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BLURB


I came to Kenya to escape disgrace. I never expected to find purpose.

After my Wall Street career imploded in scandal, my uncle's safari lodge inheritance offered the perfect hideout. I planned to sign some papers, avoid questions, and disappear again. Simple.

Then I met Mara.

The lodge manager's fierce competence and undeniable beauty knocked me off balance from day one. She challenged everything—my city arrogance, my ignorance about the wilderness, my plans to sell and run.

When flash floods threaten to destroy the lodge, we work through the night side by side, soaked to the skin and fighting for this place she loves. Something fundamental shifts between us under that vast African sky. Each sunrise game drive and starlit conversation pulls us deeper into something I never expected to find.

As I learn to read the savanna's rhythms and Mara's heart, I'm building something new in this wild place…

This is harem romance novella for adults. Approx. 18.000 words.
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The Kenyan sun hits me like a physical blow the moment I step off the tiny plane. Jesus. I squint against the glare, instantly regretting the dark blue button-down I chose for this trip. Already sweat is spreading in embarrassing patches under my arms and down my back.

Twenty hours of travel from New York, and I'm obviously not dressed for this climate. Not dressed for any of this, really.

A tall man in khaki approaches with an easy stride. "Mr. Harold?" His smile reveals perfectly white teeth. "I am Juma. Welcome to Kenya. I drive for Nyota Lodge."

"Thanks. And please, call me Ethan." My voice sounds hoarse from the dry air of too many airplane cabins.

Juma's handshake is firm, his palm calloused against my softer one. I notice him giving my luggage a quick once-over - two expensive Tumi suitcases that suddenly seem ridiculous out here in the middle of nowhere.

"Long journey from New York?" he asks, effortlessly hoisting both bags into an open-sided Land Rover that's seen better days.

"Too long." I eye the vehicle with suspicion. "Is this... safe?"

Juma laughs. "Safer than New York taxis, I promise."

The drive is brutal. Every pothole (and there are hundreds) jars my spine. Dust coats my face, getting in my eyes and mouth despite my efforts to shield myself. My watch - a stupidly expensive Patek Philippe that screams "rob me" out here - says it's barely 6:45 AM local time. My body has no idea what time it thinks it is.

"First time in Kenya?" Juma asks, swerving casually to avoid what might be a small antelope.

"First time in Africa, period." I grip the roll bar as we hit another crater-sized hole. "Never had the chance to visit my uncle before."

"Ah, Mr. Robert." Juma's face softens. "A good man. We all miss him very much."

Uncle Robert. The black sheep of the family who disappeared to Africa thirty years ago and built this safari lodge I've suddenly inherited. The uncle who sent occasional postcards and made rare phone calls, but whom I'd never actually visited. The one family member who hadn't looked disappointed when I chose finance over law.

"Will the manager be there when we arrive?" I ask, trying to sound casual. The emails from one Mara Kimathi have been brief, businesslike, and vaguely intimidating.

"Oh yes. Miss Mara will be leading the morning meeting when we arrive." Juma checks his watch. "Seven AM, every day. Most important part of lodge operations."

Great. Straight into a staff meeting after a red-eye flight. I close my gritty eyes for a moment, wishing for coffee, a shower, and about twelve hours of sleep, in that order.

"What's she like?" I try to sound merely curious. "Miss Kimathi, I mean."

Juma's expression becomes impossible to read. "She is... dedicated. Very good at her job. The lodge would not run without her."

"My uncle mentioned her in his letters." A lie. Uncle Robert's rare communications had been light on details. Just occasional updates about his beloved safari lodge, a place I'd never bothered to visit while he was alive. Now it's mine, thanks to a will that surprised everyone, including me.

"Mr. Robert thought very highly of Miss Mara," Juma says, his voice softening. "They were close."

Even better. So the manager had a personal connection to my uncle that I completely lacked. Another reason for her to resent my sudden appearance.

I don't mention why I'm really here - that three weeks ago, my face was splashed across the Wall Street Journal in connection with a trading scandal. That though the investigation technically cleared me, my reputation is in tatters. That my "leave of absence" from New Liberty bank is just a face-saving fiction before my inevitable resignation.

This inheritance couldn't have come at a better time. Or a worse one, depending on how you look at it.

The lodge appears around a bend in the road - a collection of thatched-roof buildings nestled among acacia trees with a stunning view of the savanna stretching out behind it. Despite my exhaustion, I feel an unexpected tug of appreciation. It's beautiful, in a wild, untamed way that makes Manhattan feel like a concrete prison by comparison.

"We're here," Juma announces, pulling up to the main building. "I'll have someone bring your bags to your quarters later."

The interior of the main lodge is mercifully cooler, with high ceilings and slowly rotating fans. The floors are polished wood, the furniture a mix of rustic pieces and unexpectedly elegant touches. It looks nothing like the primitive camp I'd half-expected. Uncle Robert had good taste.

Voices lead us down a hallway to a large room where a group of people are gathered around a wooden table covered with maps.

"—need to avoid the eastern sector today. Rangers reported poaching activity yesterday," a woman is saying as we enter. "David, take the Johnson family to the northern watering hole instead."

Everyone turns as I step in. About fifteen staff members, mostly in matching khaki uniforms, stare at me with expressions ranging from curiosity to barely concealed skepticism. But it's the woman at the head of the table who captures my full attention.

Mara Kimathi is not what I expected. Somehow, her brisk emails had conjured an image of someone older, more matronly. The reality is a woman about my age - early thirties - with close-cropped natural hair framing a face of striking angles and smooth brown skin. She's tall and lean, dressed in safari clothes that somehow manage to highlight rather than hide her athletic build.

"Mr. Harold," she says, her accented voice carrying a hint of steel beneath its musical lilt. "How nice of you to join us."

"Sorry I'm late," I begin, feeling strangely off-balance. "The flight⁠—"

"We start at seven every morning," she continues, cutting me off smoothly. "The morning meeting is essential for everyone's safety and the coordination between departments." Her dark eyes assess me with clinical precision, taking in my wrinkled city clothes and obvious exhaustion. "I'm Mara Kimathi, lodge manager."

"Ethan," I say, moving forward to shake her hand. "Ethan Harold."

Her grip is firm, her hand warm and slightly callused. Something flickers in her expression - disappointment? judgment? - before she turns back to the staff.

"As I was saying, we'll reroute today's drives away from the eastern boundary. Juma, please inform all drivers about the situation."

I find an empty chair against the wall and try to follow the rapid-fire discussions about guest requirements, vehicle maintenance, and weather patterns. Mara oversees it all with remarkable efficiency, seeming to know every detail about the lodge's operations. The staff clearly respects her, offering suggestions that she considers before making decisions.

"Poachers again?" an older white man asks, frowning at the map. "That's the third time this month."

"Kenya Wildlife Service is increasing patrols," Mara replies. "But until then, we stay clear."

"Is this a regular problem?" I interject, suddenly alert. Security issues weren't mentioned in any of the paperwork I signed.

An uncomfortable silence falls. Mara turns those assessing eyes on me again.

"Mr. Harold, this is Kenya, not Central Park. We deal with wildlife, weather, and occasionally humans who don't respect boundaries." Her tone carries a clear message: this is why you need me. "It's handled."

Heat creeps up my neck. "I'd like to understand the security protocols in place. It seems like something the owner should know."

A few staff members exchange glances. Mara's expression doesn't change, but I sense a new tension in her posture.

"Of course," she says with exaggerated patience. "We can review all operational procedures after the meeting. Along with the financial statements, which I'm sure will be more familiar territory for you."

The subtle dig isn't lost on me or anyone else in the room. Great. Not even an hour in Kenya and I've already managed to piss off the one person I need on my side.

The meeting continues for another fifteen minutes before Mara dismisses everyone with final instructions. As they file out, she remains, organizing papers and pointedly ignoring me until we're alone.

"So," she says finally, looking up. "The prodigal nephew arrives to claim his inheritance."

"I wouldn't put it that way."

"No? How would you put it?" Her directness is jarring after months of New York politeness masking New York ruthlessness. "Robert spoke of you, you know. His ambitious nephew who was too busy for family visits."

The gentle rebuke stings more than I care to admit. "Uncle Robert understood I was building my career."

"And now that career has brought you here." Her eyes meet mine directly. "Tell me, Mr. Harold, is this a brief inspection tour before you put the lodge on the market, or should we expect the dubious pleasure of your company for a more extended stay?"

The question catches me off guard. I haven't fully decided my plans, but her assumption that I would sell rankles.

"I'm not sure that's any of your business, Miss Kimathi."

"Everything about Nyota Lodge is my business." She gathers her papers and stands. "Robert built this place from nothing. He respected the land, the wildlife, and the people who work here. He made it his life's work."

"And he left it to me," I say, standing as well. I have a few inches on her, but she doesn't seem remotely intimidated.

"Yes, he did," she agrees. "The question is whether you deserve it."

Before I can respond, she gestures toward the door. "You must be tired from your journey. Juma will show you to your cottage. We can discuss operational details this afternoon, after you've rested."

Her dismissal is so smooth I find myself in the hallway before I can formulate a response. Juma appears almost immediately, as if summoned.

"This way, Mr. Harold," he says cheerfully, seemingly oblivious to the tension. "The owner's cottage is just beyond the main lodge. Very private, with the best view of the sunset."

As we walk through the property, I try to process the encounter with Mara. I've dealt with tough negotiators and hostile takeovers, but something about her direct approach has me off-kilter. Maybe it's the jet lag. Maybe it's the fact that for the first time in my professional life, I'm completely out of my element.

"How long has Miss Kimathi worked here?" I ask Juma as we approach a small but elegant thatched cottage.

"Almost ten years now. She started as a guide, but Mr. Robert saw something special in her. Very smart, very dedicated." He unlocks the door and stands aside. "She and Mr. Robert were very close. Like father and daughter, some say."

That explains some of her hostility. She probably sees me as an interloper - the nephew who'd ignored his uncle for years, suddenly appearing to claim his prize.

"Miss Mara runs a tight ship," Juma continues, showing me into a surprisingly stylish living space with panoramic windows overlooking the savanna. "The staff respects her very much. Guests too."

The implication is clear: if I want any chance of success here, I need Mara on my side.

"I'm sure we'll work well together," I say, not believing it for a second.

Juma's smile widens. "Oh yes, sir. I'm sure you will. Once you get used to each other." He gestures to a small kitchenette. "There's coffee and some food here. Rest well. Miss Mara expects you in her office at two o'clock to review the accounts."

After he leaves, I collapse onto the surprisingly comfortable sofa and stare out at the vast landscape before me. Herds of what might be gazelles dot the golden plain, and in the distance, the distinctive silhouette of an acacia tree stands against the cloudless sky.

What the hell am I doing here? Three weeks ago, I was fielding calls from the SEC and watching my career implode. Now I'm in the middle of nowhere, facing off with a lodge manager who clearly wishes I'd stayed in New York.

My phone buzzes with a text from back home - another former colleague sending fake sympathy while fishing for gossip. I switch it off without responding and turn my attention back to the savanna.

Whatever I expected from Kenya, Mara Kimathi wasn't it. The confidence in her stance, the knowledge in her eyes, the hint of softness when she mentioned my uncle... she's a puzzle I wasn't prepared to solve.

She might run this lodge, but I own it. And something tells me that's going to be a problem for both of us.
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I wake up to sunlight streaming through unfamiliar curtains and the distant sound of something that might be monkeys. For a second, I forget where I am. Then it all comes crashing back—Kenya, the lodge, my inheritance, and the intimidating woman who runs it all.

Oh, and my meeting with said woman is in... I grab my phone. Shit. Ten minutes.

I scramble out of bed, splash water on my face, and change into the least wrinkled clothes I can find. No time to shave. Wall Street Ethan would never have left his room looking like this, but Safari Ethan apparently has lower standards.

When I reach Mara's office, I'm only two minutes late, which feels like a victory. She's sitting behind a desk that's meticulously organized, with floor-to-ceiling windows behind her framing a picture-perfect view of a watering hole where some pig-like animals are drinking.

"Warthogs," she says, following my gaze without looking up from her paperwork. "Ugly but surprisingly intelligent."

"Like some of my former colleagues," I reply before thinking.

That gets a hint of a smile. "You're nearly on time. I'm impressed."

"Don't sound so shocked." I drop into the chair across from her desk. "I did manage a billion-dollar portfolio. I can handle an appointment."

"A billion dollars." She shakes her head slightly. "Do you know what we could do for conservation with that kind of money?"

And just like that, I feel like an asshole again.

"Let's go through the lodge operations," she says, pushing a thick folder toward me. "Financial statements, occupancy rates, staffing, maintenance schedules. Everything you need to understand how we function."

For the next hour, Mara walks me through the business with remarkable precision. I've sat through countless financial briefings in my career, but her command of both the big picture and the smallest details impresses even me. The lodge operates at nearly 90% capacity during high season, with profit margins that are respectable if not Wall Street-worthy.

"These numbers are solid," I tell her, studying the balance sheets. "Better than I expected, honestly."

"Your uncle believed in sustainable growth," she explains. "We could extract more profit short-term, but it would damage our relationship with the local community and our conservation efforts."

She shows me how the lodge supports anti-poaching patrols, funds a local school, and maintains wildlife corridors on the property. It's about as far from the cutthroat world of investment banking as you can get, but I find myself genuinely intrigued by the model.

"I'd like to see how it all works in practice," I say as we finish. "Mind if I shadow you tomorrow?"

Mara looks genuinely surprised. "You want to learn the day-to-day operations?"

"Is that so hard to believe?"

"Most owners I've encountered prefer cocktails by the pool while others handle the details." Her voice is neutral, but I catch the judgment underneath.

"I'm not most owners," I reply. "And this isn't exactly a planned career move for me. I need to understand what I've inherited."

She studies me for a moment, then nods. "Fine. Be ready at 5:30 AM."

"In the morning?" The question slips out before I can stop it.

A hint of amusement crosses her face. "Welcome to safari life, Mr. Harold. Our day starts before the sun."

"Ethan," I correct her. "If we're going to be working together, please call me Ethan."

"5:30, Ethan," she says, standing to indicate our meeting is over. "Don't be late."

——

I'm at the main lodge by 5:25 the next morning, feeling both proud of my punctuality and deeply resentful of whoever invented mornings. The air is surprisingly cool, with hints of woodsmoke and something wild and green that I can't identify.

Mara emerges from the building looking irritatingly awake and put-together. She gives me a quick once-over, her eyes lingering momentarily on my hiking boots.

"Those will be killing you by noon," she observes.

"They're all I have."

"We'll sort you out later. For now, follow me."

The kitchen is already a hive of activity. Staff members nod respectfully as Mara introduces me, though I catch skeptical glances when they think I'm not looking. The head chef, Daniel, hands us each a mug of coffee that's strong enough to strip paint.

"First stop, food inspection," Mara says, leading me to a walk-in refrigerator. "We check everything daily. Any hint of spoilage, any temperature fluctuations, we address immediately. Out here, food safety isn't just about avoiding complaints. It can be life or death."

She hands me a clipboard with a detailed checklist, and I dutifully follow her through the inspection process. The kitchen is spotless, every container meticulously labeled and dated.

"Now for breakfast service," she says, glancing at her watch. "Guests start arriving in thirty minutes."

For the next two hours, I observe the carefully choreographed dance of the dining room. Mara seems to know every guest by name, remembers their dietary preferences, and makes each person feel specially attended to. I try to help by pouring coffee and clearing tables, but succeed only in spilling orange juice on an elderly British woman's sleeve.

"I'm so sorry," I stammer, mortified.

Before the situation can escalate, Mara materializes beside me with a damp cloth and a warm smile I've never seen before.

"Mrs. Setler, I see you've met our new owner," she says smoothly. "Ethan is learning every aspect of the operation, including, apparently, how challenging a full breakfast service can be."

Somehow, she transforms my clumsy mistake into a charming anecdote about hands-on management, and Mrs. Pembroke is soon laughing and patting my arm.

"First day jitters," she says kindly. "You'll get the hang of it, dear boy."

When she leaves, I turn to Mara with new respect. "That was smooth."

"Guest relations 101," she replies, but there's a sign of amusement in her eyes. "Clean up the rest of that spill, then meet me at reception. Room inspections next."

The morning flies by in a blur of activity. I shadow Mara through every department, watching her check rooms before new guests arrive, consult with maintenance about a faulty air conditioner, and review security protocols with the night guards.

"How do you keep track of everything?" I ask as we head back to the main lodge.

"Practice," she says simply. "And good systems. Your uncle was big on checklists and preventive maintenance. Problems are always easier to solve before they become emergencies."

At the reception desk, a flustered young woman waves Mara over. "Miss Kimathi, we have a situation with the Hendersons."

Mara's expression immediately turns serious. "What kind of situation, Amara?"

"They arrived early for check-in and are very upset about their room assignment. Mr. Henderson is insisting on speaking to management."

Mara glances at me. "Well, that would be us."

"What's the issue with their room?" I ask, suddenly feeling out of my depth.

"The Hendersons are VIPs," Amara explains in a low voice. "Repeat guests who always stay in the Elephant Suite. But there was a booking error, and the suite is occupied until tomorrow."

"They're threatening to leave if we can't accommodate them," Mara adds. "They've brought friends this time—two other couples who booked on their recommendation. Losing all six of them would be a significant hit."

"What options do we have?" I ask.

"Limited," Mara admits. "We're nearly at capacity. The only comparable accommodation is the owner's cottage."

My cottage. I see where this is heading. "And where would I stay?"

"There's staff quarters with an extra room," she says, watching my reaction. "It's comfortable, but not luxurious."

I weigh my options. The practical business decision is clear, even if it means giving up my comfortable digs. "Fine. The Hendersons can have my cottage."

Mara nods approvingly. "I'll handle the Hendersons. Amara, please arrange to move Mr. Harold's belongings to the staff quarters, and prepare the owner's cottage for the Hendersons."

As Amara hurries off, Mara turns to me. "Thank you. That was the right call."

"I do know something about customer service," I reply, unreasonably pleased by her approval.

"Let's smooth things over with our VIPs," she says, heading toward reception where an irritated-looking couple in matching safari outfits are holding court.

"Mr. and Mrs. Henderson," Mara greets them warmly. "I'm so sorry for the confusion with your reservation. Allow me to introduce Ethan Harold, who recently inherited Nyota Lodge from his uncle Robert."

The couple eye me suspiciously. Mrs. Henderson, a formidable woman with expensively highlighted hair, speaks first. "We've been coming here for eight years, and we've always stayed in the Elephant Suite. Always."

I slip easily into client management mode—a skill that served me well on Wall Street. "I understand completely, and I apologize sincerely for the oversight. While the Elephant Suite isn't available until tomorrow, I'd like to offer you my personal accommodations instead. The owner's cottage has even more privacy and an unobstructed view of the watering hole."

Mr. Henderson's expression softens slightly. "The owner's cottage? Robert never offered that to guests."

"I believe in experiencing all aspects of the lodge," I say, laying it on thick. "Including the staff quarters, where I'll be staying tonight. We value your loyalty to Nyota, and I want your friends to have the exceptional experience you've told them about."

Mrs. Henderson seems mollified by this special treatment. "Well, I suppose that would be acceptable. If the view is really better."

"Significantly better," Mara confirms. "And I've taken the liberty of arranging a private sundowner this evening at the ridge viewpoint, complimentary for your entire party."

This final touch completely turns the situation around. The Hendersons are soon smiling and introducing me to their friends, all traces of irritation gone.

As they move off with Amara to complete check-in, Mara gives me an approving nod. "Not bad for a city banker."

"Thanks for backing me up," I say. "That sundowner was a nice touch."

"Standard procedure for VIPs," she replies. "Though it will mean rearranging the evening drive schedule."

"More work for you," I observe.

"For us," she corrects, surprising me. "You're still shadowing, remember? You'll need to help me sort out the logistics."

We spend the next hour in her office, reworking the evening's schedule to accommodate the special event for the Hendersons. I'm amazed by how many moving parts there are, how a small change ripples through the entire operation.

"This is complex," I admit as we finalize the plan. "I had no idea."

"Most guests don't," she says. "The illusion of effortlessness takes enormous effort."

Her radio crackles with a message from maintenance. A pipe has burst near the dining area, and water is flooding the pathway.

"Never a dull moment," she sighs, standing up. "Come on, this is part of the job too."

When we arrive at the scene, two maintenance workers are already attempting to contain the water, which is creating a muddy mess across the main walkway between guest rooms and the dining area.

"This needs to be fixed before the guests return from their afternoon drive," Mara says, surveying the damage. "And we need a temporary walkway in the meantime."

She immediately takes charge, directing the maintenance team to shut off the water supply while dispatching another staff member to find materials for a temporary path. I stand awkwardly, feeling useless, until she turns to me.

"Don't just stand there. Help me move these sandbags to divert the water away from the guest areas."

The bags are heavy and unwieldy, and within minutes my shirt is soaked with sweat and dirty water. To my surprise, Mara works alongside me, hefting the sandbags with practiced ease, seemingly unbothered by the mud coating her arms.

"You don't have to do this," I tell her, struggling with a particularly heavy bag. "I can handle it."

"This is my job," she says simply. "Every aspect of it."

As we work together, I become uncomfortably aware of her physical presence. The lean strength in her arms, the determined set of her jaw, the way her uniform clings to her body in the humidity. When she brushes against me while positioning a sandbag, I feel a jolt of attraction that has nothing to do with our professional relationship.

"Hold this in place," she instructs, either not noticing or choosing to ignore my reaction.

I steady the sandbag while she secures it, our hands briefly overlapping in the mud. Her fingers are long , nails cut short for practicality, but still unmistakably feminine. I find myself wondering what those hands would feel like in other contexts, then immediately shut down that inappropriate train of thought.

By the time we've contained the water and created a temporary pathway of wooden pallets, I'm filthy, exhausted, and oddly exhilarated. There's something satisfying about solving a tangible problem with physical effort, so different from the abstract financial challenges I dealt with in New York.

"Not bad," Mara says, surveying our work. "The maintenance team can handle the actual pipe repair, but this will get us through until then." She gives me an appraising look. "You're a mess."

I look down at my mud-covered clothes and laugh. "So are you."

For the first time, I see a genuine smile transform her face, and it hits me with unexpected force. Mara Kimathi isn't just competent; she's beautiful, especially when that stern professional mask slips.

"We both need to clean up before the guests return," she says, checking her watch. "Meet me back at reception in thirty minutes. We still have the afternoon briefing, and then we need to prepare for the Hendersons' special sundowner."

"Is the day always this... intense?" I ask.

"This is actually fairly routine," she replies. "Wait until we have a real emergency."

"Like what?" I ask, suddenly concerned.

"Medical evacuation, aggressive wildlife too close to the lodge, vehicle breakdown with guests in predator territory." She ticks off potential crises on her fingers. "Out here, we need to be prepared for anything."

The matter-of-fact way she lists these scenarios reminds me that I'm far from the controlled environment of Wall Street. Here, the stakes aren't just financial—they're literally life and death.

"I have a lot to learn," I admit.

"Yes, you do," she agrees, but without the dismissive edge from yesterday. "But you're asking the right questions. That's a start."

As I walk back to my soon-to-be-former cottage to clean up, I think about how much has happened in just one morning. I came to Kenya expecting to hide out until my scandal blew over, maybe review some spreadsheets and make a decision about selling. Instead, I'm knee-deep in mud, juggling guest crises, and becoming increasingly drawn to the woman who keeps this place running.

When I return to reception, freshly showered and changed, Mara is already waiting, looking as put-together as if she'd spent the morning in an air-conditioned office instead of hauling sandbags through mud. She hands me a clipboard with yet another checklist.

"Afternoon briefing," she explains. "We review all guest activities, confirm dinner preparations, and address any issues that arose during the day."

"Like burst pipes," I suggest.

"Exactly." There's that hint of a smile again. "Ready for round two?"

I take the clipboard, surprised by my own enthusiasm. "Lead the way."

As we walk toward the staff area, I realize something unexpected. For the first time since the scandal broke, I'm not thinking about New York or my ruined career. Instead, I'm completely present, engaged in the immediate challenges of this place.

And somehow, Mara Kimathi is at the center of this shifting perspective.
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I hate how cheerful the birds sound at 4:30 AM.

Groaning, I fumble for my phone to shut off the alarm, nearly knocking over a glass of water in the process. The staff quarters bed is too narrow and too firm, and my back protests as I sit up. Right now, the Hendersons are sleeping in luxury in my cottage, and I'm crammed in this glorified closet with a squeaky ceiling fan and walls thin enough to hear someone snoring three rooms away.

Worth it though. The look on Mara's face when I solved the room crisis was... something.

I grab my toiletry bag and stumble to the shared bathroom down the hall. Cold water shock to the face. Teeth brushed. Three-day stubble that I decide to keep because honestly, who am I trying to impress out here? (A lie, but I'm not ready to admit that yet.)

The mirror shows a different me already – sunburned across the nose despite yesterday's hat, hair getting too long, dark circles under my eyes. I look like hell. But somehow, I feel more alive than I have in months.

Back in my room, I pull on the cleanest dirty clothes I have left – tan cargo pants, a navy button-down that's already wrinkled to hell, and those damn boots that gave me a blister yesterday. Note to self: buy better footwear.

Outside, the compound is weirdly beautiful in the pre-dawn light. Everything's washed in deep blue, with edges of gold just starting to appear on the horizon. The air smells impossibly fresh – dirt and grass and something sweet I can't identify. A few staff members nod as they pass, probably wondering what the hell the new owner is doing up at this hour.

I spot Mara before she sees me. She's leaning against a Land Rover, making notes on her ever-present clipboard. My stomach does this embarrassing little flip thing. Jesus, I'm acting like a teenager.

It's just... she's stunning in a way that has nothing to do with conventional beauty. Her movements are economical and precise. Her safari uniform should be the least sexy outfit imaginable, but on her, the simple khaki pants and button-down somehow highlight rather than hide her athletic build. The early light catches her profile – the strong line of her jaw, her full lips pressed together in concentration, her short natural hair framing her face perfectly.

When she looks up and sees me, something changes across her face too quickly to read.

"You actually showed up," she says, and I detect a sign of approval in her voice.

"Said I would, didn't I?" I try to sound casual, like I haven't been thinking about spending the morning alone with her since we made the plan yesterday.

"Most people talk big about dawn game drives, then bail when they realize what 'dawn' actually means." She tosses me a canvas hat. "Here. Your nose is already sunburned."

Our hands brush during the handoff. A tingle, like the spark of a match. Static, sure.

"We'll be out about four hours," she says, all business now. "Mornings are best for wildlife. The animals are active before it gets too hot." She opens the driver's side door and slides in.

I climb into the passenger seat, noticing again how open the vehicle is – no windows, no doors, just metal frames and a canvas roof.

"Any, uh, safety concerns I should know about?" I try to sound casual.

Mara gives me a sidelong glance that might be amusement. "Just the usual. Don't stand up suddenly. Don't make loud noises. Keep all limbs inside the vehicle. And if something charges us..." she pauses dramatically, "...pray I can drive faster than it can run."

She laughs at whatever expression crosses my face. "Relax. I've done this thousands of times. Nothing's going to eat you."

Her laugh is rich and genuine, completely at odds with her usual professional reserve.

The engine roars to life, and we're off, bumping along dirt tracks as dawn breaks over the savanna. I'm hyper-aware of Mara's proximity in the cab. Her elbow occasionally brushes mine when she shifts gears. I catch whiffs of her scent – something clean and subtle, like unscented soap and sun-warmed skin.

We don't talk much at first. The landscape unfolds around us – endless golden grasses, scattered acacia trees with their distinctive flat tops, and a sky so vast it makes me dizzy to look up. I'm used to being hemmed in by skyscrapers; this boundless horizon feels almost threatening in its openness.

"Look there," Mara says suddenly, cutting the engine. She points to our right.

I squint, seeing nothing at first. Then shapes materialize from the landscape – three giraffes moving with that strange, graceful gait across the plain. They're both exactly like and nothing like the zoo animals I've seen. Wild. Free. Perfectly at home.

"Holy shit," I whisper, genuinely awestruck.

Mara hands me binoculars. "The big one's the male. See how he keeps watch while the females feed?"

Through the binoculars, I can see the giraffes' details – the patterns on their hides, the alert eyes, the delicate way they strip leaves from thorny branches.

"They're incredible," I say.

"If you think they're impressive from here, wait till you see them up close. There's a conservation center near the lodge where you can feed them. Maybe tomorrow, if you're interested."

The idea that she's planning for me to be here, doing this again tomorrow, fills me with an unexpected happiness.

I lower the binoculars and find her watching me with an odd expression.

"What?" I ask.

She tilts her head slightly. "You're different out here."

"Different how?" I'm genuinely curious.

"Less..." She pauses, searching for the word. "Less closed off."

The observation catches me off guard. I'm not used to being read so accurately, especially by someone who barely knows me. Before I can formulate a response, she starts the engine again.

"Let's try the eastern watering hole. The elephants have been active there this week."

We drive in silence for a while. The sun climbs higher, and with it, the temperature. I roll up my sleeves, noticing Mara's forearms are already bare – lean and strong, skin smooth and dark in the morning light. I force my eyes back to the landscape.

"So how'd you end up here?" I ask, partly from curiosity and partly to distract myself from staring at her. "Running a safari lodge, I mean."

She keeps her eyes on the rough track ahead. "Long story."

"We've got time," I point out.

She's quiet for so long I think she's going to ignore the question. Then: "I grew up near Amboseli Park. My father was a ranger. I spent my childhood following him around, learning tracking, animal behavior, plant identification – stuff most kids never learn."

"Sounds like an amazing childhood."

A half-smile. "It was. I wanted to be just like him." She navigates around a rocky patch. "My mother thought I should be more practical. Study business, get a stable job in Nairobi. We argued about it constantly."

"But you followed your passion anyway?"

"Not exactly." Her expression clouds. "My parents died in a car accident my second year of university. After that..." She shrugs. "Plans changed."

"I'm sorry," I say, feeling inadequate.

"It was a long time ago." Her tone closes the subject. "Anyway, I ended up guiding for a budget safari company. Your uncle found me there. Said I was wasted on daytrippers who didn't appreciate what they were seeing. Offered me a job at Nyota, trained me, eventually promoted me to manager." Her voice softens at the mention of my uncle. "He gave me chances no one else would have."

"And now you're stuck with his clueless nephew," I say, attempting lightness.

The laugh that escapes her is genuine. "You're not entirely clueless. Just..."

"Inexperienced?" I suggest.

"Exactly." There's something in the way she says it – a subtle change in tone that sends heat crawling up my neck. Our eyes meet briefly, hers dark and unreadable, before she returns her attention to driving.

The radio crackles, breaking the moment. Another guide reports elephant sightings near our destination. Mara acknowledges and adjusts our course.

"We might get lucky," she says. "But we need to be careful. There's a young calf with this herd, which makes the females protective."

Twenty minutes later, we round a stand of trees and Mara kills the engine. "There," she whispers.

It takes my eyes a moment to adjust, and then I see them – elephants gathered around a wide, shallow watering hole. At least fifteen of them, from massive adults to a tiny calf that can't be more than a few months old. In the golden morning light, they're magnificent – their skin textured like ancient stone, their movements deliberate and graceful despite their enormous size.

I reach for the binoculars, but Mara stops me, her hand covering mine. "Wait," she says softly. "Just watch with your naked eyes first. Take in the whole scene before you focus on details."

Her hand is warm on mine, her fingers slender but strong. I suddenly find it hard to concentrate on the elephants. When she finally withdraws her touch, my skin feels colder for the absence.

We sit in silence, watching the complex social dynamics of the herd play out. The matriarch directs movements with subtle gestures; younger elephants splash playfully under their mothers' watchful eyes; the tiny calf receives attention from multiple adults, like a beloved child with many doting aunts.

"They're like a big family reunion," I say quietly.

Mara nods. "Elephant social structures are incredibly sophisticated. They form bonds that last lifetimes. They mourn their dead." Her voice takes on a reverent quality. "When you see this, you're witnessing something ancient and profound. Something almost human, but not quite."

Her passion is captivating. I find myself watching her as much as the elephants – the animation in her usually composed features, the way the rising sun catches copper highlights in her dark eyes, the elegant line of her throat where a bead of sweat slowly traces downward.

She turns suddenly, catching me staring. Something magical happens between us in that moment – a mutual recognition that transcends our professional relationship. For a breathless second, I think she might acknowledge it.

Instead, she hands me the binoculars, our fingers brushing in a touch that feels deliberately prolonged. "Look at the calf," she says, her voice lower than before. "See how they all protect it?"

Through the lenses, I focus on the baby elephant, watching its playful antics under the watchful eyes of its elders. But I remain acutely conscious of Mara beside me – her scent, her proximity in the confined space of the vehicle, the occasional brush of her arm against mine as she points out features of elephant behavior.

We stay for nearly an hour, speaking in low, intimate tones that seem required by the setting but create an unexpected bubble of privacy. When the elephants finally move away from the water, disappearing into thicker vegetation, I feel oddly bereft, as if a spell has been broken.

Mara starts the engine. "We'll try the western plains. Sometimes the lion prides are visible there this time of morning."

As we drive, the sun climbs higher. Sweat trickles down my back, and I roll my sleeves up further. Mara looks perfectly comfortable, though a light sheen of perspiration makes her skin glow. There's something incredibly attractive about her in this element – confident, knowledgeable, and completely natural. No makeup, no pretense, none of the careful artifice I'm used to from New York women.

"Tell me about the lions," I say, partly from genuine interest and partly to distract myself from inappropriate thoughts about my lodge manager.

"Our region has three main prides," she explains, navigating through a rocky area. "The Acacia pride is nearest the lodge – two males, six females, several cubs. Then there's the River pride north of us and the Mountain pride to the east."

"They don't fight each other?"

"Territory disputes happen, especially between males. But mostly they respect the boundaries." She slows as we crest a rise. "The real battles happen when nomad males challenge the dominant lions. Then it gets ugly."

The landscape opens into wide plains dotted with occasional trees. Mara scans the horizon, then points to a distant acacia. "There. Under that large tree."

Through the binoculars, I make out several tawny shapes lounging in the shade. "Lions?"

"The Acacia pride," she confirms, driving slowly closer. "They've probably just finished hunting. They'll rest there until evening now."

She positions our vehicle at a respectful distance, angling for the best view while maintaining a safe buffer. The lions are magnificent even from here – powerful bodies stretched lazily across the ground, occasional flicks of tails or ears the only movement.

"The two on the left are the males," Mara says, her voice dropping to that intimate register again. "See the darker manes? The females do most of the hunting, but the males protect the territory and the cubs."

As if on cue, smaller shapes emerge from the tall grass – cubs tumbling and playing while the adults rest. The contrast between the lethal predators and their playful young is fascinating.

"They're practicing hunting skills," Mara explains, leaning closer to speak softly. Her shoulder presses against mine. "Everything is preparation for survival."

"It's amazing," I say, equally quietly.

"This is why I love what I do," she says, turning toward me. Our faces are suddenly, unexpectedly close. "These moments. Watching people experience this for the first time."

Her eyes flick briefly to my mouth, then back up. Heat floods my body that has nothing to do with the rising temperature. If we were anywhere else, I might close that distance without hesitation. But here, with lions lounging nearby and the vast savanna surrounding us, the moment feels both perfect and surreal.

Before I can decide whether to act, Mara pulls back slightly. "Hungry?" she asks, reaching for the cooler behind her seat. "I packed breakfast."

The tension isn't dispelled, merely deferred. As she unpacks containers of fruit, pastries, and thermoses of coffee, I find myself watching the movements of her hands, the way her shirt pulls across her shoulders when she stretches back, the curve of her neck as she bends to her task.

We eat breakfast watching the lions, sharing food and conversation with a new ease. Our hands touch occasionally as we pass containers between us, each contact brief but with awareness. The conversation flows naturally, touching on our backgrounds, experiences, perspectives. I learn that Mara speaks four languages, has a degree in wildlife management, and has never left Africa. She seems genuinely interested in hearing about New York, asking questions about the city and my former career without the judgment that colored our earlier interactions.

"Why banking?" she asks, sipping coffee from a metal travel mug. "You don't strike me as the stereotypical finance bro."

I laugh at her accurate use of the term. "Family business, sort of. My father's been working with Investment banks forever. It was just... expected, I guess. And I was good at it. Until I wasn't."

"What happened?" Her directness is refreshing after months of people carefully avoiding the topic.

I hesitate, then opt for honesty. "I got caught in the crossfire of a trading scandal. Some senior people in my department were manipulating certain transactions. I didn't know about it, but I'd signed off on some of the paperwork." I shrug, trying to seem more casual about it than I feel. "The investigation eventually cleared me, but the damage was done. My reputation was trashed. The firm suggested I 'take some time off,' which we both knew meant I was finished there."

"And then you inherited the lodge," she says, connecting the dots.

"Perfect timing, in a weird way. Somewhere to hide until people forget."

She studies me thoughtfully. "Is that all this is to you? A hiding place?"

The question catches me off guard. Two days ago, I would have said yes without hesitation. Now, I'm not so sure.

"It was," I admit. "But now... I'm starting to see it differently."

"Because of the Hendersons situation? One crisis solved and you're ready to be a safari lodge owner?" Her tone is gently mocking.

"Maybe because of who showed me around," I say before I can overthink it.

The admission hangs between us. Mara holds my gaze, her expression unreadable for a long moment before she looks away, focusing on the lions in the distance.

"We should head back soon," she says, but her voice carries a new softness. "You've got more to learn about the lodge operations."

"Looking forward to it," I reply, and mean it completely.

As we pack up breakfast, I notice how Mara's movements have changed subtly – more deliberate when she reaches past me, her body angling toward mine as she speaks. The awareness between us has shifted from implicit to acknowledged, though still unacted upon.

On the drive back, we stop several more times for wildlife sightings – zebras crossing our path, a solitary leopard glimpsed briefly in dense brush, a family of warthogs trotting comically through the grass with their tails straight up like antennas. Each stop feels like a shared secret between us, building an intimacy that goes beyond physical attraction.

"There's so much I don't know about this place," I say as the lodge comes into view. "About Kenya. About running a safari business."

Mara guides the vehicle through the main gate. "You're learning quickly."

"I have a good teacher."

She parks near the main building and turns to me, her expression serious. "Ethan, this isn't just a business. It's a responsibility – to the land, to the wildlife, to the people who work here. If you're staying, you need to understand that."

"I'm beginning to," I tell her. "Thanks to you."

Something in my tone makes her pause, studying my face as if searching for my real intentions. Whatever she sees there causes her to smile – a genuine, unguarded smile that transforms her features and sends a jolt of desire through me.

"We have afternoon duties to deal with," she says, finally breaking eye contact. "The Hendersons check out tomorrow, so you can move back into the owner's cottage."

"I'm actually okay in the staff quarters," I say. "Helps me understand how everything works."

She raises an eyebrow. "The owner sleeping in staff housing would be... unusual."

"I'm not a usual owner," I reply.

"No," she agrees, her eyes meeting mine one more time before she steps out of the vehicle. "You're definitely not."

As we walk toward the main lodge, not quite touching but intensely aware of each other's proximity, I realize something fundamental has changed. Kenya isn't just a hiding place anymore. And Mara Kimathi isn't just the manager of my inherited property.

She's becoming something far more complicated, and far more intriguing.
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The day after our game drive, I find myself looking for Mara at every turn. During breakfast, I scan the dining room, disappointed when I only see other staff. I check her office, finding it empty but meticulously organized. It's almost noon when I finally spot her across the property, deep in conversation with one of the maintenance guys.

I shouldn't be this aware of her. It's unprofessional and complicated on about fifteen different levels. But I can't help tracking her movements as she gestures toward the roof of one of the guest cottages, her profile sharp against the midday sun.

"Mr. Harold."

I nearly jump out of my skin. Juma has appeared beside me with his usual silent efficiency.

"Sorry to startle you. Miss Mara asked me to find you. There's an issue with the water pump that supplies the eastern cottages."

"Is there anything I can do to help?" I ask, embarrassed at being caught staring.

"Actually, yes. Miss Mara would like you to accompany her to inspect the problem. She says it's a good opportunity for you to understand our infrastructure challenges."

Ten minutes later, I'm squeezed into a utility vehicle beside Mara, bouncing along a rutted track toward what she calls "the problematic pump." The cab is smaller than the safari vehicle, forcing us closer together. Every bump in the road causes our shoulders to brush, and I'm hyperaware of the point where her thigh occasionally touches mine when she shifts gears.

"The pumps are our biggest maintenance headache," she explains, expertly navigating around a massive pothole. "We're too far from municipal water lines, so we rely on borehole wells and pumps to supply the entire lodge."

I nod, trying to focus on the problem rather than the way her hands look on the steering wheel, strong and with neatly trimmed nails.

"If this pump fails completely, how many guests are affected?" I ask.

"Twelve rooms, the eastern dining pavilion, and the pool." She glances at me, looking faintly impressed that I asked a practical question. "We have backup systems, but they're not ideal for more than a day or two."

She brakes suddenly as a family of warthogs darts across the road, and I'm thrown forward, instinctively bracing my hand against the dashboard. Mara's hand shoots out at the same moment, landing firmly on my thigh to stop me from hitting the windshield.

"Sorry about that," she says, removing her hand quickly but not before I feel the warmth of her palm through my pants. "The warthogs think they own the roads."

"No problem," I manage, my voice embarrassingly husky. I clear my throat. "So, uh, how old is this water system?"

Nice recovery, Harold. Very smooth.

The pump station turns out to be a small concrete building surrounded by acacia trees. Inside, a large industrial pump makes a worrying grinding noise that even I recognize can't be good.

"Bearings," Mara says after listening for a few seconds. "They're going."

She kneels to open an access panel, and I find myself staring at her, the way her shirt pulls tight across her shoulders as she leans forward. When she glances up, I quickly pretend to be examining the ceiling.

"Here," she says, "take a look. You need to understand our systems if you're staying."

I kneel beside her, our heads close together as she points out the problem. Her hair smells faintly of something herbal and clean. This close, I notice a small scar near her temple, a tiny imperfection that somehow makes her more real, more touchable.

"See this bearing assembly? It needs replacement. Unfortunately, the parts have to come from Nairobi."

"How long will that take?" I ask, trying to sound like I'm thinking about the pump and not how close her lips are to mine.

"Three days, minimum. We have a supply run planned for tomorrow, but with the recent rains, the roads to the city can be unpredictable."

She shifts position, her arm pressing momentarily against mine as she reaches to touch another component. "The real problem is that this entire system is aging. Your uncle had plans to upgrade it this year, but..." She trails off.

"But he died," I finish quietly.

Mara nods, a shadow crossing her face. For a moment, she's not the supremely competent lodge manager, but a woman who lost someone important to her.

"He was going to install a solar-powered system," she continues, all business again. "More reliable, more environmentally friendly, less dependent on spare parts from the city."

"How much would that cost?" I ask.

She names a figure that would barely cover a month's rent for my Manhattan apartment. "We have some of the funds set aside already. Robert was saving for it."

I make a quick decision. "Let's do it. Get the parts for the repair to keep us going, but also start the process for the upgrade."

Mara looks genuinely surprised. "You're serious?"

"It makes sense. Better for the environment, better for the lodge, better for our guests. Isn't that the triple win Uncle Robert always talked about?"

Her lips curve into a small, genuine smile that does ridiculous things to my pulse rate. "You've been paying attention."

"I'm not completely hopeless," I say, returning her smile.

We're still kneeling close together, our faces just inches apart. Something shifts in the air between us, the professional facade momentarily slipping. Her eyes drop briefly to my mouth, then back up. I lean forward slightly, testing, and she doesn't pull away.

Then the radio on her belt crackles loudly. "Miss Mara, are you there? We have a situation at reception."

The moment shatters. Mara stands quickly, putting necessary distance between us as she responds to the call. I remain kneeling for an extra second, trying to regather my composure and question my own sanity. Was I really about to kiss my lodge manager in a pump house?

"We need to head back," she says, her professional mask firmly back in place. "One of the guests had a minor accident on the stairs."

The drive back is filled with unspoken tension. We talk about water systems and maintenance schedules, yet beneath the surface, an undercurrent of awareness pulses, entirely separate from lodge affairs..

When we reach the main building, Mara puts the vehicle in park but doesn't immediately get out. "Ethan," she says, my name sounding different somehow in her voice. "About what almost happened back there..."

"It's fine," I say quickly, embarrassed. "Momentary lapse of judgment. Won't happen again."

"That's not..." She pauses, seeming to choose her words carefully. "I work for you. That makes this complicated."

"I know." The last thing I want is for her to think I'm some privileged asshole who hits on his employees.

"And I can't afford complications right now," she continues. "The lodge needs stability, especially after Robert's death."

"I understand completely," I say, meaning it. "Professional boundaries. Totally respected."

She nods, but her eyes tell a different story. There's a warmth there that contradicts her words, a hint of regret that matches my own.

"Cocktails by the fire pit tonight," she says after a moment. "It's a lodge tradition on Thursdays. The guests would appreciate meeting the new owner."

"I'll be there," I promise.

She gives me a small nod before heading inside to deal with the injured guest. I remain in the vehicle for an extra minute, trying to get my head straight. This attraction to Mara is becoming a problem I hadn't anticipated. I came to Kenya to escape one crisis, not create another.

But as I watch her through the reception window, efficiently handling the situation with the perfect blend of authority and compassion, I know I'm already in too deep.

—

The fire pit turns out to be a circular stone structure on a raised platform overlooking the savanna. By the time I arrive, the sun is setting in a spectacular display of orange and purple, and about twenty guests are gathered, drinks in hand, watching the light show.

Mara stands slightly apart, talking with an elderly couple. She's changed from her day uniform into a simple black dress that skims her curves and showcases those long legs that I've been trying not to think about. Her usual practical boots have been replaced by leather sandals, and she's added small gold earrings that catch the firelight.

She looks up as I approach, and for a split second, I see open appreciation in her gaze as she takes in my own change of clothes – khaki pants and a crisp white shirt I found in the back of my suitcase.

"Here's our host now," she says to the couple. "Mr. and Mrs. Harrington, this is Ethan Harold, the new owner of Nyota Lodge."

The next hour passes in a blur of introductions and small talk. I circulate among the guests, answering questions about how I came to inherit the lodge (the sanitized version), listening to stories about my uncle (who was clearly beloved), and deflecting gentle inquiries about my plans for the property.

Through it all, I'm constantly aware of Mara's presence. She moves through the gathering with effortless grace, ensuring everyone's glass stays full, facilitating conversations, and occasionally stepping in when I flounder with a question about Kenyan wildlife or lodge history.

When she hands me a gin and tonic, our fingers brush deliberately, and the look we exchange has nothing to do with professional courtesy.

"You're doing well," she says quietly. "The Richardsons are ready to book their next stay, and they were on the fence before."

"I had a good teacher," I reply.

She smiles, and I'm struck again by how it transforms her face. "We make a decent team, Harold."

"We do, don't we?" I hold her gaze perhaps a second too long.

A server approaches with a tray of appetizers, breaking the moment. Mara uses the interruption to move away, circulating back among the guests. I find myself tracking her movements throughout the evening, noticing how she laughs at an older gentleman's joke, the way she bends slightly to hear a soft-spoken woman, how she occasionally glances in my direction when she thinks I'm not looking.

The sunset gives way to a star-filled sky unlike anything I've ever seen. The Milky Way sprawls across the darkness, impossibly bright and clear without city lights to dim it.

"Incredible, isn't it?" Mara's voice comes from beside me. I hadn't heard her approach.

"I've never seen stars like this," I admit, looking up. "In New York, you're lucky to spot three or four through the light pollution."

"That's one of the things I love most about this place," she says softly. "It reminds you how small we are. How brief our time is."

I look at her from the side in the firelight, struck by the unexpected philosophical turn. "That sounds almost poetic."

She gives a small laugh. "Don't tell the staff. I have a reputation for ruthless pragmatism to maintain."

"Your secret's safe with me," I promise.

We stand in companionable silence for a moment, looking at the stars. Around us, guests chat and laugh, but somehow we've created a small pocket of privacy at the edge of the gathering.

"I should check on the kitchen," she says eventually, though she makes no move to leave. "We're serving a special dessert tonight."

"Of course," I say, equally reluctant to end the moment.

Neither of us moves. The fire crackles, sending sparks upward to compete with the stars. Out in the darkness, some animal calls, a haunting sound that seems to increase the intimacy of the moment.

"Ethan," she says, her voice lower. "About what I said earlier..."

"It's okay," I interrupt. "You were right. It's complicated."

"Yes," she agrees. "But complications aren't always bad things."

Before I can process what that might mean, she steps away. "I really should check on that dessert."

This time she goes, leaving me staring after her with a mixture of confusion and hope. I watch her disappear into the main building, trying to decipher what just happened.

Gradually, guests begin to drift away, heading to their cottages for the night. I stay by the fire, nursing my drink and replaying my interactions with Mara. The almost-kiss at the pump house. Her professional withdrawal afterward. And now this cryptic comment about complications.

I'm still mulling it over when Juma appears at my side.

"It was a good evening," he says. "The guests enjoyed meeting you."

"I enjoyed meeting them," I reply honestly. "They all seem to love this place."

"Nyota gets in your blood," Juma says with a knowing smile. "You start to feel it too, yes?"

I think about the past few days—the endless sky, the wild beauty, the rhythm of the lodge, and a certain manager who's rapidly becoming an obsession.

"Yeah," I admit. "I'm starting to."

—

I’m almost back to my room in the staff quarters when I spot her. Mara stands on the small deck outside her own quarters, leaning against the railing and looking up at the stars. She's still in the black dress, but she's kicked off her sandals. A glass of wine sits on the railing beside her.

I should keep walking. The smart play is definitely to go to my room, take a cold shower, and forget the way she looked in the firelight.

Instead, I find myself changing direction.

She hears my approach and turns, not looking particularly surprised to see me.

"Can't sleep?" she asks as I reach the bottom of her deck steps.

"Haven't tried yet," I admit. "Mind some company?"

She considers me for a long moment, then nods toward the empty chair beside her. "I have another glass."

I climb the steps, feeling like I'm crossing more than just physical distance. Mara disappears briefly inside, returning with a glass and a bottle of South African red.

"I keep the good stuff for myself," she says with a small smile, pouring me a generous glass. "Lodge margins are tight enough without serving the premium wines to guests."

"Smart business," I say, accepting the glass.

We sit side by side, looking out at the starlit savanna. From her deck, the view is even better than from my cottage – a sweeping panorama of the plains with a small watering hole just visible in the moonlight.

"I saw a leopard there last week," she says, following my gaze to the water. "Three AM. Couldn't sleep, so I was sitting right here when it appeared. Magnificent animal."

"Do you often have trouble sleeping?" I ask.

She takes a sip of wine before answering. "Since Robert died... yes."

"You were close."

"He was like family," she says simply. "The father I lost too young."

I feel a stab of guilt. "I should have visited him more."

"Why didn't you?" The question isn't accusatory, just curious.

I swirl the wine in my glass, considering how honest to be. "Partly work. Banking isn't exactly rich with vacation time, at least not at my level. But mostly... I don't know. Family complications. My father never approved of Robert's 'African adventure,' as he called it."

"And you wanted your father's approval."

It's not a question, and her insight is uncomfortably accurate. "Doesn't everyone?"

She shrugs. "I stopped seeking my mother's approval when I was about sixteen. Realized I'd never be the daughter she wanted."

"What kind of daughter did she want?"

"One who wore dresses and flirted with suitable boys and dreamed of a house in Nairobi." Mara's smile is wry. "Instead she got me. Always covered in dirt, more interested in tracking animals than attracting men."

I let my eyes travel over her in the dress she's wearing. "You clean up pretty well when you want to."

She laughs. "Don't get used to it. Tomorrow it's back to khaki and boots."

"Both looks work for you," I say, the wine making me bolder.

Our eyes meet in the darkness and there is some awkwardness between us.

"This is still a bad idea," she says softly.

"Probably," I agree, setting down my wine glass.

"I'm your employee."

"Technically."

"The lodge has to come first."

"Absolutely."

We've shifted closer without my realizing it. I can smell her perfume now, something subtle and spicy that I didn't notice earlier.

"It would complicate everything," she whispers.

"Complications aren't always bad things," I reply, echoing her words from earlier.

Her lips curve in a smile. "Using my own words against me."

"Is it working?"

Instead of answering, she closes the remaining distance between us. Her lips meet mine with surprising softness, a tentative question rather than a definitive answer. I respond carefully, matching her restraint, letting her set the pace.

When she pulls back, her eyes search mine in the darkness. "This changes things."

"Only if we let it," I say, though we both know it's not that simple.

She reaches up to touch my face, her fingers tracing the stubble along my jaw. "I don't usually do this."

"Kiss your boss?"

"Kiss anyone," she corrects. "The lodge doesn't leave much room for personal entanglements."

I catch her hand, pressing a kiss to her palm. "What makes this different?"

She considers the question seriously. "I'm not sure yet. But something is."

I want to kiss her again, properly this time. I want to pull her into my arms and discover if the rest of her skin is as soft as her hands. Instead, I reluctantly stand up.

"We should probably think this through when we're not drinking wine under the stars," I say, though it's the last thing I want.

Mara looks surprised, then nods with a mixture of disappointment and respect. "That's... unexpectedly sensible of you."

"I have my moments," I say with a small smile. "Rare, but they happen."

She walks me to the top of the steps. "Breakfast meeting tomorrow. 7 AM."

"I'll be there," I promise. "Professional boundaries intact."

"During working hours," she amends, and the subtle distinction makes my heart race.

This time I'm the one who leans in, brushing my lips against hers briefly. "Goodnight, Mara."

"Goodnight, Ethan."

I walk back to my quarters in a daze, replaying the kiss in my mind and wondering what tomorrow will bring. One thing is certain: Kenya is turning out to be far more complicated, and far more enticing, than I ever anticipated.
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I wake to the sound of rain hammering against my window. Not the gentle patter we had yesterday, but a violent assault that sounds like someone's throwing buckets of water against the glass. Thunder cracks so loudly the walls seem to vibrate.

Groaning, I roll over and check my phone. 4:17 AM. Great.

I've been in Kenya for just over a week now, and I'm slowly falling into the rhythm of the place. After that kiss with Mara three nights ago, we've maintained a careful professional distance during working hours—though the looks we exchange when no one's watching are anything but professional.

We haven't had a chance to be alone since that night. The lodge has been at full capacity, with a corporate retreat taking up half the rooms and demanding special treatment at every turn.

Lightning flashes, illuminating my small room in stark white light. The thunder follows almost immediately, directly overhead. This storm is serious.

My phone buzzes with a text. It's Mara:

Emergency meeting. Main lodge. Now.

I'm out of bed and pulling on clothes before I can even think about it. Something about the terseness of her message tells me this isn't routine.

The rain is a physical force when I step outside, instantly soaking through my t-shirt. I sprint toward the main lodge, navigating by memory and occasional lightning flashes through the near-total darkness.

The main building is humming with activity despite the hour. Mara stands at the center of the room with six staff members around her, all looking grim. Her hair is plastered to her head, clothes soaked through, but her expression is pure focused intensity.

"The eastern drainage channel is already overwhelmed," she's saying as I approach. "If this continues, we'll lose the lower cottages within two hours."

"What's happening?" I ask, wiping rain from my face.

Mara glances up, registering my presence with a curt nod. "Flash flood. The storm stalled right over the watershed that feeds into our valley. The river's already jumped its banks upstream, and we're directly in the path of the runoff."

"How bad?" I ask, cutting to the chase.

"Bad," she says simply. "We need to evacuate guests from cottages seven through twelve immediately and move them to the main lodge. Then we need to sandbag critical areas and secure or move anything valuable from the lower sections of the property."

I nod, instantly shifting into crisis mode. "What do you need me to do?"

Something flickers in her eyes—relief, maybe, that I'm not panicking or getting in the way. "Can you handle guest evacuation with David and Amara? They know which rooms to clear, but having the owner there will help prevent panic."

"On it," I confirm. "What's our story?"

"Precautionary measure due to potential flooding. Emphasize safety, comfort, and that we're providing complimentary breakfast and mimosas in the main dining room for the inconvenience."

I almost smile despite the situation. She's thought of everything.

"We have about twenty minutes before the water reaches the access road to those cottages," she continues. "Move quickly but calmly. No luggage except medications and valuables. Everything else can wait."

As David, Amara and I head toward the door, Mara catches my arm. Her fingers dig into my bicep, and she leans close. "Be careful. The ground is already unstable in sections."

"You too," I reply, resisting the urge to touch her face.

The evacuation goes surprisingly smoothly. Most guests are still half-asleep and too disoriented to put up much resistance. A few grumble about the inconvenience until they see the water already pooling around the paths, at which point complaints turn to nervous questions about safety.

By the time we escort the last guest back to the main lodge, the water has risen dramatically. What was ankle-deep puddles thirty minutes ago is now a steady flow that reaches mid-calf in places.

Mara meets us in the lobby, coordinating with staff who are arranging makeshift beds in the dining room and lounge areas. Her clothes are still dripping, dark fabric clinging to every curve of her body. I force myself to focus on her face.

"All guests accounted for," I report.

"Good." She runs a hand through her wet hair, pushing it back from her face. "Now comes the hard part. We need to protect the generator, the water treatment system, and try to divert flow away from the foundations of the main buildings."

"Just tell me where you need me," I say.

She gives me a quick, assessing look. "You're good in a crisis, aren't you?"

"I've had some practice," I admit, thinking of financial meltdowns that suddenly seem trivial compared to actual flooding.

"Stick with me, then. We're going to the equipment shed to organize sandbags."

Outside, the rain continues its relentless assault. Mara leads me through the downpour to a large outbuilding where several staff members are already filling burlap sacks with sand.

"We need at least a hundred more," she tells the team. "Focus on getting them filled, and we'll handle distribution."

For the next hour, we form a human chain, passing heavy sandbags from person to person, positioning them strategically around vulnerable buildings and equipment. The physical labor is grueling—each bag weighs at least forty pounds, and the rain makes everything twice as difficult. Mud sucks at our boots, threatening to pull them off with each step.

Mara works alongside everyone else, hefting sandbags with the same strength I noticed that first day at the pipe burst. Her shirt is plastered to her skin, outlining the lean muscles of her back and shoulders as she works. When we pass bags between us, our hands brush, sending jolts of electricity that have nothing to do with the lightning still cracking overhead.

"The river path is overflowing," someone shouts over the storm. "It's coming down toward the staff quarters!"

Mara immediately redirects half our team. "We need to cut a diversion channel," she calls out. "If that water reaches the generator building, we lose power to the entire lodge."

She grabs a shovel from the equipment shed and heads toward the threatened area without hesitation. I follow, along with four others, all of us carrying tools and more sandbags.

The scene at the staff quarters is chaos. Water rushes down what was a footpath just hours ago, now transformed into a fast-moving stream that's eating away at the ground with terrifying speed. Mara wades right into it, the water reaching her knees as she assesses the flow.

"We need to cut a channel here," she shouts, pointing to a spot where the natural slope of the land might carry water away from the buildings. "And dam it with sandbags on this side."

I'm next to her before I can think about it, shoveling mud and debris while frigid water surges around my legs. We work frantically, trying to stay ahead of the rising flood. The others join us, everyone understanding the urgency without needing explanation.

At one point, Mara loses her footing in the current and stumbles against me. I catch her instinctively, one arm wrapping around her waist to steady her. For a split second, we're pressed together from chest to hip, her face inches from mine, rain streaming down both our faces.

"Thanks," she gasps, and I can feel her heart pounding against my chest—or maybe it's mine.

"Got you," I reply, reluctantly letting her go once she's stable.

We work through the night. As one crisis is contained, another emerges. A retaining wall threatens to collapse. The kitchen starts taking water through a service entrance. Two safari vehicles need to be moved to higher ground.

Throughout it all, Mara is everywhere—directing, problem-solving, physically throwing herself into whatever task is most critical. I stay close, following her lead, offering suggestions when I see alternatives she might have missed, putting my back into the labor when that's what's needed most.

Around 3 AM, we're securing the fuel storage tanks when I notice Mara shivering despite the exertion. The temperature has dropped, and we're all soaked to the bone.

"You need to warm up," I tell her during a brief pause.

"I'm fine," she insists, but her teeth are chattering.

"You're not," I counter. "And you're no good to the lodge with hypothermia. Ten minutes by the kitchen fire, that's all I'm asking."

She looks like she wants to argue, but finally nods. "Ten minutes. And you're coming too. You're as cold as I am."

The kitchen is one of the few places still dry and warm, thanks to our earlier efforts. The night cook takes one look at us and wordlessly hands over mugs of something hot and sweet that might be tea but tastes like it's half honey.

We stand close to the industrial stove, steam rising from our clothes. Now that we've stopped moving, exhaustion hits me like a physical blow. Mara looks equally drained, dark circles under her eyes, her usual perfect posture giving way to a slight slump.

"You're bleeding," she says suddenly, reaching for my hand.

I look down, surprised to see a long cut across my palm that I don't even remember getting. "It's nothing."

She ignores my protest, setting down her mug and taking my hand in both of hers. Her touch is gentle as she examines the wound, turning my hand in the light.

"It needs cleaning," she says. "We have a first aid kit in the pantry."

Before I can object, she's gone, returning moments later with antiseptic and bandages. She leads me to a small prep table and gestures for me to sit on a stool.

"This isn't necessary," I tell her. "We should get back out there."

"The team knows what to do," she replies, already cleaning the cut with surprising tenderness. "And I need my sandbag hauler in working order."

Her touch is feather-light as she applies antiseptic, then carefully wraps a bandage around my palm. I can't take my eyes off her face—the intense concentration, the slight furrow between her brows, the way her lashes clump together with rain or maybe sweat.

"There," she says finally, but she doesn't release my hand immediately. Her thumb brushes across my wrist, lingering over my pulse point.

My breath catches. Her eyes lift to meet mine, and in them I see the same hunger that's been building in me all night. Working side by side through the crisis has stripped away pretenses, leaving only raw, honest connection.

"Mara," I start, not even sure what I'm going to say.

Her radio crackles, making us both jump. "Miss Mara, the water's reaching the safari office. Do we prioritize the guest files or the safe?"

She closes her eyes briefly, then responds with crisp instructions. When she looks at me again, her professional mask is back in place, though not quite as firmly as usual.

"Ten minutes are up," she says, standing. "Ready to get back out there?"

I nod, swallowing my disappointment. "Lead the way."

The rest of the night blurs into an endless cycle of crisis and response. Moving valuable equipment to higher ground. Reinforcing sandbag walls. Checking buildings for structural damage. Through it all, Mara and I work in tandem, anticipating each other's movements, communicating sometimes with just a look or gesture.

Each time we brush against each other—passing tools, lifting something heavy together, steadying each other on slippery ground—the contact feels incredible with something beyond the immediate emergency. Her hand on my shoulder as she points out a problem area. My arm around her waist as I help her over a flooded section of path. Our bodies pressed together as we both strain to move a fallen tree branch blocking a drainage channel.

By the time the eastern sky begins to lighten, the rain has finally slackened to a gentle drizzle. Mara and I stand on a small rise overlooking the property, surveying the damage. Water still flows across parts of the grounds, but the main buildings are secure, and the flood level has stopped rising.

"I think we've contained the worst of it," she says, exhaustion evident in her voice. "The drainage channels are handling the flow now, and the rain is easing."

"You saved the lodge," I tell her. "Your quick action, your knowledge of the land... without that, this could have been a total loss."

She shakes her head. "We saved it. All of us." She looks at me, really looks at me, mud-splattered and drenched as I am. "You surprised me, Ethan. I didn't expect... I mean, most owners would have..."

"Stayed inside and let the staff handle it?" I finish.

"Something like that." A small smile touches her lips. "Instead, you've got blisters on your hands and mud in your hair."

I brush away a smudge of mud from her forehead, my thumb lingering on her skin. "You've got mud on your face," I murmur.

Her eyes hold mine as I trail my fingers down her cheek, wiping away a smudge of dirt. Neither of us moves away. We stand close enough that I can feel the warmth of her body, see the pulse beating in her throat, count the water droplets clinging to her lashes.

The first proper rays of sunlight break over the horizon, bathing everything in golden light. Mara's skin glows despite the exhaustion, the mud, the hours of grueling work. She's never looked more beautiful to me than in this moment—fierce, competent, vulnerable, real.

"We should check on the guests," she says, but makes no move to leave.

"They're fine," I reply. "The staff has it covered."

Something shifts in her expression—a decision made, a barrier lowered. She reaches up, her hand warm against my cold cheek.

"Thank you," she says simply. "For being here. For understanding what this place means."

I turn my face slightly, pressing my lips against her palm. "I'm starting to."

The kiss, when it finally happens, feels inevitable. Her lips meet mine with none of the hesitation from that night on her deck. This is hunger and relief and something deeper that neither of us is ready to name. My arms slide around her waist, pulling her against me, and she comes willingly, her body fitting perfectly against mine despite our sodden clothes and exhausted muscles.

Her mouth opens under mine, the kiss deepening into something that makes my head spin and my heart race. Her hands move up my chest to curl around my neck, fingers threading into my wet hair. I can taste rain and sweat and something that's uniquely Mara, and I want more, want everything.

When we finally break apart, we're both breathing hard. Mara's eyes are wide, cheeks flushed despite her fatigue.

"I've been wanting to do that all night," I admit.

"Only all night?" she asks with a small, teasing smile.

"Maybe longer," I concede. "But watching you take charge during this crisis, seeing how much you care about this place and these people... it made me want you even more."

Her expression softens. "It works both ways, you know. Seeing you jump in without hesitation, putting yourself at risk to protect the lodge..." She shakes her head slightly. "Not what I expected from a Wall Street banker."

"Former Wall Street banker," I correct her. "I think I might be in a different line of work now."

Her eyebrows rise. "You're staying, then?"

"Wild floods couldn't drag me away," I say, and am rewarded with a genuine laugh that makes my heart skip.

The moment is interrupted by shouts from the main lodge. Several staff members are waving, trying to get our attention. Reluctantly, we step apart.

"Back to reality," Mara sighs.

"Rain check?" I suggest with a grin.

She rolls her eyes at the pun but smiles. "Definitely."

As we walk back toward the lodge, muddy and drenched but victorious, our hands brush, then link together briefly before separating as we come into view of others. It's a small gesture, but it feels significant—a promise of more to come when the crisis is fully contained.

The lodge has survived the night, and something new has been born in the process. Something I never expected to find in Kenya, but now can't imagine walking away from.
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The next twenty-four hours pass in a blur of cleanup, damage assessment, and guest management. Mara handles everything with her usual efficiency, but I catch the exhaustion in her eyes, the slight droop of her shoulders when she thinks no one's watching. After working through the night and most of the following day, we've managed to restore the lodge to some semblance of normalcy.

Most of the guests have been remarkably understanding, treating the whole ordeal as an unexpected adventure rather than a vacation disaster. The Hendersons even asked if they could help with cleanup, though Mara politely redirected them to the bar for complimentary drinks instead.

It's almost sunset when I finally find a moment to breathe. I'm sitting on the main lodge's veranda, muscles aching, watching staff clear the last of the debris from the central lawn. The air feels impossibly fresh after the storm, carrying the scent of wet earth drying under the returning sun. They call it petrichor, that smell. I read that somewhere.

"You should get some rest," Mara's voice comes from behind me. "You've been going nonstop since 4 AM yesterday."

I turn to find her leaning against the doorframe, looking exhausted but satisfied. She's finally changed out of her mud-caked clothes into clean khakis and a simple black t-shirt that makes her skin glow in the late afternoon light.

"I could say the same to you," I reply. "Have you slept at all?"

She shakes her head. "Too much to do. But we're finally stable. The last of the water has receded from the critical areas, and maintenance says the structural damage is minimal."

"Thanks to you," I say. "Your quick thinking saved this place."

"Thanks to us," she corrects, coming to sit beside me. "You've proven yourself, Ethan. The staff noticed."

A comfortable silence falls between us. In the distance, I can see zebras returning to graze on the open plain, life returning to normal with remarkable speed.

"I've made a decision," I say finally. "About the lodge."

She tenses slightly beside me. "Oh?"

"I'm staying. Not just for a few weeks. I want to make this work." I turn to look at her directly. "If you'll help me."

The relief that washes over her face fills me with joy. "Of course I'll help you," she says softly. "It's what Robert would have wanted."

"And what do you want, Mara?" I ask, holding her gaze.

The question hangs between us, laden with meaning that goes far beyond the future of the lodge. Her eyes search mine, and I can almost see her weighing risk against desire.

"I should check the eastern cottages again," she says instead of answering. "Make sure the dehumidifiers are running properly."

Disappointment floods me, but I understand her caution. "Want company?"

She hesitates, then nods. "If you're not too tired."

We walk in silence across the grounds, navigating around muddy patches and improvised drainage channels. The setting sun turns everything golden, casting long shadows across the recovering landscape. When our hands accidentally brush, neither of us pulls away immediately.

The eastern cottages are the most remote accommodations, currently empty as we dry them out after the flooding. Mara checks each one methodically, adjusting equipment, inspecting for new damage. I follow, helping where I can, but mostly watching her work, admiring the competent movements of her hands, the focus in her eyes.

In the last cottage, the largest one positioned at the edge of a small rise, Mara pauses by the window. "Look," she says quietly.

I join her, our shoulders touching as we gaze out at the panorama. A family of elephants moves slowly across the plain below, backlit by the setting sun. They seem almost magical in the golden light, powerful and peaceful at once.

"This is why I stay," she says, so softly I almost miss it. "Moments like this."

"It's beautiful," I agree, but I'm looking at her profile, not the elephants.

She turns, catching me staring. Something changes in her expression—a softening, a decision made. "Ethan..."

I don't let her finish. My hand comes up to cup her cheek, and she leans into the touch, her eyes fluttering closed for a heartbeat. When they open again, all the careful barriers she's maintained are gone.

"We shouldn't," she whispers, even as she steps closer.

"Probably not," I agree, my thumb tracing her cheekbone.

"I'm still your employee."

"Technically."

"This complicates everything."

"I'm counting on it," I murmur, and finally, finally kiss her.

Unlike our rain-soaked kiss at dawn, this one builds slowly. Her lips are soft beneath mine, hesitant at first, then increasingly confident. My hands slide to her waist, feeling the heat of her even through our clothes. Her arms wind around my neck, fingers threading through my hair.

When her lips part, allowing me deeper access, I hear myself groan. The taste of her—coffee and something sweeter, uniquely Mara—makes my head spin. Her body presses against mine, all lean muscle and subtle curves that fit perfectly against me.

"We should stop," she gasps when we break for air, but her hands are already sliding under my shirt, exploring the skin beneath.

"Do you want to stop?" I ask, trailing kisses down her neck, intoxicated by the scent of her skin—something clean, vanilla and wild that reminds me of the savanna itself.

"God, no," she admits, tilting her head to give me better access. "I've wanted this since... I don't even know when."

"The first morning," I confess against her throat. "When you put me in my place in front of the entire staff. You were terrifying. And incredibly sexy."

She laughs, the sound vibrating against my lips. "You were insufferable. All designer clothes and city arrogance."

"I was jet-lagged," I protest, nipping gently at her earlobe.

Her breath catches. "You're still insufferable sometimes."

"But you want me anyway."

"Against my better judgment," she agrees, then takes control, pushing me back against the wall and kissing me with startling intensity.

There's something wild in her now, a fierceness that matches the land she loves. Her hands are everywhere—tracing my chest, gripping my hips, tugging impatiently at my belt. I'm drowning in sensation, in the taste and feel of her, in the knowledge that this is really happening.

When she pulls back to tug her shirt over her head, I almost stop breathing. The last light of sunset through the window turns her skin to burnished gold, highlighting the elegant lines of her shoulders, the gentle swell of her breasts above a lacy black bra. A thin white scar traces her collarbone, and I lean forward to press my lips against it.

"What's this from?" I ask, tracing the mark with my finger.

"Falling from a tree when I was twelve," she says, smiling at the memory. "I was trying to see into an eagle's nest."

"Of course you were," I laugh, then grow serious as my hands slide up her sides. "You're beautiful, Mara. So beautiful."

Her expression turns shy for a moment, a vulnerability I've never seen in her before. Then determination replaces it, and she reaches for the hem of my shirt. "Your turn."

I let her pull it over my head, suddenly self-conscious about my city-soft body compared to her wilderness-honed one. But the appreciation in her eyes as she runs her hands over my chest erases any insecurity.

"Not bad for a banker," she teases, fingers tracing a path down my stomach.

"Former banker," I remind her, then gasp as her hand slides lower, cupping me through my pants. "Jesus, Mara."

"Too much?" she asks, a wicked gleam in her eye.

"Not enough," I manage, then spin us so she's the one against the wall.

I take my time exploring her body, learning what makes her breath catch, what draws those little whimpers from her throat. The contrast of my paler hands against her dark skin fascinates me—two different worlds meeting, belonging together despite everything.

Outside, the first stars appear in the darkening sky. Through the open window comes the night chorus of the savanna—crickets, distant animal calls, the rustle of wind through acacia trees. The soundtrack of her world, now becoming mine.

When I unhook her bra, she helps me slide it off, then stands proudly before me, unashamed of her nakedness. Her breasts are small and perfect, nipples dark against her skin. I lower my head to taste one, then the other, rewarded by her sharp intake of breath, her fingers tightening in my hair.

"Bed," she gasps after minutes or hours of this delicious torture. "Now."

The cottage bed is narrow but fresh, emergency staff having prepared all rooms in case more guests needed relocating. I lay her down gently, pausing to appreciate the sight of her against the white sheets—all smooth curves and lean muscle, her skin glowing in the fading light.

"What?" she asks, noticing my stillness.

"Just memorizing how you look right now," I tell her honestly. "Like you belong here, with the sunset making you glow, and that look in your eyes..."

"What look?" She stretches languorously, aware of her effect on me.

"Like you might eat me alive," I say, and she laughs, reaching for my belt again.

"I might," she warns, making quick work of the buckle. "Take these off."

I obey, stripping down to my boxers, then helping her out of her remaining clothes. When we're both nearly naked, I stretch out beside her, propped on one elbow, trailing my fingers across the flat plane of her stomach.

"I've never wanted anyone the way I want you," I confess, the words escaping before I can consider them.

Her eyes soften. "I've never let myself want anyone. Not like this."

We come together again, skin against skin now, and the sensation is overwhelming. Her legs tangle with mine, her hands map every inch of me while my mouth traces the elegant line of her throat, the curve of her shoulder, the sensitive spot beneath her ear that makes her squirm.

When my hand slides between her thighs, she arches into the touch, a soft cry escaping her. I explore her carefully, learning what she likes, watching her reactions with fascination and growing desire. She's wet and ready, her body responding to every touch with increasing urgency.

"Please," she finally gasps, reaching for me. "Ethan, I need..."

"What do you need?" I ask against her breast. "Tell me."

"You," she says simply. "Inside me. Now."

She reaches to me guiding me in. The first push inside her is exquisite torture. She's tight and hot around me, her legs wrapping around my hips, urging me deeper. I move slowly at first, savoring each sensation, watching her face transform with pleasure.

"More Ethan," she demands, nails digging into my back. "Harder."

I comply, increasing my pace, driven by her responses, by the little sounds she makes with each thrust. Her control begins to slip, her composed facade crumbling as pleasure takes over. It's the most erotic thing I've ever seen—Mara Kimathi, always in command, coming undone beneath me.

The air in the cottage is heavy with the scent of sex and petrichor, the unique fragrance of rain-soaked earth drying under a hot sun. It's intoxicating, like nothing I've ever experienced in sterile city bedrooms.

When I feel her beginning to tense, I shift slightly, changing the angle, wanting to watch her fall apart. Her eyes fly open, locking with mine as the sensations build.

"Let go," I urge her, maintaining the rhythm she needs. "I've got you."

Something breaks in her expression—trust, surrender, release. She cums with a cry that she muffles against my shoulder, her body pulsing around me, fingers digging into my skin hard enough to leave marks. The sight of her pleasure, the feel of her release, sends me over the edge after her. My climax hits with unexpected force, vision blurring as waves of sensation wash through me.

After, we lie tangled together on the narrow bed, sweat cooling on our skin, breathing gradually returning to normal. Outside, night has fully fallen, and the savanna sounds have reached their full evening chorus. A cool breeze drifts through the window, carrying the lingering scent of rain.

Mara's head rests on my chest, her fingers tracing idle patterns on my skin. I play with her short hair, marveling at its texture, at how right she feels in my arms.

"We just complicated everything," she murmurs, but there's no regret in her voice.

"Spectacularly," I agree, pressing a kiss to the top of her head.

She props herself up to look at me, expression suddenly serious. "I don't do casual, Ethan."

"Good," I reply, lookin in her eyes. "Because there's nothing casual about how I feel about you."

The smile that spreads across her face is like the sunrise—slow, beautiful, illuminating everything. "This isn't going to be easy, you know. Working together, being together..."

"Nothing worthwhile ever is," I tell her, pulling her back down against me. "But I think we make a pretty good team."

"We do at that," she agrees, pressing a kiss to my chest, right over my heart.

We stay like that, talking quietly as darkness deepens outside. She tells me stories about my uncle, about her childhood, about her dreams for the lodge. I share bits of my life in New York that now seems a million miles away and no longer important.

Eventually, responsibility intrudes. "We should get back," she sighs, tracing my collarbone with her finger. "People will wonder where we are."

"Let them wonder," I suggest, not wanting to break this bubble we've created.

She laughs, kissing me briefly before sitting up. "Very unprofessional, Mr. Harold."

"I'm counting on you to keep me in line, Miss Kimathi," I reply, admiring the elegant line of her back as she reaches for her clothes.

We dress unhurriedly, stealing kisses between buttons, helping each other with impossible fasteners. By unspoken agreement, we check each other for telltale signs before stepping outside. The night has turned cool, the sky brilliant with stars unlike anything I've ever seen in New York.

Mara pauses on the cottage steps, looking up at the heavens. "Beautiful, isn't it?"

"Breathtaking," I agree, but I'm looking at her, not the stars.

She catches me staring and shakes her head, but she's smiling. "Incorrigible."

"You have no idea," I promise, taking her hand as we start back toward the main lodge.

We walk slowly, neither rushing to end this perfect moment. The savanna stretches around us, vast and alive with night sounds. Somewhere in the darkness, the animals go about their ancient routines, unconcerned with human dramas. The thought is somehow comforting—that life here continues in cycles that long predate us and will continue long after.

Halfway back, Mara stops suddenly. "Wait."

I follow her gaze to a spot near the watering hole, where a shape materializes from the darkness. A leopard, sleek and powerful, pauses to drink, unaware or unconcerned by our distant presence.

"Don't move," Mara whispers, but there's no fear in her voice, only reverence.

We stand frozen, watching the magnificent creature. After a moment, it lifts its head, seeming to look directly at us before melting back into the night as silently as it appeared.

"That's a good omen," Mara says softly. "Leopards are notoriously secretive. To see one like this... it's rare."

I squeeze her hand gently. "Maybe he approves of us."

She laughs quietly. "Maybe." Then, more seriously, "This is what I want you to understand, Ethan. These moments. This connection to something larger and wilder than ourselves. It's why this place matters."

I pull her close, understanding more clearly than ever what drives her. "I'm beginning to get it," I tell her. "And I want to learn more. From you."

She rests her head briefly against my shoulder, a gesture of surprising vulnerability from this fiercely independent woman. "I want that too."
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I wake to sunlight streaming through the window and Mara's warm body next to mine. She's still asleep, her face softened in repose, one arm flung across my chest. I allow myself the luxury of watching her, tracing the elegant curve of her shoulder with my eyes, the sweep of her lashes against her cheeks.

When her eyes flutter open, she doesn't startle or pull away. Instead, a slow smile spreads across her face, transforming her usually serious expression.

"Good morning," she says, voice husky with sleep.

"Morning," I reply, reaching out to give her a kiss on the forehead. "Slept well?"

"Better than I have in weeks." She stretches, then glances at the bedside clock and groans. "Though not nearly long enough. We need to be at the morning briefing in thirty minutes."

Reality intrudes. Lodge. Staff. Responsibilities. I sigh but make no move to get up. "Do you regret it? Last night?"

She considers the question with characteristic thoughtfulness. "No," she says finally. "Though it makes things more complicated."

"Worth it, though," I suggest, pulling her closer.

Her laugh vibrates against my chest. "Definitely worth it." She kisses me once, firmly, then pulls away. "But now we need to be professionals."

The morning passes in a blur of flood recovery tasks. Water damage assessment, repairs, staff coordination. Throughout it all, I catch myself staring at Mara when she isn't looking, remembering how she felt in my arms just hours ago.

We're inspecting a soggy section of garden when the sound of an approaching vehicle draws our attention. A green jeep comes barreling down the access road, skidding to a dramatic halt in front of the main entrance.

The driver's door swings open, and a woman steps out, stretching luxuriously after her drive. I catch my breath. She's wearing khaki field pants that hug her hips and a simple blue tank top offering a hint of cleavage that shows off toned arms and smooth shoulders. A bright yellow scarf adds a splash of color around her neck.

As she turns toward us, I'm struck by her beauty. It's different from Mara's; where Mara's features are elegantly sculpted, this woman's face has a more vibrant quality, with high cheekbones, full lips curved in a wide smile, and large expressive eyes. She seems mixed and her hair falls in braids pulled back into a ponytail.

"Mara!" she calls, with what sounds like an American accent. "Please tell me you have coffee. I've been driving since dawn."

Mara's face moves from work-focused worry to a friendlier look, but I pick up on a trace of caution.

"Zuri. We weren't expecting you."

"Last-minute assignment." The woman, Zuri, grabs a battered backpack and an expensive-looking camera from the passenger seat. "The flooding affected some of the lion prides near the reserve boundary. KWS wants data on their new movement patterns."

She approaches us with long, confident strides, giving me a curious look. Up close, I can see she's younger than both of us, probably mid-twenties. There's something familiar about her that I can't quite place.

"Zuri Miller," Mara says, turning to me. "Our regional wildlife biologist with Kenya Wildlife Service. She uses the lodge as a research base occasionally." To Zuri, she adds, "This is Ethan Harold. He's the new owner."

Zuri's hand is halfway extended when she freezes, just for a fraction of a second. Something flickers across her face, too quickly to identify, before her smile returns at full wattage.

"The new owner? Interesting." She shakes my hand firmly, holding on perhaps a beat longer than necessary. "Robert mentioned a nephew in New York, but I didn't expect to meet you so soon."

Her eyes, I notice now, are an unusual shade of amber, almost golden in the morning sunlight. They study me with intensity.

"I didn't exactly plan to be here either," I admit. "Life had other ideas."

"Doesn't it always?" She finally releases my hand. "Well, welcome to Kenya, Ethan Harold. How are you finding lodge life after..." She pauses meaningfully. "New York?"

There's something in the way she says it that makes me uneasy, as if she knows more than she's letting on. Before I can respond, Mara intervenes.

"Zuri, how long will you need accommodations?"

"Two weeks, if that works?" Zuri shifts her attention to Mara. "I'll be in and out, mostly tracking the Sialala pride."

As we walk toward the main lodge, I notice how several staff members call out greetings to Zuri, and she responds to each with easy familiarity, asking about children by name, remembering details from previous visits.

Later, as Zuri unloads equipment from her jeep, I offer to help carry some of the heavier cases to her cottage. Mara has been called away to deal with a guest issue, leaving us alone.

"So, Wall Street to wilderness," Zuri says conversationally as we walk. "That's quite a career change."

I nearly drop the case I'm carrying. "How did you know I worked in finance?"

She glances at me sidelong, lips curved in a small smile. "Lucky guess. You have that look."

"What look?"

"Expensive watch, perfect haircut, the way you stand like you're still wearing a suit." She shrugs. "Plus, Robert mentioned his nephew was some big shot at a bank in New York."

"Banking wasn't as fulfilling as I expected," I say carefully.

"Mmm," she responds noncommittally. "Interesting that so many Wall Street types find their way to Kenya these days. Seeking redemption, maybe?"

Our eyes meet, and for a moment, something electric passes between us. She's challenging me, yes, but there's also a sign of genuine interest there that catches me off guard. I find myself unexpectedly drawn to her directness, even as I'm unsettled by it.

"Well, thanks for the help," she says, taking the case from me and breaking the moment. Her smile is warm, genuine, and unmistakably flirtatious. "I'm sure we'll be seeing plenty of each other."

As I walk away, I'm hit with the unsettling realization that despite everything that happened with Mara last night, despite the depth of feeling already growing between us, I'd responded to Zuri's beauty, to that spark in her eyes.

The simplicity I'd begun to find here suddenly feels complicated in an entirely new way. I'm looking forward to not just the challenge of running the lodge and exploring my new relationship with Mara, but also navigating whatever connection exists with this vibrant, perceptive newcomer who, despite my best intentions, I find undeniably intriguing.
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"Why choose one when my heart wants them all?"

I never planned to stay in Birchwood Falls. Ten years in the military taught me to keep moving, never look back. But when three extraordinary women enter my life, everything changes.

There's Lucy, my ex-girlfriend whose touch still ignites me; Ginny, the tattooed bartender who challenges everything I thought I knew about myself; and Annabelle, the soft-spoken baker whose gentle strength captivates me.

As I renovate my father's lake house, I build something else too- an unconventional relationship where four hearts find the space to love without limits. But in a conservative small town, our happiness comes at a price.

A passionate, boundary-breaking romance about creating the family you choose, not the one society expects.
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