atoning. At some point, you have to let it go. Right, Kam?”

Kam forced a nod. “Right.”

“Besides,” Saiida continued, “the blame doesn’t all belong to you. You can atone by helping us now.”

“I only ever met with Dwele and his people in Black River. Once at a compound in...Zambia?” Max closed his eyes as if trying to lock in on specifics. “They kept me blindfolded from the landing field to the interior and back.”

“We understand, Max. What we’re dealing with right now is something else- more um... delicate?” Saiida winced. 

“Delicate,” Max winced a little as well.

“This goes to the heart of your work, Dr. Davis.”

“M-my work?” Intrigued filtered Max’s expression.

Saiida nodded. “I think it can help me find an explanation for what’s happening with Kam.”

Again, Max’s eyes sought out Kam. “Whatever I can do. Um,” he shook his head suddenly, “My work, though, Dr. Okonkwo, I-I work with birds.”

“Yes. Yes, I read Nest Tactics.” Saiida shared.

Max sat. “I don’t understand,” his voice was hushed. “What’s this got to do with Kam?”

“Perhaps nothing,” Saiida let her hands fall to her sides, “but what I read in your book is perhaps the closest I’ve come to an explanation for what may be happening to my cousin.”

Now, Kam sat as well. Her expression was as curious as Max’s.

“What is happening?” Max inquired slowly.

“I must first stress the need for total discretion,” Saiida urged.

“Of cour-”

“Total discretion, doctor. What I’m about to tell you is known only to those in this house and it could get Kam killed.”

Horror widened Max’s eyes to twice their size behind the round lenses of the glasses that bore several scratches in the wake of his run-in with Chisulo. “What happened?” his voice was steady despite the terror-filled look. The look meshed with disbelief as Saiida shared details of the Jamaica attack.

“But that-th-that’s impossible,” Max breathed when Saiida had finished speaking.

“I wish,” Kam’s voice shook on the admission.

“How?” Max asked.

“Dr. Davis,” Saiida said. “That’s what I’m hoping you can help me figure out.”

***
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Zambia, Africa~

“How did you get these?”

Lesotho Raymu wanted to expose the satisfied smile that was desperate to break through on his face. He dared not. Smiling in the presence of such men; unless something was said they deemed worthy of humor, could get one killed.

Before Raymu could answer Deke Obu’s question, the other man in the room chimed in with a question of his own.

“Why do you have these?”

Lesotho knew this man all too well. Smiling-or not smiling-was of little importance. If Haddad Nkosi didn’t like his answer, he was dead or as good as. Instinct, had his back straightening. Fear, had him clearing his throat to postpone speaking for as long as he could. Thankfully, his voice was level when he did reply.

“Something seemed...off. When I saw the um...lion’s paw. Something just felt off about sweeping it away like-”

“The trash,” Haddad finished.

“Y-yes, Sir,” Lesotho added a weak nod as Haddad Nkosi began to pace the perimeter of the paneled study.

“Thank you or coming forward, Raymu,” Obu was saying as he gestured to the photos of the Black River crime scene. “So far,” Obu continued, “you’ve told us things we already know. What don’t we know?”

Again, Lesotho hesitated- a good thing too. It was on the tip of his tongue to remind the men that they’d yet to tell him if their gratitude would result in a monetary reward. Are you that eager to dig your own grave, Otho? He asked himself.

“I was first to arrive that night with my partner Penza. Mr. Chisulo didn’t want a lot of traffic on the scene, but he wanted the clean up done quickly. He knew it would take more than just the two of us. It was Penza’s job- he only called me in after he spoke with Mr. Chisulo. I knew he was involved with the Okonkwo woman. The uh...the bodies um...the pictures don’t show the half of it. Parts were everywhere, blood-everything...your brother’s girlfriend, Sir- Miss Okonkwo, she...”

“What about her?” Haddad pressed.

“The mess,” Raymu rubbed shaking fingers over his mouth. “It was all but dripping from the walls and-well, I-I mean-”

“Christ man, spit it out!” Haddad snapped.

“He was just so clean, Sir!”

Haddad’s fury cleared. Obu even seemed taken aback. Clearly, neither man had expected that response.

“Clean,” Obu said.

“Apologies, Sirs. I-I don’t know why I noticed it. He would’ve had time to clean up before we got there, but I doubt he would’ve done so while the lady...it’s just that, she um...she was covered in it, Sirs.”

Haddad advanced slowly. “What are you saying, Raymu?”

“She was a mess, Sir. Clothes splattered-her hair, her face...I couldn’t understand why Mr. C would leave her in such a state.”

“Lesotho,” Obu moved closer then, “what else did you see-hear?”

“Mr. C, Mr. C was on the phone when we got there,” Raymu frowned in concentration. “I don’t know to who, but it sounded like he was making arrangements to leave. I heard him mention a jet.”

“To where?” Haddad demanded.

“I don’t know, Sir. I heard him say no to whatever the other person said. Then, he told them...it was too big for just the two of them- he said...’yes, that’s true’- that she would need her family there especially...Sy...Saiida. He said they’d need her help more than ever now.”

“Gods,” Obu sighed as though sudden realization had struck.

“It was her,” Haddad gave voice to the silent suspicions circling the room panneled with honey brown wood. “Did my brother say where they were heading?”

Raymu rubbed at his jaw and resumed his intense concentration. He then looked to Haddad with woeful eyes and shook his head. “Apologies, Sir. Mr. C just told the other person...if it...came to that they’d sleep in the cottage.”

Haddad went deathly still. “I know where they are,” he said.
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“You’re still here.”

Chisulo turned from his pensive study of the estate beyond the windows of his room. He found Kam in his doorway. 

She leaned on the frame. “I thought you would have moved back into our suite by now, or are you too afraid to face your punishment?”

Chisulo appeared unbothered. “Are you talking about that tap I gave your friend? It’s not my fault the man’s got a weak jaw.”

Pursing her lips, Kam shook her head. “If it matters, he’s seeing someone. They were about to leave on a weekend getaway when he got Saiida’s call.”

Still unimpressed, Chisulo only rolled his eyes. 

“Actually,” Kam sighed, “I was referring to the way you left me alone and naked in a barn loft this afternoon.”

“Now that I’ll apologize for,” he left his post by the windows to meet her at the door. His hands spanned her waist and he pulled her to him. “No man with half a brain would leave you naked and alone.”

“Is that all the apology I can expect?”

Chisulo grimaced. “Unfortunately, yes. For now. There’s something you need to know,” he pulled her into the room, closed the door and led her to the small living area.

Suspicion clouded Kam’s eyes now. “Has Max done something wrong again?”

“Well, he’s breathing, but that’s beside the point,” he added when she thumped his shoulder. “I’m afraid this is many shades worse than Max Davis.”

Kam curled up on a black loveseat. “What’s happened?”

“I know the man who’s been threatening your brother’s assistant. He gave her a fake name and not a very good one.”

“Who is he?”

“His name is Lesotho Raymu. He’s part of a cleaning squad we employ.”

Kam was rigid. “When you say...cleaning squad, you don’t mean mopping floors, do you?”

“There’s mopping involved,” Chisulo settled before her on the coffeetable. “A floor caked with kitchen grease really wouldn’t qualify for our service, though.”

“I see,” Kam inhaled deeply, “Is Kieli in danger? Is this guy coming after her?”

“He wouldn’t dare now that Ali and the rest of us know what he’s up to. Doesn’t mean he isn’t still a threat. Raymu is an opportunist of the highest order. Get rich quick schemes were his thing- he was always chatting up his coworkers about one scam or another.”

“And the serum was his latest scam,” Kam said.

“Latest. Not his last.” Chisulo added.

“What do you know, Chisulo?”

“Nothing concrete,” he leaned in to smooth his hands over her thighs. “I doubt Raymu would let anything of value go unused. Information is one of those things.”

“Information.”

“He was there that night, love. He was part of the team I sent to clean your place in Black River. I can’t be certain, but there’s a strong chance he’ll suspect you were the one who killed our intruders.”

“But do you think anyone would believe I did that when you were right there?”

“Probably not, but I also think there’s a strong chance he overheard the call I made to Bach about coming here and needing Saiida to join us. With what he heard and saw, he could piece together a valid and... quite valuable story.”

“Quite valuable,” Kam closed her eyes, “to your brother, you mean?”

“Haddad would’ve paid handsomely for that info,” a muscle danced vibrantly in Chisulo’s cheek as he studied his fists.

“Guess you’re not having second thoughts on how to deal with him.”

Pain lurked in Chisulo’s brooding gaze. “I don’t want to kill my brother. It’s one of the last things I want, but having him take you from me is the very last thing I want. Right now I can’t see another way to keep that from happening.”

“Chisulo,” she scooted closer, pressing her hand to his cheek, “I understand.”

He kissed her palm. “Am I off the hook for being punished?”

“Something tells me you’re not eager to be off the hook. I think you’re only still here in this suite because you don’t want to make room for Max in the house.”

The muscle in his cheek flexed anew. “You know me too well. So where is the cocksu- the guy staying?”

“Relax,” she smiled lazily. “He’s at the B&B in town.”

“Yikes. You didn’t have to stick him all the way out there.”

“I think he was happy to go- something about the hospitality here.”

Chisulo rolled his eyes. “I’m sure Saiida’s not that bad.”

Kam laughed, shoved at his shin with her foot. Chisulo grabbed on, held it as though it were a precious jewel.

“I’m sorry for the barn,” he said.

She shrugged. “I know you well enough to know you prefer me out of my clothes.”

“That’s not what I mean, Kam. What I said to you, throwing it back in your face about liking it when I took away your choice.”

“Oh Chisel, I know you didn’t mean-”

“I shouldn’t have said it. That’s not how I want to be with you,” apology outlined his striking features now. “I know that’s how I started out. I’ve been a real ass and I’d like to not be one as the future rolls on.”

Kam scooted closer until she was cupping his face in her hands. Her thumbs brushed the onyx whiskers, adoring their subtle sheen. “That sounds like a fine goal,” playfulness came to her eyes. “Does this new leaf you’re turning over mean you won’t be taking advantage of having me at your mercy in this suite?”

“Oh Miss Okonkwo,” a thoughtful look came to the sinfully alluring face then, “of course it doesn’t,” he stood with her in his arms.

Kam had time for a few seconds of husky laughter before her mouth was otherwise engaged.

––––––––
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“The serum- it was a labor of love, wasn’t it?” Max asked Saiida.

They had settled in on opposite sides of the reading room, each engrossed with material they’d studied for well over an hour. Max had set aside the research he’d been reviewing. Saiida had opened her lab and studies to him and urged him to share his observations and criticisms.

Saiida turned her book face down on the thick burgundy afghan covering the long sofa she occupied. “Rashid always envied Kam for not being able to shift. He was the only one I knew who never considered it an honor. He couldn’t control it, you see? I think the rest of the family thought it was just a phase and that he’d learn how in time. He never did, though. He was terrified that by not being able to control it, he might seriously hurt someone one day.”

“He confided in you?” Max asked.

Saiida offered a half smile. “We were close to the same age. Rashid, Kam and I. Rashid didn’t want Ali and the others to think he was weak. When I discovered my love for chemistry- the way certain elements could work together and create something more wondrous...I wondered if I could create something to help him.

I was new to the field-rather naive, I suppose. I didn’t think of how interested others might be in this- in my formula...I shared my early theories with colleagues whom I hoped would share their wisdom.”

“And your trust was repaid with greed,” Max finished.

Saiida smiled to confirm. “Everything stalled after a while, anyway. I couldn’t stabilize the formula. Thinking Kam could be the answer, was just a shot in the dark.”

“Did you mention Kam to your colleagues while sharing your theories?”

Saiida shrugged. “I’m sure I did.”

“Something in my book got your attention and you’re waiting for me to zero in on it,” he guessed.

Her smiled turned grim. “If you discover what I have without being influenced, maybe what I’m thinking isn’t so far-feteched after all.”

“Part of me thinks you’ve already found confirmation that it’s not,” Max mused as his gaze came to rest on the copy of his book Nest Tactics. “That colorful assortment of sticky notes marking all those pages is a pretty good clue. Are Kam and Chisulo thinking of staying on in Jamaica?” he asked.

Saiida straightened on the sofa and frowned at the topic shift. “I think so,” she watched Max stroking his jaw as he stood to walk the room.

“And you say she’s not pregnant?”

Saiida confirmed with a quick head shake. “I’ve run the tests several times. There was no sign of the HCG hormone. Max? What is it?”

He had resumed his pacing and Saiida was nearly perched on the edge of the sofa. “Max?” Desperation hugged her voice and expression.

After several moments, Max’s steps slowed and he turned to face her. “I may have a far-fetched theory of my own.”
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Dr. Max Davis had been in residence for ten days. During that time, he and Saiida were thick as thieves. They used every opportunity to pour over books and other research materials. Kam had provided samples of her blood to be analyzed which Max and Saiida did at length during their long hours inside the lab.

Meanwhile, Mustafa and Chisulo observed their brother closely. Both prayed Bach wouldn’t take issue with the doctor for occupying too much of his fiancée’s time.

No such issues were taken. Everyone, Bach included, understood the importance of what the scientists were absorbed in. Still, the others may have taken serious issue had they known Max and Saiida had drawn another colleague into their research. The two were of course, ready to defend that decision. They believed the insights of this particular scientist to be a determining factor in what they were hoping to prove. In what they were hoping to create.

Regardless of their passion for the task at hand, Max and Saiida recognized the need for rest. Besides, their research demanded it. The doctors had sent a several samples to their colleague for testing. Now, waiting was all that was left.
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Waiting was easier said than done. The passing days saddled everyone with worry and anticipation over what the test results would show. Max and Saiida were powerfully cagey about their work. Understandable, but it was driving their housemates mad with tension.

The Nkosi brothers along with their new friend Ali Okonkwo, opted for a night out on the estate. The property gave them more than enough space and privacy to shift and roam the area as the massive big cats they were.

Not to be outdone, the girls enjoyed an outing of their own. Cafrey and Saiida shifted into their respective white lioness and silver-gray tigress forms while Kam and Kieli looked on from the pallet they shared beneath the leafy branches of a moonlit tree.

“Where’s Dr. Davis tonight?” Kieli asked, smiling when Kam laughed.

“He decided to do his relaxing in town,” Kam said. “Doubtful he’d get any with the sounds of two-ton lions and tigers growling in the distance.”

“You shouldn’t laugh,” Kieli playfully chastised. “That’s not something one gets used to overnight.”

“But it can be done,” Kam regarded the other woman thoughtfully, “How did Ali tell you about our family? I’ve never thought to ask.”

“Oh...” Kieli sighed, her eyes skyward. “You know Ali...he had me read all these books about tiger culture.”

Kam laughed again. “That’s my big brother, alright. Very careful with the women in his life.”

Kieli looked taken aback. “I never thought of myself as one of those. I couldn’t have asked for a more respectful boss than Ali, even though...”

“What?” Kam pressed.

Kieli shook her head. “It’s silly.”

“Now you’ve got to tell me.”

It was Kieli’s turn to laugh. “Men who look like Ali Okonkwo can have anyone. It’s not always in their nature to be considerate of others. I guess they feel they don’t have to be when others fall all over themselves to give them whatever they want.”

“True.” Kam nodded, “and despite how annoying they can be, my brothers never seemed to be stuck on themselves- maybe that’s just my take on it. I know my father raised them all to be leaders and leaders never put their needs above those they’re in charge of.”

“Ali learned that lesson well,” Kieli said.

“You can trust him, Kieli,” Kam said.

“I know. I’ve always known it.”

“Kieli what I meant is, you can trust him with your heart.”

Kieli’s lashes began to flutter madly. “Am I that obvious around him?” she gushed.

Kam grinned then laughed smugly. “You’re not as obvious as he is, but you’re both pretty pitiful at not wearing your emotions on your sleeves.”

An element of wonder was reflected in Kieli’s light eyes. “You say that like we’ve been obvious for a long time?”

Now, Kam’s laughter was vibrant on the night air. “We’ve all seen it for years. It’s great that the two of you are finally seeing it.”

Kieli’s expression appeared to dampen. “All it took was some blackmailing nutjob to get us to wise up.”

“None of this is your fault, Kieli.”

“Thank you, Kam,” Kieli extended her hand, smiling when the offer was accepted. “This place is incredible,” she sighed once they’d held hands for a moment.

“Yeah,” Kam smiled out at the night scenery. “Never thought I could think of anywhere besides Black River as home, but being here...part of me never wants to leave.”

They enjoyed the landscape for a time before finding themselves engaged in the odd experience of being pummelled by their companions- their feline companions. Kam and Kieli laughed like giddy schoolgirls while Saiida and Cafrey used their big heads to nudge and tickle their stomachs. The tigress and lioness purred almost as loudly as Kam and Kieli laughed. It was enjoyment at its finest and took some time before Kam and Kieli noticed the feline purring had become low, menacing growls.

“What is it?” Kam called when Saiida and Cafrey left them to face a shelf of high, dense foliage clustered several yards away.

“Kam?” Kieli questioned, but her friend was fixed on the foliage as well. Kam’s profile was as sharp as the two great cats beside her. “Kam-”

“Quiet.” Kam ordered.

The command held a rugged, guttural edge that made Kieli shrink back with a reflexive swiftness. It was Kam’s voice and yet...it wasn’t. Questions swelled inside Kieli’s mind along with a rising wave of panic. Still, she obeyed the directive and kept her mouth shut. Kam was speaking again and there was no doubt in Kieli’s mind that the woman’s voice was distinctly different.

“When this gets started, you run. We’re not alone. It’s not the guys.”

Kieli risked speaking. “How do you know?” she whispered.

“I can smell them,” Kam said with the slightest tilt of her head. “The path to the house is clear. You should reach it with no trouble. You get inside, lock the door and call security. Understood? Kieli!”

“Y-yes. Yes.” Kieli tried, failed to keep her voice from trembling.

With their focus still on the distant foliage, Cafrey and Saiida began to advance. Their large paws soundlessly padded the fragrant grass. Kieli returned to obeying her orders to be silent, but that didn’t stop her from mouthing Kam’s name-begging her to wait. She doubted Kam would have stopped even if she’d heard her. The woman advanced with the same steely confidence as the female lion and tiger some five feet ahead of them. What were they moving toward? Kieli wondered.

She had seen nothing, heard nothing...smelled nothing. Of course, she didn’t have Cafrey’s and Saiida’s heightened senses. And Kam? What was beckoning her on?

Kieli waited, fists clenched in fear rather than the expectation of the battle Cafrey, Saiida and Kam seemed primed for. The landscape appeared as serene as ever and yet, a gloom now resided.

When this gets started, Kam had said. There was no time to question yet again what that meant. A lethal roar charged the air and Kieli didn’t know whether the sound registered from among her powerful companions or their unwanted guests. 

There was no time to consider that question either. The initial roar was followed by another and soon the evening air surged with the grizzly hum of animalistic promise. Kieli’s eyes widened, fear overwhelmed her to the point that she couldn’t even clench her fists in panic. The placid foliage now shook violently as shapes emerged. Despite the moonlight, those shapes were still heavily enveloped in shadow. It didn’t matter, Kieli had seen enough big cats up close to recognize one even from a shadowy distance.

Cafrey and Saiida didn’t wait on an invitation to the impending dance but charged full-on toward their host of intruders. Roars, growls and screeches intermingled as claws and fangs sank deep to inflict damage. Clearly, the combatants weren’t prepared for such a barrage of unorthodox attack styles.

Kieli was in a state of wonder as well, watching Cafrey and Saiida close in on quarry. Each advanced from opposing sides with a speed and ferocity that enabled them to inflict wounds rendering a number of their adversaries useless. It was quite a display. Still, the dark elegance of the warring felines wasn’t quite as riveting as what Kam exuded.

Kieli had not been apprised of all the details surrounding the serum- least of all how Kam factored into its creation. As she stood now, watching the woman literally slay one charging cat after another, she understood. This was what all the uproar-pun intended- was about. How could it not be about this? This extraordinarily lethal display of power and agility.

Kam didn’t escape her attackers unscathed. Yet, the bites and scratches she endured appeared to have no lasting effect. If anything, the wounds seemed to galvanize her into greater ferocity.

Kieli noticed some of the assailants trying to shift back to human form as if that would enable to them to stand a better chance against the woman who brutalized them. It was a useless endeavor. Many of those attempting change, suffered mortal wounds in the midst. Kam, Cafrey and Saiida were all awash in blood and gore. It was Kam who looked the most terrifying when she turned and somehow found Kieli amid the horrific scene.

“Run!” she roared, her voice seeming to echo through the chaos.

Kieli struggled to breathe. Her chest heaved incessantly but she was otherwise unable to move.

“Kieli, run-!”

“Kam!” Kieli screamed, looking on in terror as the woman was taken down by a swarm of big cats. Energized by fear and grief now, Kieli bolted for the path back to the house. She managed a swift pace for the most part, though momentum and the unsteady path caused her to lose her balance several times. She saw the house, inviting with its illumination of lights beaming golden past the windows and into the night. The sight filled her with a sense of security and motivated her to reach it. She didn’t notice the man/beast behind her on the path. She’d reached the expansive courtyard a few feet from the broad patio when a half snarl/ half grunt registered in her ears.

Kieli whirled, terror resurging at the sight of her pursuer transitioning from panther to human. She screamed and increased her pace which caused her to stumble on the uneven gray cobblestones lining the courtyard’s circular walkway.

She screamed again, now flat on her ass and at her attacker’s mercy. The...man was still in the midst of his shift. To Kieli, the phenomenon looked beyond painful. Despite her horror, a strange sense of wonder took hold as she observed.

“See something you like, lovely?” Its garbled voice inquired before the words rolled into a terrible laugh that meshed with Kieli’s scream.
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The night hadn’t been about hunting, certainly not about talking. There was a great benefit to the practice of simply being one with nature.

Chisulo, Mustafa, Bach, and Ali began their adventure just as the sun set that afternoon. They were a majestic sight- the three massive lions and one equally massive tiger. Not long after they set out, the landscape became awash in moonlight. It illuminated the path they cut across the landscape.

The outing was an invigorating one. The night was growing cold, but the chilly air in their lungs and the earth beneath their paws made the journey more rewarding. Infrequently, they wandered and then lazed about stopping by the lake at various points to take in the fresh, cool water.

The stroll led them to the cottage where fresh clothing awaited them. The men had planned to spend the night there after shifting back to their human forms. Ali was first to notice the lamplight glowing from the few windows adorning the cozy construction. Tufts of smoke left the chimney top and encouraged a rich purr from Ali’s immense chest.

His companions took in the sight and reacted in a similar fashion. Their women had obviously changed their minds about joining them. The plan was to meet back at the house for breakfast the next morning. This new arrangement was a welcome one indeed. The males took a little longer to relax and roll about in the cool grass, enjoying the brilliant star-lit sky. Then, it was off to the cottage where a long night of laughter and conversation awaited them. Throaty purrs began to liven the air while the sleek quartet padded toward the cottage.

The sound of a lethal growl seemed out of place among the calm. Chisulo’s companions each looked his way when they heard him. Though their feline countenances did not reveal it, they were all confused.

The confusion was momentary. As one, the three big cats looked toward the distant cottage. Their nostrils flared imperceptibly at first, and then with greater rigor. Now, their low growls joined with Chisulo’s. They didn’t bound toward the cottage, however. Instead, they launched a reconnoiter of the area. With their great heads bowed, they scrutinized the land, focused on sniffing out the intruders among them. Who they were was an easy guess. How many and where they had ventured to on the estate, were the lingering questions.

Concern for the females was at its height, but the males knew they could not allow those concerns to cause them to lose sight of the present situation-a situation that was growing more dismal. The quartet knew they were vastly outnumbered. One by one, shadows began to emerge from the dense brush and foliage. They brought with them a medley of growls and soon the night air hummed with fierce promise.

Chisulo was the first to lose patience with the quiet threats. He released a thunderous roar that forced many of the shadowy figures to retreat. His counterparts chimed in with thunderous roars of their own. Words were unnecessary- the roars sent an unmistakable message to the cat who had yet to make an appearance. The shadowy figures had yet to launch an attack. Clearly, they were awaiting instructions from their leader as well.

The cottage door opened. Its glossy pine finish caught the glint of moonlight. Haddad Nkosi appeared, fists to hips as he glared into the night.

“Evening brothers,” the greeting dripped with disdain. “And a surprise guest,” he added, noticing Ali among them. “This should be cause for celebration. Unfortunately, my brothers now think with the head on their dick instead of the one on their shoulders.”

A chorus of growls replied to Haddad’s observations.

“So it’s come down to this, has it?!” Haddad raged. “You turn your backs on our plans- plans we all agreed on and now have the gall to stand there snarling at me?! You don’t deserve the Nkosi name!”

Mustafa roared in defiance. The sound harbored an earth-shaking effect that had Haddad’s feline associates retreating. 

“Stand your ground!” Haddad commanded the spooked beasts. “We outnumber these traitors three to one!”

The assortment of big cats; soldiers for The Safari, didn’t seem reassured by those odds. Another set of roars exploded from Bach and Ali, both harboring the same earth-shaking effect as Mustafa. As one, the felines charged. Fangs and claws on full display.

Chisulo, Mustafa, Bach, and Ali powered into their opponents ruthlessly. The numbers Haddad boasted, dwindled in short order. Soon, the land was littered with the dead or dying. Chisulo had his sights set on Haddad, but his brother had chosen his...people well. Despite the losses they suffered, they still created a formidable wall of defense before the cottage and shielded Haddad from attack. Chisulo saw the man disappear inside the structure and knew he would escape through the rear door. Newly enraged, he sank gored fangs into the lifeless body beneath his paw, ripping out its jugular before tearing into his next opponent.
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The dagger sharp nails of a gnarled hand were in swift pursuit of Kieli’s face. It never occurred to her to retreat. Fear held her in an inescapable embrace. She was immovable and still her mind raced with an unending string of thought. It wasn’t as some said, that one’s life flashed in the final moments. For Kieli, it was all much simpler-more meaningful. She saw all that she wanted- everything she wasn’t ready to lose. It had always been Ali Okonkwo. Since he had been in her life, no other man stood a chance. Now, she would never know what a chance with him could have been like. Resigned to her fate, she closed her eyes and waited for the end.

“Julien!”

The promised savagery never arrived. A horrifying, yet impossibly familiar voice filled Kieli’s ears and a musky breeze brushed her cheek. She risked opening her eyes and saw that her menacing pursuer had turned his back on her to face down another threat. “K-Kam?” she breathed in awe and disbelief.

Kam looked like some kind of avenging angel. A blood-smeared, sweat-drenched avenging angel. Despite the relief now whizzing through Kieli’s veins, she didn’t dare move. Not in a million years would she expect Kam to hurt her, but the fearsome woman in her sights now looked nothing like the Kamili Tamu Okonkwo she knew. The woman in her sights, was the image of a monster. 

“Kam...” Julien Dwele- Deke Obu had regained his normal speaking voice. “We meet again and I must say you’re looking a lot more...ferocious these days.”

“And you, Julien?” Kam sneered from where she stood some ten feet away. “You’re looking as weak as you ever have.”

The man was poised for attack, freezing when Kam adopted her own attack stance. He chuckled, though wariness still hugged his assessing gaze. “You’ve changed, Kam.”

“Mmm...and we’ve already confirmed that you haven’t,” she beckoned him with a smile. “Let’s finish this, Julien,” she urged. “You take me down, you get my blood. That’s what it’s always been about, right? The supposed super serum my blood is the key to?”

“Supposed?” Dwele probed. “My lovely Kam, there is no supposing in this. Not after tonight. Not after what we’ve seen you do. How can you not see the beauty in this- all we could accomplish with this work of brilliance?”

“Accomplish? You mean building some army that will get-” she paused to regard his nude form below the waist, “little Julien his very own crown?”

“Who are you to lecture me?” he spat. “You? A princess of the ruling class. The rest of us bow to your will- taking your scraps and your shit!”

Kam favored Dwele with a bold smile, her teeth blindingly white on her bloody face as the silvery light drenched it. “That’s some opinion you have of your partner,” she observed.

Dwele’s expression changed as his round eyes roamed Kam. “Sometimes we align ourselves with those we despise because we want to.”

“Makes sense,” Kam sighed. “You kidnapped me, threatened my life, joined up with Haddad Nkosi because you wanted to-”

“Bitch! You twist my words.”

“Your words are bullshit and I’m done talking. Let’s finish this you runt son of a bitch.”

“Kam!” Kieli screamed as Dwele charged.

Kam greeted him with a backhand fist that sent him flying back as though he’d been catapulted like some human cannon. He landed flat on his back and Kam came to crouch over him. Before she could move closer, he kicked out. The blow caught her square in the chest. She stumbled back but didn’t fall. It still gave Dwele time to get to his feet. He moved in for another kick but disregarded the position of Kam’s hands. She caught his ankle when he struck and wrenched his foot at a punishing angle. 

The action flooded the air with a sharp crack. Dwele howled, the sound mixing with Kieli’s cries. Once more, Dwele’s back hit the ground and Kam pounced. Her clawed hands maimed Dwele’s chest, arms and shoulders until he was a moaning, bleeding mass.

“Kam!”

Kam was readying for another strike when she heard him. She didn’t turn, even when she identified the sound of a gun being cocked and no doubt aimed at her head.

“I think that’s quite enough, Kam,” Haddad Nkosi said.
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Kam laughed, an action that had Kieli and Haddad Nkosi eyeing her with pure amazement. Even Julien Dwele’s agonized expression betrayed signs of obvious surprise by her reaction. 

“Oh, Haddad!” Kam said through her laughter. “You can shift into an enormous lion and choose to put your faith in a gun instead?!”

“They have their uses,” Haddad didn’t appear insulted, “when time is of the essence.”

He fired. The ring of the blast mixed with Kieli’s scream. The bullet tore into Kam’s upper thigh and she crumpled to the ground. Kieli scrambled over to press her hands to the wound, then elevate Kam’s head, placing it in her lap as she cried.

“Can’t have you running off or using any more of those newfound powers against us,” Haddad spoke as he stood over the women. “Plenty of time for you to display those talents later.”

“Monster!” Kieli spat.

“Calm yourself, girl,” Haddad sighed, “the wound isn’t life-threatening- I didn’t knick the artery, but we still can’t have too much of that valuable blood spilled. We’ll have it looked at eventually.”

Kieli aimed a murderous look at the man. Whatever fear she had was long gone. “All this for some stupid formula?” she raged.

“A very real formula, love. My men are bringing me closer to it as we speak. The other team should already have our resident scientist in hand.”

“Saiida,” Kieli breathed. “You’re an idiot. How do you expect to get away with this?”

Haddad chuckled. “My beauty, I’m afraid sharing my master plan will take a bit too much time and I’ve already wasted enough.”

“You can’t expect to get out of here with an injured partner and Kam?”

Kieli’s observation had Haddad laughing with renewed vigor. “You really are too exquisite. Did I give the impression that he was coming along?”

Julien Dwele wheezed a sound that could have been due to pain or the realization that he was of no further use.

“The way our relatives see it, we’ve both betrayed our families,” Haddad went on, “sadly, The Safari takes such things more seriously. If he doesn’t die here and they catch him, they’ll let him rot in a cell the way everyone accused of such behavior dies if they’re part of that tribe. For a shifter...to be caged...a quick death is a far more preferable fate.”

Casually now, Haddad tucked away his weapon and went to heft Kam into his arms.

“You’re a dead man,” Kam vowed thinly.

“I would be,” Haddad acknowledged, “but luckily I now have the means to build an army more powerful than any that’s ever come before it. My brothers wouldn’t dare come after me.”

“Kieli?” Kam called to the other woman.

Kieli was still planted on the ground where she shook violently. “K-Kam,” she said in a defeated tone.

“Get ready to run,” Kam told her.

Haddad’s cool eyes flew hotly to Kam’s face. His realization surfaced too late. Kam was already free falling from his hold which had been loosened by the feral shove from the lioness who had come up behind him.

“Run!” Kam bellowed to Kieli.

“Not without you!” Kieli cried.

Haddad Nkosi was now at the mercy of the felines he had planned to capture. The cats circled the now cowering male as though they were deciding which part to take their first bites from. Meanwhile, Kieli was attempting to hobble toward the house with Kam in tow. Kam leaned in heavily on the other woman. She had lost a lot of blood and was losing more still. Her vision was growing dimmer.

“Stay with me, Kam,” Kieli urged as they shuffled along. Kam’s strength was waning, causing her to put more of her weight on Kieli’s willowy frame.

“I-I c-can’t,” Kam said and collapsed on the ground a few yards from the house.

It was then that the night air pulsed with an even grizzlier chorus. The sound of a thunderous roar stirred. At first, Kieli couldn’t tell if it rose from one cat or many. In the distance, she saw that Cafrey and Saiida had ceased circling Haddad Nkosi. They were staring off into the distance as though trying to ascertain the direction of the voluminous roar.
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Chisulo, Mustafa, Bach, and Ali observed the scene from a faraway hill: Kieli on the ground and pleading while Kam looked unconscious. Cafrey and Saiida in attack mode. The males had glimpsed them in action on the bluff just beyond the house. The females had fought valiantly alongside Kam before she ran back toward the house. Now, they realized what she had been in pursuit of. Finding their women in such a state, was just another in a long line of blistering realities of Haddad Nkosi’s treachery. The four males advanced, their wicked medley of quiet roars lilting up toward the night sky. 

With Caffrey and Saiida preoccupied, Haddad saw his chance for escape. Quietly, he retreated on all fours as he shifted to face off with his brothers in their chosen form.
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“Kam? What-”

“I don’t know, I-” Kam blinked, appearing just as stunned by her current circumstance. She’d braced against Kieli once more and then moved to sit. The pain in her thigh was gone. Carefully, she brushed her hand across the torn flesh and discovered there was none. The wound had closed, gone as though it never existed.

“How?” Kieli breathed.

“I don’t know,” Kam said again, her voice carrying the same breathless wonder as Kieli’s. Setting her amazement aside, she gave Kieli’s hand a squeeze. “Get to the house now,” she ordered her.

Kieli was about to nod when she froze. Her eyes had shifted. “Kam.”

Kam looked in the direction Kieli stared. It didn’t seem logical that Haddad Nkosi would want to create an army when it seemed he already had one. She, Cafrey and Saiida had already injured- or in Kam’s case, killed- a number of his men. Kam studied the wave of reinforcements emerging from both sides of the house and realized they hadn’t made a dent. The roaring chorus caught her ears then and she saw four immense lions on approach from the rise of a distant hill.

Kam wanted to call out to them to go back but knew any sound would start the battle. Besides, the newly shifted lion several yards to her right was making sounds of his own.

With his great head thrown back and the wind tossing his tawny mane, Haddad launched his roar of challenge. With the army on his flank, he advanced as well.

Cafrey and Saiida had already begun a retreat toward Kam and Kieli, their instincts keen to protect them. The playing field was one-sided, but the players had no inclinations to forfeit.

The scream of tires braking wove into the battle roars. Nkosi security teams jumped from vehicles with weapons aimed. Another roar from Haddad and the battle commenced. The wave of lions, panthers and Cheetahs powered ahead, all fixated on the four big cats in the distance.

Cafrey turned and unleashed a roar that Kam; now fully healed and standing, seemed to decipher. Quickly, she turned to Kieli and shoved her toward the house.

“Inside! Now!”

The order brooked no argument. It took less than a minute for Kieli to disappear inside, Cafrey, Saiida and Kam raced into the bloody fighting. Members of security who had not shifted only fired on the cats that tried to attack them. Still, their employers afforded them a wide berth so as to avoid friendly fire. 

Kam continued to prove herself a force. Amid the swatting claws and gnashing teeth, she barrelled in with her own claws curved and ready to inflict terror. She cut her path through the enraged fighters, her sights set on the one who had put so many of her woes in motion. She fought with single-minded ferocity using her human form and gender to throw off her attackers.

She had selected a gold, empire-waist Maxi dress for the casual evening stroll with her friends. The garment was an unexpected sight among growling felines and uniformed security. Though she was now a blood-splattered mess, Kam used her opponent’s momentary surprise against them while cutting a path to Haddad Nkosi.

Despite Kam’s importance to him, she was far from his thoughts now. Haddad’s focus was on defeating his brothers. That focus went two ways and, for some-especially the man’s own brothers- defeat meant death.

The folds of Kam’s flowing dress followed her like a flame wisping through the big bodies engaged in brutal dance. Death was too good for Haddad Nkosi. While Kam had no doubt the man would find his share of suffering on the other side, death was an end to the man-made suffering he so richly deserved.

For Kam, there was more. Chisulo was so sure he’d feel nothing if he killed his brother. Kam was sure he was wrong. Still mindful of her dangerous surroundings, she closed in on Haddad, approaching on his flank. Focused on the man now, she realized he was retreating from the fight instead of advancing upon it.

Her jaw dropped when she saw him resume human form and turn to flee. Abandoning his men? Or going to regroup? Now, her jaw tightened. No way. This would end tonight. She had no wish to rob Haddad Nkosi of his life, but she damn well intended to take his freedom. Launching into a predatory run with fists clenched and teeth bared, she set off in fiery pursuit. In the distance, she heard her name. Turning to investigate, she saw nothing through the dark night except the small fires dotting the landscape. She resumed her chase, cursing softly as she’d lost sight of Haddad.

“Kam!”

Chisulo. Now, there was no mistaking her name on the deep, edgy voice. Again, she turned and saw when he came into view. Tied around his waist, was a ripped jacket discarded by a member of the security team.

“Kam!” Heightened desperation claimed Chisulo’s voice, but it was too late.

Haddad had taken advantage of the distraction and was at Kam’s back before Chisulo could close the distance to her. Haddad’s arms enveloped Kam’s neck in a manner that had but one purpose.

“I’ll break her like a twig, brother!”

“And miss out on your payday?” Chisulo challenged.

“I miss out on my payday, you miss out on ever fucking this slut again! I could live with that! Hold still!” he demanded when Kam fidgeted. “I wouldn’t advise on you springing into any of those impressive moves- it could get you killed. It’ll only take a second,” for emphasis, he slightly increased the pressure on her neck. Something lurid crept into his eyes when he looked Chisulo’s way again.

“I understand why you don’t want to lose her, brother. Something this spectacular rubbing against your dick every night...” he nudged Kam suggestively. “I wouldn’t want to lose it either.”

“You’ve got nowhere to go, H.”

“I disagree, C. Have you seen the army you’re losing to?”

“We’re doing alright,” Chisulo smiled cooly. “Your men aren’t as adept or...as cool with raging against females as one might think, considering the kind of sleaze they work for. Sadly, it’s costing them. Cafrey and Saiida Okonkwo are the reason over a quarter of your guys are out there wounded. The rest of us are just killing them outright. Looks like you may need a new army, after all. Too bad you’ll have to find another way to get it. Let go of her.”

“She comes with me. I’ll drop you a line when we’re done. I promise to leave you enough to play with.”

With a snarl, Chisulo advanced.

“I’ll do it! I mean it!” Haddad raged in return.

“Back off, Chisel, I can handle him.”

Haddad smiled at Kam’s boast and nuzzled his face into her mussed hair. “Is that a promise, beauty?”

“Bet your ass,” her razor-sharp claws gouged Haddad’s bare thigh and she proceeded to disengage from the headlock.

“Bitch-!” Haddad’s insult was clipped by what sounded like a gag.

Kam slipped free of the hold which had suddenly loosened. She fell to her knees and rolled in time to see what had Haddad preoccupied.

“Save the betrayal for your family, Nkosi,” Julien Dwele whispered in his ex-partner’s ear as he twisted a sharp rock into the man’s side. 

With Haddad’s choked cry instantly ramping up to screaming, Chisulo took advantage and quickly yanked Kam back against him. “I’ve got you, love,” he pressed a hard kiss to her head. “I’ve got you, I’ve got you...you little idiot,” he kissed her again. “The jackass could’ve killed you...it’s okay, it’s okay...” he chanted as if to himself,

“Y-your brother,” she sputtered, her throat raw thanks to Haddad’s steely grip. “Chisulo,” she called insistently, watching as the injured Julien Dwele worked to incapacitate Haddad. “He’s your brother.”

“Fuck him.”

Kam couldn’t see the surprise on her face, but thanks to the beaming moonlight, she saw it on Haddad’s before he slumped to the ground. 

Dwele began to laugh, his bloody lips parted in a grotesque grin. “Finally used up all your family’s patience!” he said.

“He’s not the only one.”

The sound of a gun being cocked echoed faintly.

“Deka Obu,” Chisulo announced, watching the woman hold a gun to her brother’s head.

Explosions and the sound of heightened gunfire in the distance went unnoticed by the small group. Deka Obu wasn’t alone but stood with four burly types who looked capable of eviscerating whatever came their way. 

Again, Julien forced out pained laughter. “Finally come for your revenge, eh sis?”

“Oh, Deke...have you forgotten everything I’ve said- all you should know about tribal consequences? The time has come for you to face them.”

The bloodied rock fell from Dwele’s weakened grasp. “Th-that’s a death sentence.”

“Ah...so you do remember. Actually, it’s a life sentence, brother. You maintain your glorious health and you’ll have many years to consider your treachery. Don’t worry, you won’t be alone. Your accomplice will join you as soon as he’s recovered.”  Deka’s eyes met Chisulo’s. “Thank you, Mr. Nkosi.”

Chisulo inclined his head. “It’s my soon-to-be sister-in-law we have to thank. Saiida,” he confirmed when Kam frowned back at him.

Kam continued to frown but felt too stupefied to comment. She turned back to Deka Obu who had put away her gun as two of her men secured her brother. The others carefully hefted the injured Haddad Nkosi between them.

Deka walked over to Kam and Chisulo. “Thank you again. Thank you all for going along with Saiida’s plan. You have my word, your brother will receive the best treatment for his wounds.”

“It’s more than he deserves,” Chisulo put in sourly. “We’re glad you and your people weren’t too far away.”

“The gods and their timing and I never travel without backup. Some were moles in our brothers’ camp. They told us about the plans here tonight,” Deka sighed. “I’ve been communicating with Saiida on other matters as well. The time came for us to chat face to face-”

Another explosion livened the air. Deka, Kam, and Chisulo turned, finding the battle on its last legs. The reinforcements provided by Deka’s men had the intended effect. The group swarmed the property like locusts and brought the fighting to swift closure.

“Tribal consequences,” Kam turned back to Deka. “What did you mean?”

“The Safari,” Deka said. “My family’s search for the serum was never about building an army. It was about saving lives-not finding ways to take more. My brother betrayed that and will spend what’s left of his life caged- a death sentence to a shifter, but he knew the consequences. This has been a mission to us for well over a century.”

“A century?” Kam’s query was hushed.

Deka smiled. “This serum is new. Our mission wasn’t, but there will be time for this talk later, yes? There’s some cleaning up I must see to first.”

Chisulo extended a hand, shaking with Deka.

“Thank you,” Kam said.

Deka shook her head. “I should be thanking you.”

Kam looked ready to question that, but Deka merely squeezed her arm.

“Soon,” she said. “The answers are coming. Chisulo.” She said in farewell and moved on.

“What just happened?” Kam asked bewildered.

“If I’m not mistaken,” Chisulo said, “we just won the battle. Hopefully, the war is our next triumph.”

“Why does this feel like the war?”

Laughing softly, Chisulo turned Kam to him, cupping her face in his hands. “There is no triumph until we know what has its grips on you,” his dark eyes traveled the length of her blood and gore-smeared dress. “This haunts you because it’s terrible and you have no explanation for it. Winning the war means breaking down the wall to get to that explanation. Agreed?”

He nodded encouragingly and, after a few moments, Kam nodded as well.
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The first rays of daybreak cast a garish light across the gruesome remnants of the previous night. Thanks to the combined forces of Nkosi security and Deka Obu’s Safari team, the dead and wounded were cleared from the grounds in short order.

Still, the lack of bodies strewn across the ravaged property did not dismiss the fact that something major had occurred the night before. Nkosi security had managed to stave off inquiries from local law enforcement who had arrived shortly after the department received reports of gunfire. Now, they wanted answers. 

Thanks to Cafrey and Saiida, the group agreed on a convincing story. Armed thugs had descended on the property with violent intentions. This could be proven, given there were several of the wounded thugs alive to question. Alive, but heavily sedated. Answers would be a while coming.

As for Julien Dwele aka Deke Obu, and his accomplice Haddad Nkosi, the two had already been air-lifted from the property. They were now en route to Safari headquarters in Cameroon.

Once all official explanations had been offered, a car was sent into town for Max Davis. The doctor’s presence was requested and necessary for the next and most important explanations to be given.
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After a filling breakfast, everyone gathered in the main sitting room. They had all showered away the madness of the earlier hours. Miraculously, wounds were minimal save a few scratches and pulled muscles.

“Kam, what you feel is...wrong with you cannot be cured,” Deka began, “It cannot be cured,” she tacked on quickly and intensely, having spotted the upset soar in the woman’s eyes, “because it is a natural occurrence, dear one. You were defending your home- a need stemming from the insatiable, unquenchable desire to protect your child and the home you intend to make for it.”

“But, I-” Now, confusion took the place of Kam’s upset. “I’m not pregnant,” she looked at Chisulo, “I’m not pregnant,” she insisted.

“Dr. Davis?” Deka encouraged Max.

Clearing his throat, Max turned to Kam who he sat closest to. “Honey, do you remember when we first met?” he asked her gently and reciprocated the smile she gave in response to the memory. His smile lasted until he heard what sounded unmistakably like a wicked growl below Chisulo’s breath.

With a lazy eye roll, Kam looked at Chisulo where he stood near the fireplace. “Stop,” she whispered and turned back to Max. “Of course, I remember the beach. Your shorebirds.”

“That’s right,” Max nodded, his smile returning. “I was studying migration habits and how much of that had to do with pre-breeding instincts.”

“Pre-breeding,” Kam carefully repeated the phrase.

“That day we met, I told you about bird migration. People most often associate migrating birds with weather change, but there’s more involved than that. It’s also a preparation for the breeding cycle. Everything from migration to the nesting colony to fat deposits in females can critically influence reproductive success.”

“Even though I’m not at all trying to get pregnant?” Kam asked with a worried look to Chisulo across the room.

“It’s a perfectly natural occurrence, Kam,” Max assured. “Hormonal changes in parrots can occur from the bird simply being in the presence of artificial light. That light can cause the animal’s reproductive organs to grow, thus heightening hormonal activity.”

“This is why I contacted Max for his input,” Saiida leaned in to tell her cousin.

“Kam,” Max scooted to the edge of his chair. “During the pre-breeding period, heightened hormonal levels could have a bird doing any and everything to prepare a place for its young. Shredding every chair cushion in sight, attacking anyone who comes close to its chosen nesting area- it’s all within reason.”

“Max are you trying to tell me that all this is a result of really bad PMS?”

Everyone laughed with the exception of Kam and Chisulo. The scientists immediately sobered, understanding this was no laughing matter for the couple.

“My apologies, Kam,” Deka said, her expression now grave. “I don’t know what it’s like to have something this frightening going on inside you- and you as well, Chisulo.”

“Me?” he frowned.

“Your bout with what you thought was the maneater strain,” Deka clarified.

“What?” Chisulo’s dark eyes grew dangerously narrow. “That? That was part of...” he silenced as Deka nodded.

“We’d need to run a battery of more specific tests on you, but yes, I believe so. Much like a father experiencing morning sickness instead of his wife. All of these unexplained, seemingly impossible things,” Deka added, “I observed so much of it with my cousin Suleja.”

“Suleja?” Cafrey asked, having noticed Mustafa’s and Ali’s tense reactions to the name.

“Suleja Waddi,” Mustafa said. “Over eighty years ago,” he drew a hand over his face and sighed as though the timeframe was unbelievable even to one blessed with a shifter’s long life.

“Ali and I- we were both in love with her. She became pregnant with my child,” Mustafa’s features grew progressively tighter. “She died because of it. The child had the maneater strain-same as me.”

“That isn’t what killed her, Mustafa,” Deka’s quiet words had both Mustafa and Ali looking on in stunned surprise.

“That strain isn’t exclusive to tiger and lion shifters. Many panther couples have successfully brought children into the world.”

“Panther couples,” Chisulo observed. “Any of those successes between mixed couples?” he asked.

“No,” Bach spoke up then. “There haven’t been any successful matings, have there?”

“From what I’ve observed among the Safari, there have been no successful births by couples of mixed cultures. Then again, there’s always a first. After all, tigers aren’t indigenous to the Continent, but that changed with the arrival of the African shifter culture. There’s also the fact that I don’t have access to the health records of every mixed shifter couple. There could be successes. Speaking from my own experience, in the last two years alone, I’ve seen more than fifty miscarriages.”

“Fifty,” Kieli whispered, a shaky hand going to her mouth.

“Which is why I was so grateful to receive Saiida’s call,” Deka said.

“What made you think she could help?” Kam asked her cousin.

“I’ve always known of Ali’s heartbreak over Suleja,” Saiida explained. “Reading Max’s work and our subsequent conversations made me look more closely at the complications of Suleja’s labor. I wondered if some aspect of that could explain what’s been happening to you.”

“These theories,” Cafrey chimed in, “are you saying Kam’s strength and ferocity are part of some hormonal surge that could be a way of her body readying itself for the child she might one day have with Chisulo?”

“There’s much more to it, Cafrey, but yes,” Max said.

“And what proof is there?” Ali challenged his cousin.

Saiida looked to Deka, who reached into the large black tote propped along the base of her chair. Withdrawing a folder, she opened it to several pages each with typed text below images of what appeared to be blood cells.

“I’ve spent decades trying to make sense of what happened to my cousin. Like you,” she looked to Mustafa and Ali, “the Safari believed the child being half lion with the maneater strain, was a death sentence. When talk began to circulate about a new serum, I decided to look for my answers elsewhere.”

“New serum?” Kieli asked.

Deka smiled. “For ages, it’s been every clan’s mission to develop a serum to beat the maneater strain. People were talking about this version like it could be the answer for everyone- not only the lion and tiger clans. Lion couples and tiger couples have always mated successfully whether or not the strain was part of the father’s chemical makeup. The same is true for couples in the Safari.”

“Back to my brother’s question, Dr. Obu. You proved it, didn’t you?” Chisulo probed. “The trouble isn’t with the strain- the trouble is with the mixing of the cultures.”

Deka gave a reluctant nod. “It would appear so-but again, I don’t know the experiences of all couples,” she said. “These images,” she gestured to the photos, “they’re patient samples I’ve studied for years. When Saiida called wanting to collaborate, she shared the formula as it stood.”

Mustafa observed the images. “These look the same,” he said.

“You’re right,” Deka placed another image on the table.

Mustafa frowned, straightened on the chair he occupied. “What happened to it?” he asked.

Again, Deka smiled. “Those are the same ravaged cells after they were treated to a dose of the serum fortified by Kam’s blood.” She waited while the revelation took its toll on the room’s occupants.

“I didn’t understand why-how the new version could do what I saw with those cells. Then Saiida told me what happened when Kam was born and I used some of the blood she sent with the serum to run my own test.”

“I don’t understand,” Cafrey said.

“There were blood tests to prove Kam’s paternity,” Chisulo said.

Kam’s eyes flared. “You knew that?”

“Saiida told me,” he replied quietly. “She also told me how in love with you your father was.”

“Amen to that,” Ali confirmed with a grin.

Saiida moved to the edge of her chair. “It wasn’t until the DNA tests were run, re-run when Deka conducted hers, that I finally saw what was staring Max and I in the face.”

“What did you see?” Anxiety gripped Kam’s voice.

“Listen to me, Kam,” Saiida scooted closer. “The markers that identify us as shifters take years to develop. Most of us don’t shift until our seventh or eighth birthday. Your markers were fully developed when you were born.”

“It’s a wonder you weren’t born in tiger form, Kam,” Max said.

“But I wasn’t,” confusion mingled with humor as Kam studied the scientists. “I can’t even shift!”

“And the legend took shape,” Ali said.

“Exactly,” Saiida slammed fist to palm. “The only one in the long history of all shifting clans without the ability to shift. There must have been a reason.”

“A reason? Such as?” Kam shook her head, bewildered. “The serum’s just starting to sound like another in a long line of placebos.”

The scientists’ faces all came alive with an emotion akin to reverence.

“Not a placebo, Kam,” Saiida held clasped hands to her chest, “not a placebo by a long shot.”

“Then what?” Bach queried. “Are you saying this really could reverse the shift?”

Saiida folded her hands over Bach’s. “We’re saying the serum was never intended to be a tonic. It never felt...complete to me and that’s why. It wasn’t meant to prevent or incite a shift. The purpose was much greater,” she squeezed Bach’s hand. “The serum infused with Kam’s blood, allows a woman to bring her child safely into the world regardless of who its father is.”

“But how?” Cafrey’s whisper held the disbelief that was vivid on nearly everyone’s face.

“Relaxin,” Max raised his hands as if to urge his audience to stick with him as he went on. “Doctors search for a specific hormone in the urine to determine pregnancy. In human females, it’s called HCG or human chorionic gonadotropin.”

“That’s a mouthful,” Kieli said.

“True words,” Max agreed with a broad grin. “In tigers, Relaxin has been reliable in identifying pregnancy.”

“In tigers,” Saiida continued the explanation, “Relaxin is only present in high levels during mid-pregnancy. Later, it falls near obscurity. You’re not pregnant, cousin. Not yet,” she smiled reassuringly at Kam. “But your blood is teeming with Relaxin.”

“Kam, we think that’s why,” Deka gestured to the repaired cell images, letting them speak for themselves. 

Quiet fell over the room as everyone processed all that was shared. 

“This can change lives on a massive scale,” Kieli said once long moments had passed. “Every feline clan could benefit.”

Bach took Saiida’s hands and squeezed.

“Not to bring clouds to sunny skies,” Chisulo said, “but given recent events, this could easily signal more unrest.”

“Chisulo’s right,” Ali said. “Maybe it won’t build a fearsome army, but the promise of healthy, full-term pregnancies would be a lucrative opportunity.”

“An opportunity many would easily start another war for,” Mustafa added.

“Well maybe the answer to preventing that is right in this room,” Kam said,

“How, love?” Chisulo rested back on the mantle.

“Nearly all the clans are represented here,” Kam said. “Saiida, Max and Deka are the ones who figured out the serum-but we’re still just a few people. Maybe the answer isn’t to put it in the hands of the few, but the hands of the many. No war, no round tables, and endless debate. We leave it to our team of scientists.” She looked at Max, Saiida, and Deka. “Once they thoroughly test it and can speak on any side effects...we make it available to the masses.”

“Freely,” Cafrey contributed.

“Right,” Kieli added. “A price tag only opens the door to greed.”

“Not a bad plan, cousin,” Saiida said.

“Not a bad plan, at all,” Bach agreed, chuckling in reply to the beaming smile he earned from Kam. “Fellas?” he prompted the guys and watched as nods began to circulate.

“Deka?” Chisulo called for the woman’s input.

Deka’s eyes brimmed with hope. “I never imagined this could ever be possible. I’m honored to be part of it.”

“Davis?” Chisulo looked to Max next.

The doctor appeared stunned.

“It’s a no-go without one hundred percent buy-in,” Chisulo left his post at the mantle. “We could still be chasing our tails-literally- if you hadn’t stepped in to give Saiida the guidance she needed.”

“Th-thank you Chisulo,” Max’s tone was solemn, yet powerfully appreciative.

“Thank you,” Chisulo offered a hand.

The stunned look on Max’s face intensified before it mellowed into renewed gratitude and he accepted the shake.
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Conversation continued for another 45 minutes. Timelines and other rollout strategies for the serum were the major topics. The group made plans for future meetings as preparations inched them closer to the targeted distribution date. It was agreed that the announcement of the serum would take place soon. Serum tests had already been taking place since Max, Deka, and Saiida began their partnership. The scientists were confident the product would be ready for the public by the agreed-upon date.

Max was the first to head out of North Saanich. His girlfriend had booked flights and managed to snag last-minute accommodations to the resort mountain lodge they’d originally planned for their weekend getaway. Deka was next- heading for a return trip to Jamaica. There, she was to begin connecting with various media marketing entities regarding the serum announcement.
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“Mustafa.”

Talking quietly with Cafrey, Mustafa turned to find that Ali had approached. Cafrey was about to inch away so the men could speak. Mustafa slipped an arm about her waist and kept her secure at his side.

“Ali,” he greeted the other man.

Ali offered a hand which Mustafa regarded but a few seconds before he accepted. Broad grins followed.

“What happened to Suleja wasn’t right,” Ali began, “but I know you loved her. You would never have hurt her intentionally.”

“I am sorry, Ali,” Mustafa returned. “I was wrong to pursue her. I knew she was yours and should have kept my distance. I’m grateful for your understanding.”

Ali stepped back from the handshake. He favored Cafrey with a nod and walked away.

“The way you all speak of women,” Cafrey mused, watching Ali Okonkwo take his leave. “Like property,” she added.

“Does it offend you to know I think of you as mine?”

“No,” she smiled up at him, “as long as you realize you’re just as much mine?”

He gave a curious smile. “Don’t know that I’ve ever been thought of that way by anyone.”

“I’m certain that’s not true!” She laughed. “Just as I’m certain you would never allow your actions to be ruled by it.”

“But Ms. Sibanda, that was before you.”

Still amused, Cafrey shook her head. “Do you recall I’ve had a front-row seat to all your sordid escapades?” She patted his abdomen dismissively in a play to move past.

Again, Mustafa prevented that. His hold on her arm wasn’t a bruising one, but firm enough to tell her that he was in no way humored.

“Like I said, Cafrey, that was before you. I mean the words I say.”

Her nod was a slow one. “I’m sor-”

“Never apologize to me, Cafrey. Just believe it when I say you’re it for me. You’ve been it longer than you know. I was just too much of a goddamn idiot to admit it to myself, much less to you.”

“I understand, Mustafa.”

Now, he laughed. “You understand but you still think I’m full of shit.”

Cafrey shrugged. “Witness to sordid escapades, remember?”

“Yeah,” his nod was a solemn one. “Do I have a chance with you, Cafrey? A chance that can survive outside the bedroom?”

“Mustafa we’ve only ever survived outside the bedroom.”

He shook his head. “Not the way we need to for this.”

Some of Cafrey’s amusement waned.

Mustafa noticed. “So I ask again. Do I have a real chance with you, Cafrey? Or do you see me as another silly casanova like my little brothers?’

Cafrey glanced around the room, observing the men in question. “I’m not sure that’s an accurate assessment anymore-considering both are in love and on their way down the aisle.”

“So they are,” Mustafa grinned. “Think that buys me a little good faith?”

“It would,” she tugged the sleeve of his charcoal brown fleece sweater. “It would if you needed it.” She smoothed her hands over his chest. “I know exactly who you are, Mustafa. I’ve known for a long time. You’re a man who loves his family desperately and would lay down his life for them. How could I turn down a chance to be part of your world in a way unlike any I’ve known so far? Now, can you please stop talking and kiss me, you silly Casanova?”

After a quiet chuckle, Mustafa Nkosi did as he was told.
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“Not quite the business trip you were expecting?” Ali asked Kieli when he found her taking in the view from the long back porch.

“Not quite!” she laughed. “Not at all!”

Ali rested on the porch railing near where Kieli stood. “Too much for you?” he asked.

“Well I think you’re forgetting how much I’ve seen since I’ve worked for the Okonkwo family.”

“Yeah,” nodding, Ali folded his arms over the Jamaican flag emblazoned on the front of his lightweight sweatshirt. “You’ve never been this close to it, though.”

“That was my own fault.”

“That, was Lesotho Raymu’s fault, but it’s not the point I’m trying to make.”

Kieli propped her hip on the railing. “Clarify,” she narrowed a look his way.

“This is the biggest upset my family has ever faced, Kieli. It doesn’t mean there won’t be more down the line. That could be a lot more true once the serum shakes the world and especially true once my brothers start coming down on me for not calling them in on this,” Ali’s features tightened.

“What I mean, Kieli, is that I can’t promise you a quiet life.”

She laughed. “Why would you think I’d want that?”

“Kieli,” Ali looked as if he were trying to force himself to go on, “I think that, because when I think of you it calms me. When I see you, I want peace in my life. I want...love. I haven’t wanted that since... I’ve been terrified of letting it close to me ever again.”

“Ali...” Kieli sighed and moved closer. “Relationships can be-usually are-messy. I’m not saying it would be the same as what happened with Suleja...but I know you’ve had women, many women in your life. You know how those things can go.”

Ali nodded, agreeing.

“Ali I don’t want you to see me as some...representation of light and peace and flowery times only to be disappointed when I don’t measure up.”

“Hey? Hey, hey...Kieli,” cupping her cheek, he brushed at a tear clinging to her lash. “Who you are. Who you’ve been- Kieli, that’s who I want.”

“I’m sorry,” she rolled her eyes. “But you don’t know me, Ali. Not really, I-I have a tendency to pick the wrong man. My latest screw-up undeniably proves that. Ali, you’re the best man I’ve ever met. I don’t know if it's in the cards for me to ever be able to keep a man like you-”

The comment silenced on her lips when Ali closed all distance between them and kissed her.

“Fuck the cards,” he said and joined in when she laughed. Then, he kissed her again.

––––––––
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“Looks like you approve,” Bach said when he joined Saiida in the small dining nook off the kitchen. She was smiling at Ali and Kieli framed on the porch beyond the picture window.

“Approve is an understatement,” Saiida confessed when Bach drew her back against his chest. “Kam and I have been rooting for this for a while. Ali’s a sweetheart, but most often when he’s around her. Maybe she’ll get him to soften up even more.”

Bach swayed her slowly from side to side. “Babe, I highly doubt the very lovely Miss Dodge will get your cousin to soften up.”

Saiida laughed, elbowing Bach’s ribs.

“So besides approving of this love match, how are you?” he asked.

“Does it sound weird to say I’m scared to admit I’m happy?”

“No,” he kissed the top of her head. “That’s probably the most sensible thing I’ve heard since all this came out. We’ve been living with this for so long, it’s hard to believe it’s practically over and done with. Makes you wonder...”

Now, Saiida turned. “Wonder?”

“Oh...” Bach sighed. “Just the stuff we’ve all grown up believing-serums and prophecies and blood ceremonies...all of it. Conception is only supposed to take place after the ceremony, right? You got pregnant and we weren’t even...fuck...I don’t know, I-for a while, I thought...I thought that was why you lost it.”

“Bach, no...” she brushed her fingers across his jaw. “You know, I’ve learned a lot since I’ve been working with Max and Deka. Did you know, most Safari couples don’t even have the blood ceremony until they’ve been together over ten years? Some never even take it-they just marry like normal folk. If...if that’s what they want...

There have been losses, Bach- lost pregnancies, but there have been many births between both married and unmarried couples. Do you know what that tells me?” she watched him shake his head. 

“Our child was meant to be,” she took his face in her hands. “Our problems- the problems with the pregnancy. It had nothing to do with blood rituals or prophesy. We didn't know enough scientifically to see our child safely into the world. Maybe that’s changing now. I can’t wait to find out for sure.”

“What are you saying?” Bach favored her with a narrowed look.

She drew her hands down his shirt front. “I’m saying that I hope we’ll have the chance to make it work-to try again. To make it all work. The serum is only part of it, you know?”

“I do.” He nodded, the gesture gradually heightening in urgency. “I love you, Saiida. All I want is to make the most of the time I pray we’ll have together.”

“Agreed,” she curled her fingers into his shirt and cherished the kiss he pressed to her forehead.

“So um...” she kissed his jaw, letting her lips linger there. “How are you expecting us to make the most of our time in a dining room?”

“Oh, Doctor Okonkwo,” he took her off her feet. “Let me show you.”

Saiida laughed wildly, happily as he laid her on the table.

***
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Chisulo found Kam in their suite. She was on the balcony overlooking the lawn. Somehow, it was the only patch of land that had remained unscathed by the events of the previous night. Despite the serene view, Chisulo preferred the one that had nothing to do with the landscape. Without a word, he took her up and carried her to bed. There, they spent the next hour making love.

––––––––
[image: image]


“You know, all this started for us on a balcony,” he said later as they rested, fulfilled in a tangle of limbs and linens.

“Check your facts, Mr. Nkosi,” Kam drawled, content as she snuggled into the warm, brick wall of his chest at her back. “I remember things starting for us in your office where you harassed me.”

He kissed her shoulder. “I stand corrected. Glad to know I’ve redeemed myself enough for you to agree to marry me.”

“Or I’ve just taken pity on you.”

“Either way, I’m glad. I need to ask you something,” he said once they’d laughed for a while.

“Mmm...” Kam encouraged while reaching back to drag her fingers through his unruly waves.

“Why was it so important to you for me to know you weren’t pregnant and weren’t trying to be?”

“What?” her fingers halted their dragging caress.

“You seemed...alarmed all the time you denied being pregnant. Did you think I would be upset if you were?”

She didn’t answer. Chisulo didn’t seem to need her to.

“Bach was right,” he said, “we really don’t know each other well.”

Kam pushed to sit up. Chisulo did the same.

“I swear that I love you,” her eyes were as steady as her voice.

“I know that love,” Chisulo swore back, bringing her hand to his mouth and kissing it. “The fact remains.”

“Chisulo-”

“For example, do you even know why I’m in charge of my family’s artifacts?”

“Well, I-” her brows drew close as she concentrated. “I’m sure we discussed it.”

“Yeah...and I’m sure whatever I said was something true-ish, but most likely it was slick and shallow to impress you.”

“And the truth wouldn’t have done that?” she asked.

He shook his head. “Not without making me look more vulnerable than I wanted to.”

“And now?”

He tangled his fingers with hers. “Now, I want to share it all with you- to hell with how vulnerable it makes me. It was my grandfather who encouraged my dad-ordered, my dad,” he laughed with Kam.

“He thought I should spend more time at the museum. There was only the one when I was a kid. I had a real problem knowing that so many of the great people in our family were gone before I ever got to meet them. My grandfather showed me the artifacts-paintings, sculptures, baskets, rugs...he said they were the treasures of our family- its history. He said, as long as I could see them, touch them...our family was near.”

“That’s beautiful,” Kam smoothed the back of her hand down his cheek.

“It is,” he offered a lopsided smile. “I didn’t realize how much until recently.”

“So...what you’re saying is, we need time to share things about our families?’

“I think we need another trip,” he said. “One without all the intrigue.”

“And bloodshed,” Kam added.

He laughed. “Definitely without the bloodshed.”

“I like that idea,” a dreamy look flooded her eyes. “How long do you think we’ll need?”

“I’m hoping for the rest of our lives,” again, he kissed her hand. “The trip is our honeymoon, Kam and I want to spend the rest of our lives getting to know each other.”

She laughed again. “So the wedding is still on?’

“No doubt. I love you.”

“I love you,” she linked her arms around his neck and kissed him sweetly. “I hope you know what you’re getting into. A Nkosi-Okonkwo wedding won’t be dull. Hell! A Nkosi-Okonkwo life won’t be dull!”

“No love,” Chisulo pressed his fiancée back into the tangled bed. “No, it won’t be dull at all.”
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~Epilogue~
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Black River Jamaica~ 20 months later...

The palatial grounds of the Nkosi Museum Jamaica had been transformed for an event that was far beyond the usual. 

Under slightly overcast skies, Mustafa Nkosi stood with Cafrey Sibanda. Amidst the vivid green landscape with its towering palms and the quiet roar of the distant ocean, they exchanged wedding vows before a crowd of family and friends.

The long and varied guest list included attendees from all the feline clans. It was a lively and happy occasion flooded with love and laughter. As delighted as all the guests were for the happy couple, the vast string of conversation never veered far from the serum.

News had circulated among the clans at lightning speed. It ignited feelings of hope and excitement in some-concern and downright outrage in others. The creation, termed The Ondou, began to change lives from the moment it was announced to the world. In some cases, the life-changing had started long before. Naysayers of the serum did their best to spread unfounded claims that it was a dangerous concoction. Some believed it was capable of bringing on the extinction of the entire shifter race. Still others disapproved of the way the product was released, feeling more regulation was necessary-regulation by way of an expensive price tag.

The naysayers, however, were vastly outnumbered by supporters of the wonder drug. Galas and luncheons were abundant. Many were eager to bestow high honors on those involved with the discovery. It was a discovery that was already changing the face of many difficult pregnancies. 

Several of those outcomes were also part of the day’s guest list. Much of the laughter and liveliness in the air was owed to the children in attendance. 

Saiida and Bach Nkosi were only married five months when they were blessed with a healthy son. At 18 months old, Ekudayo Izem Nkosi was already trying to keep up with children twice his size. It took a group effort to keep an eye on the toddler, but the newly engaged Ali Okonkwo and Kieli Dodge did their best. Still, the task was difficult with two younger Nkosis hot on their cousin’s heels. At 16 months old, twin girls Chetachi Anuli Nkosi and Kemi Halima Nkosi were as lively as their cousin and taking full advantage of being off their parents’ radar for the moment. Kamili and Chisulo Nkosi had taken to the dancefloor where they enjoyed a soothing set by the live jazz quartet that performed from the museum’s stately rear portico. Though the twins’ freedom to run wild, was restricted, the girls didn’t mind, especially when their father called them over for hugs and kisses.

“We’re spoiling them terribly,” Chisulo told his wife.

“You’re spoiling them terribly!” Kam laughed, once the girls had taken time to kiss her belly where their unborn baby brother slumbered. A second later, the two toddled off toward the bride and groom who were beckoning them to the dancefloor.

“Think this’ll ever get old?” Chisulo posed a second question to his wife.

Kam shook her head. “I don’t see how it could. We’re about to be outnumbered here,” she nodded toward the girls, “they’re already welcoming him into their group,” she lovingly rubbed the barely noticeable rise of her belly.

Chisulo sighed. “Now that’s a tug of war I’m looking forward to.”

“You know they’ve already marked you as a pushover?”

“A role I’m happy to play.”

“And you’re very good at it!” Again, Kam laughed.

“A long way from the guy who once kidnapped you.”

“Mmm...but so much sexier,” she shifted on the lounge to pin him with an alluring smile.

Chisulo watched her intensely. “You mean that?”

“Absolutely. I love you,” Kam vowed. “I’m impossibly in love with you and fatherhood looks very good on you.”

“You’re very good for my ego, woman.”

“It’s truth.”

“Truth, huh? Well, here’s a little more,” his pitch stare narrowed with intensity and desire as he shifted closer to her. “Motherhood looks divine on you,” he said. “I didn’t think you could ever be more stunning than you already are. Seeing you now- my wife, the mother of my treasures-our children...I love you endlessly, Kami.”

Tears misted her eyes. “Chisulo,” she whispered, stroking her fingers down his whiskered cheek.

Their lips met in a sweet, powerful kiss of devotion and adoration. The two were lost in one another as the sounds of family, love, and hopes for the future shimmered around them.

****************************
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Dear Reader,

The road was long, but at last, we’ve reached the end of our journey.

For those of you who are new to this saga, welcome and thank you. For those who have been waiting for closure since you first met Kamili Okonkwo and Chisulo Nkosi back in 2010, we made it! For those of you who follow the “AlTonya’s Library” podcast, you may have heard me say that this was not the story I would have or could have written back then. Making the serum such a positive and truly life-changing product didn’t occur to me then. What a difference the years have made. The growth of the characters and the storyline has made this one of my most rewarding projects to date.

Thank you so very much for your interest in this world. Special thanks for your loyalty as readers and for your patience with this busy mom, librarian, and writer. I hope this story and all the Happily Ever Afters made it worth the wait. Thanks in advance for your reviews and ratings, whatever and wherever they may be.

Peace and Blessings, AlTonya

www.alsreaders.weebly.com

www.altonyasblog.wordpress.com 
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