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 Blurb 
 
      
 
    Jason Connors, the head of the FBI, becomes involved in a simple immigration case in which a doctor from Africa has married an American woman so he can enter the United States. Some claim the doctor is not human, but rather a cat-like alien species that can mimic the human form. Determined to discover what is really going on, he sends his brightest agent, Carmella Ginkabo to Africa, to uncover the facts. Courageously, she travels deep into the jungle to learn the truth from the first of this species who originally landed on Earth two hundred years prior. Her discovery alters the future of Earth forever. 
 
      
 
    A Warning from someone who knows... 
 
    “We all like to believe we are masters of our fate. However, usually it isn’t true. Somewhere, a person exists, sometimes completely unknown to you, whose slightest action impacts your life.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 


 Chapter 1 
 
      
 
      
 
    Catina’s muscles ached from straining against the vines that bound her wrists to the stakes. Sweat rolled down her sides, then dripped onto the thick green bed of the jungle floor. Hours had passed since the Marobi tribe had stripped her naked and tied her, kneeling on all fours, like a sheep waiting for slaughter. 
 
    A sharp pain on her thigh jolted her from her exhaustion. She tossed her head back, swinging her long sweaty strands of blonde hair against her side, much as a horse uses its tail to swat away flies. The scent of her sweat-drenched body seemed to attract every damn insect within five miles. Their constant biting and burrowing in her skin was far worse than what she initially thought the Marobis planned to do. 
 
    When they cut away her clothes and pushed her down on her hands and knees, she expected to be raped or sodomized. Yet, once they had her secured and defenseless, the men silently disappeared into the dense jungle. That had been hours ago. At least she felt it had been hours ago. Time had a way of distorting when insects burrowed in your flesh. 
 
    Her body went rigid as she felt the cool caress of a snake crossing her leg. Her weary mind ran through the countless deadly snakes that inhabited this jungle as she remained perfectly still. A hard blow and piercing pain struck her thigh. Bitten. 
 
    I’m going to die. Staked to the ground like a sheep to slaughter. I’m going to die. 
 
    The foliage before her rustled. She strained to focus on the sound but could see nothing but an unnatural blackness. 
 
    Is this Death come to claim me? 
 
    As the blackness moved closer, it took the form of a large panther. It stood only a few inches from her face, studying her with such intensity that she could do nothing but return its stare. 
 
     She had cared and nurtured wild cats for most of her life. Yet, never had she encountered one like this. He emanated power and control. His eyes, which locked into hers, declared intelligence far beyond the possible. His size was almost twice that of a normal panther. He stood over five feet in height and probably weighed seven hundred pounds. 
 
    Unlike most wild cats, he looked very well fed. 
 
    Catina now understood why the Marobis had left her staked like a lamb. She was their sacrificial slaughter. 
 
    Even knowing the cat would soon kill her, she could not help admiring the beauty of the beast. He pressed his nose to her hair and sniffed. Instinctively, she raised her face and sniffed at him. She found his musky cat smell rather comforting. It made her think of the wild cats at home she tended. 
 
    She was surprised when the panther’s warm rough tongue ran across her face. She nuzzled her head against his neck in response. She knew all it would take would be one snap of those massive jaws and her neck would be broken. But if she could establish a bond, perhaps, just perhaps, he wouldn’t kill her before her tracker could find and rescue her. 
 
    She thought the panther seemed quite intrigued with his lamb. At six feet, she was larger than most of the native women in these parts. Or perhaps her white skin or long silky blonde hair confused him. 
 
    “I’m not your average meal am I, big fellow?” 
 
    The cat appeared startled by her comment, but after a few more intense moments of scrutiny, he continued to sniff and wash her body with his large rough tongue. 
 
    Despite the imminent probability of death, Catina relaxed to the panther’s touch. Wherever his tongue washed, the itching bites ceased; even the burning snakebite lessened to a dull throb. 
 
    She prayed her tracker would come. And what? Kill this beautiful beast? No, she couldn’t bear the thought. Frighten it away with a rifle shot? She wondered if this cat could be frightened away. It had probably never encountered a high-powered hunting rifle, so it wouldn’t realize the puny man behind it was lethal. 
 
    The sensations of the cat’s ministrations upon her body distracted her thoughts. In her mind the cat transformed into a man with muscles like steel and skin as black as night. His touch set her skin on fire, and when his body folded over hers, she did not resist. He touched not only her body, but her soul as well. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 2 
 
      
 
    Catina woke to an audience of two: her tracker, Schuler, and a very black man wearing white. 
 
    “Where am I?” she muttered. 
 
    “In a Nairobi hospital,” the black man replied. “I am Dr. Tiburon. You have been a very sick young lady.” 
 
    Catina stared at the doctor in disbelief. He looked like the cat lover she had imagined in her head. 
 
    He leaned towards her and gently touched her face as he shined a light into her pupils. Even that slight touch brought back the feelings of desire. He even smelled of the same musky sweetness. 
 
    He flicked the light across her eyes. “Do you remember what happened?” 
 
    “I was…You…who are you?” 
 
    He turned off the light and smiled, taking her hand into his. “I am Dr. Tiburon. I have been caring for you since Mr. Schuler brought you to the Kandu village. You were nearly dead from a viper’s bite. Fortunately, I had some antiserum with me to contain its spread until we were able to get you to the hospital. Had Mr. Schuler not found you when he did…” The doctor let the sentence fall off. 
 
    Catina barely heard his words. She focused on the low, almost growling timbre of his voice, and his touch. She stared at his hand that held hers so firmly. She could remember how wonderful it felt upon her breasts. She looked at his face. His high cheekbones and flaring wide nostrils gave him a regal, almost feline beauty. His skin was so dark, it actually seemed darker than black. She would have thought him the most handsome Nairobian she had ever met, except for his hair. No Nairobian ever had hair like that. The straight, silky strands were considerably thicker than normal hair. She could tell by its long length that he took pride in this difference. Presently, he wore it in a ponytail that fell several inches down his back. She imagined it would look quite stunning, rather like black flowing silk, when allowed to hang loose. An image rose in her thoughts of her entwining her hands into those most unusual tresses and pulling his large soft lips to hers. 
 
    By the smiling glint in his eyes, she worried he could read her thoughts. Embarrassed, she looked away, and stared at Schuler instead. 
 
    “What happened?” she asked her tracker. 
 
    “You don’t remember? Those damn Marobis ambushed us with over a hundred warriors. My men took one look at them and ran. The Marobis knocked me out cold, and when I woke, you were gone. I spent the next twenty-four hours tracking you down. When I found you, you were all alone, lying on the jungle floor, naked and bleeding from a snake bite.” 
 
    “I was lying on the ground?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “I wasn’t staked to the ground?” 
 
    Schuler looked at the doctor and frowned. “No. There weren’t no stakes. There weren’t no Marobis either. I figure you had somehow escaped them and was making your way back when you got bit by the viper.” 
 
    Catina shook her head. She intended to disagree, but then looked at the two men studying her. What was she going to say? That she had a romantic moment with a panther? 
 
    Schuler gripped her hand, evidently sensing her confusion. “It could’ve been the snake bite. When I found you, you were delirious from the poison. You wouldn’t have survived if Dr. Tiburon hadn’t been visiting the village. He gave you the first dose of antiserum there and then radioed the chopper that brought you here.” 
 
    She looked at the doctor. “You were in the village?” 
 
    He smiled. His teeth were brilliantly white and canine sharp. She had known many tribes who filed their teeth to sharp points, but she had never met a medical doctor who practiced that particular tribal custom. Now her memories made sense. If she had first met him while under the haze of delirium, given her love of the big cats and her obvious attraction to the doctor, it wouldn’t be odd that she might have, in her mind, transformed him into a panther making love to her. 
 
    “Sometimes, fate is like that, bringing together people who need each other,” the doctor said. 
 
    “Need each other?” Catina repeated. “In this case the need appears to have been all on my part.” 
 
    Schuler coughed. “Yeah, well, actually I promised the doctor a favor in return. Except it ain’t me that’s got to do the favor. It’s you.” 
 
     Catina didn’t like the worried look on Schuler’s face. 
 
    “Maybe we should wait until she’s stronger,” Dr. Tiburon suggested. 
 
    “No,” Schuler replied. “I better tell her now while she’s weak and can’t kill me.” 
 
    “Schuler,” Catina glared at her tracker, “What have you done?” 
 
    “Well you gotta understand the situation. You were almost dead when I got you to the village. The doctor had one vial of antiserum in his case, and that weren’t near enough to counteract the amount of venom in your blood. So we needed to get you to the hospital quick.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “When I radioed, I was told no chopper would be available for at least two days, at which time, I’ll be carrying out a corpse. However, the doctor got a copter there in two hours. So just remember, I was negotiating for your life.” 
 
    Catina turned to the handsome doctor. “So how much do I owe you?” 
 
    “It is not money, Ms. Nelson. To get the helicopter, I had to barter away something very important. I only ask you to replace what I lost in the trade.” 
 
    “Of course. And that was?” 
 
    “American citizenship.” 
 
    Catina blinked. “Pardon?” 
 
    “I had paid a woman considerable money to marry me, so I could enter the States as her husband. Now she has married the man who sent the helicopter to save you.” 
 
    Catina was stunned. “You want me to marry you, so you can become an American citizen?” 
 
    “That is what I bartered away to save your life. That is what your tracker promised in your behalf to replace.” 
 
    Catina glared at Schuler, then at the doctor. “He had no right to make that promise.” 
 
    “You were going to die,” Schuler pointed out. “That promise saved your life.” 
 
    “Why would his radioing a helicopter cause the woman to marry someone else? I think you’d better explain this more clearly.  Right now, it seems kind of flimsy.” 
 
    Catina focused on the doctor. “Look, I’ll give you enough money to buy your way in. But you seriously can’t expect me to marry you.” 
 
    The doctor’s wide nostrils flared. “Do you think there is an abundance of American women willing to marry men who need to enter the US? In case you don’t realize it, the act is illegal and the woman risks going to jail for many years if caught.” 
 
    “I do realize that, which is exactly why I won’t do it.” 
 
    He glared at Schuler and then at Catina. “So, you refuse to honor the promise made in your behalf.” 
 
    “Schuler had no right to promise that.” 
 
    Dr. Tiburon shook his head. “He had every right. You were dying. He saved your life. But in doing so, he has cost another.” With no explanation for his last statement, the doctor turned and left the room. 
 
    Catina stared at the closing door in concern. “What the hell did that mean?” 
 
    Schuler shrugged. “He wouldn’t say, except some relative, a sister I think, is in America and needs his help. He wouldn’t tell me why, but it is really important he gets to America sooner verses later.” 
 
    “But what you promised him is illegal.” 
 
    Schuler sighed and sat on the edge of her bed. “What was I supposed to do? You were dying. He had a means to save you, but it meant giving up his chance to save his sister. He wouldn’t save you without a promise that you would get him to America. Hell, it’s not a real marriage. You can sign a prenuptial agreement. Just marry the poor guy so he can get in and care for his sister.” 
 
    “It’s still illegal!” 
 
    “Right. Let his sister die, because your hand might get slapped by emigration. Jeez, the man only saved your life. No particular reason to be grateful.” 
 
    “It’s his job to save lives. He’s a doctor. It’s in the Hippocratic Oath.” 
 
    “To trade his sister’s life for yours? I don’t think so. He didn’t have to do that. As a doctor, he could have accepted the lack of a helicopter and let you die.” 
 
    Catina pressed her temples trying to stave off a migraine. 
 
    “Are you all right?” 
 
    “I’m fine. Just leave me alone. I need to be by myself right now.” 
 
    Schuler nodded and headed for the door. He paused at the door. “I won’t say I’m sorry. If I had to do it over again, I’d make the same promise on your behalf. Saving your life was an easy choice. Now it’s your turn. You can choose to honor that promise or not. The only difference is you don’t know the life that hangs in peril. I suppose that makes it a harder decision…or easier, depending on which way your decision goes.” He then left the room. 
 
    Soon after, Dr. Tiburon returned. He held out a couple of white pills. “This should help your headache.” 
 
    Catina looked up into the handsome black face. “How did you know I had a headache?” 
 
    Dr. Tiburon did not reply but tipped the pills into her hand and gave her a glass of water. 
 
    Catina stared at the pills with mistrust. “What are they?” 
 
    “Tylenol.” 
 
    She studied the pills. “They don’t look like Tylenol.” 
 
    With reflexes so fast Catina wasn’t aware of his intent before it was complete, he snatched the pills from her hand, popped them into his mouth and drank the glass of water. 
 
    She stared at him in confusion. “Why did you do that?” 
 
    “Because I also seemed to have acquired a headache.” He turned and left the room. 
 
    Catina frowned. She knew she had insulted him with her reluctance to take the pills. What did she think—that he would poison her for refusing to keep her promise? 
 
    Not her promise, she corrected herself. Schuler made the promise. 
 
    By the time, a nurse came in to check on her, the migraine was in full force and her brain throbbed in pain. She softly whispered to the nurse to get Dr. Tiburon, and then buried her head beneath her pillow, trying to protect her eyes from light. 
 
    She flinched when he tried to pull the pillow from her face. She held onto the pillow until his low rumbling voice spoke. “It’s all right. I turned off the lights and shut the window shades.” 
 
    Cautiously, she released the pillow and let him restore it beneath her head. She stared at him. In the darkness of the room, all she could see was his white uniform. 
 
    “I’m sorry about not taking the pills. If you have any more, I’d be glad to take them.” 
 
    He placed two pills in her hand and handed her water. 
 
    She glanced at the pills and frowned. “These are different.” 
 
    Dr. Tiburon sighed and sat down on the edge of the bed. “I’m giving you Tylenol 4. I think your migraine is too far progressed for ordinary Tylenol to help much.” 
 
    She looked at his shadowy figure a moment and then swallowed the pills. 
 
    He started to rise, but she reached out with her hand. “Thank you. I’ve certainly done nothing to deserve your continued kindness.” 
 
    He said nothing, but Catina could hear the raggedness of his breath. He was in emotional pain. 
 
    “What is wrong with your sister?” 
 
    “What does it matter to you?” he asked, his voice bitter and hard. 
 
    Catina felt his words as sharply as a strike upon her face. 
 
    “Is she ill?” 
 
    “Yes.” His voice was so soft she could barely hear him. 
 
    “Will she die? 
 
    “If I do not get to her soon, yes, she will die.” 
 
    His reply shocked her. “Can’t the doctors in America help her?” 
 
    “No. I am her only hope. There is no one else.” 
 
    Catina refused to accept this. Surely there had to be an alternative…one that didn’t require her to marry him, that is. “Can’t you get a Visa?” 
 
    “No,” he snapped. 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    Sighing heavily, he met her eyes. “I am deemed unsuitable. If you will not fulfill your promise, then my sister will die. It is as simple as that.” 
 
    The pain in his voice assured he spoke the truth. She was his last and only chance to reach America. “If we did this—get married—you would be willing to sign a pre-nup?” 
 
    His intense eyes focused on her as he replied. “Of course.” 
 
    Catina stared at the dark form, wishing she could touch his handsome face. She was certain he would give her the strength she would need to do this. 
 
    “All right,” she whispered. “I’ll keep my promise.” 
 
    “Thank you,” he replied, his voice so low, it was almost a growl. He approached her bed, leaned over and gently pressed his lips against her pounding temple. Her headache dissipated, leaving only the searing touch of his lips. 
 
    By the time Catina realized the impact of his touch, he had disappeared from the room, as silently as a panther. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 3 
 
      
 
    She awoke to darkness. She opened her eyes but could see nothing. She listened for movement, sensing she was not alone. 
 
    A low rumbling purr emanated from the corner. As she stared at the corner, the black shape of a panther came toward her. It lifted its body halfway onto the bed with its huge paws positioned on both sides of her face. It lowered its massive face against the side of her head and sniffed. The rumbling purrs resonated through her body as its tongue caressed her neck. 
 
    Why was the cat here? How could he be here? She reached up and stroked his massive head. Her touch seemed to startle the animal as he pulled his head back and sniffed her outreached hand. She opened her palm to his investigative sniffs. When he seemed convinced it held no danger, he pushed his head under her hand, as if encouraging her to resume her caresses. 
 
    His fur felt different from her wild cats, silkier and longer than the course tuft of her panther, two mountain lions, and four tigers and a lion. As she stroked his muscular neck and powerful shoulders, she closed her eyes, and gave way to her pleasure as her hospital gown was gently pulled from her body by his teeth. Then the pleasures of the prior night repeated. 
 
    A low growl of desire emanated from him as he drove himself deep inside her body. She had never known lovemaking such as this before. He did not move in and out, rather pushed deeper and deeper into her, filling her whole being. Once she climaxed from the pleasure, he punctured his finger and placed it into her mouth. The sweetness of his blood tantalized her senses and she suckled with a passionate hunger. 
 
    When he pulled himself from her, she felt as if her body ripped in two. Reflexively she bit down on his finger. He did not pull away but seemed to encourage her to continue to suckle it. As the sweetness ran down her throat, the searing pain lessened. But nothing made sense. How could a panther puncture his finger? He had paws, not fingers. 
 
    Within a few moments, the pain was just a memory, washed away by a soothing calm and peaceful tranquility, which lured her into a deep slumber. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 4 
 
    When she awoke the next morning, Dr. Tiburon sat on the side of her bed holding a strand of her blonde hair. He seemed fascinated by its texture and color. 
 
    She had barely opened her eyes when he smiled. “Good morning.” He released her strand of hair with reluctance. “Your headache is gone? Yes?” 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    “Good. The American consulate wishes to visit you this morning.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    Dr. Tiburon’s eyes narrowed. “He does not believe our planned marriage is legitimate. Knowing that I have applied several times for Visas, he believes I have somehow forced you to marry me so that I can gain entry into the United States.” 
 
    Catina’s heart fluttered. The idea of an interrogation by authorities worried her. She had never been a very good liar. 
 
    Dr. Tiburon caressed her arm. “You have not changed your mind, have you?” 
 
    Catina almost jumped by the sensations his touch awoke. All the memories of the prior night’s dream rushed to the surface of her mind. “N…no,” she stammered. “I just thought I’d have more time to prepare for this.” 
 
    He lifted her hand to his mouth and kissed it. “Unfortunately, we do not have time. My sister is in great danger. I have arranged for us to return to the States tomorrow.” 
 
    “We will be married tomorrow?” she asked from a haze of pleasure created by his simple kiss. 
 
    “No. We will be married at noon today. We leave Nairobi tomorrow.” 
 
    Since he still held her hand to his lips, she uncurled her fingers and let them venture across his lips and across the sharp points of his teeth. All were filed to pin pricking points. They felt exactly as they had felt in her dream last night. It had been a dream, hadn’t it? she wondered as she looked up into his dark expressive eyes. 
 
    He lifted her fingers from his razor-sharp teeth. “A child does not choose the tribe in which he is born. He can only choose the manner in which he lives his life. When a missionary doctor foolishly arrived at my village, I aided his escape. In return, he took me and my sister with him. He helped me obtain my training as a doctor.” 
 
    “And your sister?” 
 
    Dr. Tiburon’s face clouded. “He took her to the States as his mistress.” 
 
    “Not his wife?” 
 
    “No, he already had a wife.” 
 
    “Then how did she get in?” 
 
    “Smuggling was not so difficult back then. I could have gotten in that way, myself. However, I chose to stay and utilize the training I have received. Here I could help. There are so many villages needing a doctor. While they are initially frightened by my appearance, they relax once I arrive several times and never eat their children.” 
 
    “Eat their children?” 
 
    “My tribesmen are flesh eaters—any flesh, including human.” 
 
    His revelation stunned her. She could see the pain in his eyes. He confessed this, knowing she might change her mind about the marriage. To marry a doctor needing to save his sister was one thing, but to marry a flesh eater… 
 
    She reached out and stroked his cheekbone. “I’m sorry. That must be hurtful—every village you enter, fearing and mistrusting you.” 
 
    She could see the surprise register in his eyes, then relief. She was glad she had not failed him. 
 
    “At first, it was very hard. I was young and easy to anger. I would save a child from malaria only to have the mother hurl stones at me the next time I appeared at their village. Only the most desperate would come during the first week of my visit. Then as time progressed and no one was devoured, finally they would allow me to help them. My worst fear was that a man-eating lion would arrive at a village the same time as me. I would have no doubt died in my sleep before I was even aware of the problem.” 
 
    “Would it not have been better to stay here in the city where people are less prejudicial?” 
 
    The doctor laughed, but the laugh held no joy. “Do you ever wonder why I can spend so much time caring for you?” He smiled. “You are my only patient. The reason I go to the villages is that no one else will. A charity fund, whose management only comes to Nairobi once a year, hired me. They were less concerned with my teeth and more concerned about getting medical care to the villages. The same charity runs this hospital. Legally, it is required to provide me access to practice when I am in Nairobi.” 
 
    He chuckled softly. “You are the first and only patient I’ve ever treated on their premises. Had you not made a miraculous recovery, I’ve no doubt that the chief of staff would have relieved me from your care. However, it’s difficult to fault a doctor when his patient heals in half the time normally anticipated for venomous snake wounds. A bite as severe as yours would normally result in amputation and probable death. Yet, here you lay, with barely a scar to show for your ordeal.” 
 
    Catina had not realized the full extent of the debt she owed him. The recollection of how she had questioned the pills he gave her filled her with shame. She was surprised he hadn’t been angrier than he had been. So much abuse, all because he was born into the wrong tribe. She wrapped her hand over his. “If we are to be married today, then I think I should know your first name.” 
 
    “In my tribe, I was only given one name. However, I took the name of my first tutor when I began schooling so that I would have two names as everyone else. His name was Joseph. But everyone calls me Tiburon.” He studied her several moments. “You’re sure you still wish to marry me?” 
 
    Catina smiled. “I am more certain now than before. You are a good man, Tiburon. It is my honor to marry you.” 
 
    When he tentatively leaned towards her, she raised her head to ensure their kiss. The touch of lips ignited the prior night’s dreams, and her body ached with raw primeval hunger. She pushed herself against him, gasping at the searing sensation of his hands against her flesh. When he broke the kiss, she was almost incoherent from the passion his touch called forth. 
 
    His laugh was low and warm as he brushed back her hair and reached over to the chair where her gown laid. “You should dress before the consulate arrives. I’ve brought you clothes. I hope you like them.” 
 
    Catina blushed, holding the sheet to her chest. “I’m sorry. I don’t know what happened just then.” 
 
     “No need to apologize. I was just as intrigued as you were. We can pursue this later today, after the ceremony.” 
 
    His word chilled her heart—the marriage ceremony. For a moment, she had forgotten that he only needed her to obtain entry into the States. While she felt captured by passion, his expediency was the need to save his sister. Once in America, he would leave her. She could not allow her heart to become involved. This marriage was to be nothing more than the fulfillment of Schuler’s promise. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 5 
 
    She sat in a hard wood chair and waited for her interrogation. When Tiburon and the consulate arrived, she could tell by the smile in Tiburon’s eyes, that her husband-to-be was pleased with her appearance. His gift of clothes fit her beautifully. 
 
    The consulate, Mr. Belding, was a thin wiry man in his late forties. Catina was amazed that a white man living for years in the African sun could remain so pale and sickly looking. 
 
    “You appear remarkably well, Ms. Nelson. The hospital had you listed as critical when you were medevacked out of the village.” 
 
    Catina smiled and looked up at Tiburon who stood behind her. “I’ve received excellent care.” 
 
    Tiburon let his hand rest on her shoulder. Without thinking, Catina wrapped her hand around his. 
 
    Belding frowned at their display of affection. “Yes. Well, proper medical care is always appreciated, but it hardly requires that you marry the doctor who provides it.” 
 
    Catina laughed. “I’ve never heard love described in such a fashion.” 
 
    Belding leaned forward. “Is that what this is? Love? Seems unlikely. You’ve only known the doctor a couple of weeks, and the first week I believe you were unconscious.” 
 
    Catina had thought she’d be afraid of the consulate. Now she realized she had no reason to fear the man. It was very easy to defend their marriage as one of love—easier than she wished. 
 
     “Love doesn’t work that way. I knew from the first moment I saw Tiburon, he was my soul mate. The only reason it took a whole week for us to decide to marry was because we had to risk our pride by sharing what we felt. When we realized the feelings were mutual, we had no other choice but to marry.” 
 
    “There are many other choices, Ms. Nelson. You date, then you become engaged, you might even move in together to test the waters. What you don’t do is marry someone you’ve only known for a week.” 
 
    Catina shook her head. “You are describing the course of those who settle for something less than love. And the reason they take so long to make the decision is because deep in their hearts, they know they are just settling. Well, I’m not settling. I would never settle.” She sighed and gave him a half-smile. “Which is why I’m thirty-five years old and unmarried. All these years, I’ve held out for the real thing, and now that I’ve found it, you ask me why I’m in a rush. It took me thirty-five years to find Tiburon. Now that I have, I don’t want to waste a second more.” 
 
    Belding studied her face as if searching for signs of duplicity. “Dr. Tiburon, I must insist upon speaking to Ms. Nelson alone.” 
 
    “I told you yesterday, that as her doctor, I cannot allow that.” 
 
    “Don’t give me that shit. I’m sitting here looking at her. She’s in perfect health. There’s no legitimate reason why I cannot speak to her alone. And I tell you this—I will not sign your entry Visa, unless I do speak to this woman alone.” 
 
    Catina took Tiburon’s hand into hers and kissed it. “I’ll be fine. Don’t worry about me.” 
 
    When the door closed behind Tiburon, Belding’s tone changed from politeness to a sneering contempt. “I’ve seen women like you before. Bored, rich broads who think having a black buck in bed will be fun. However, I’ve never known one to be so stupid as to marry one.” 
 
    She had never before felt such an intense rage surge through her. She struggled to contain her anger. “Your words offend me, Mr. Belding. If you use one more racial slur in my presence, I will report you to your superiors.” 
 
    “From where? Prison? Because that’s where you’ll be if this sham of a marriage occurs.” 
 
    “It is not a sham marriage. I fail to see why you have convinced yourself it is.” 
 
    “Well, I’ll tell you why. Dr. Tiburon has on twelve occasions applied for Visas to the United States. Last month, I heard from sources that he had paid a woman twenty-thousand-dollars to marry him—an American woman.” 
 
    “I didn’t even know Dr. Tiburon a month ago. I was in Central Africa reinstating several cheetahs back into the wild.” 
 
    “I know that. You don’t think we checked you out? I know exactly when you came here and how much money you have.” 
 
    “Then you know I don’t need twenty thousand dollars.” 
 
    “So what happened to the twenty-thousand dollar woman?” 
 
    Catina shook her head. “I have no idea. It doesn’t appear she ever existed.” 
 
    He snorted with contempt. “Oh, she existed, all right.” 
 
    “Then why is he marrying me?” 
 
    He slammed his open palm onto the chair’s arm. “For the same reason: to obtain entry into the States. But the question is—what does he hold over you, to make you marry him?” 
 
    She smiled. “It’s really simple. I love him.” 
 
    He jumped up from his chair and stormed toward her. “Bullshit. A woman like you could have almost any man she wanted. Why would you choose a black flesh-eater?” 
 
    Even though his face was barely an inch away from hers, she refused to flinch. “I warned you about the racial slurs, Mr. Belding.” 
 
    “That’s not a slur. Did your fiancé fail to mention his family heritage?” 
 
    She gently put a hand to his chest, moving him back. “If you are referring to the tribe in which he was born, I am aware they were cannibalistic.” 
 
    “That doesn’t bother you?” 
 
    “It bothers me that you judge a man by his tribe instead of his own good deeds. Tiburon left that tribe as a young boy and went on to become a doctor, risking his life daily to help others. Knowing his history, and the hardships he has faced because of it, only makes me respect and love him more. Such adversity would crush and demoralize most men. Tiburon only grew stronger.” 
 
    Belding sighed and returned to his chair. “Off the record, okay?” He leaned forward. “I know this man. He’s manipulative and controlling. He’s got something on you, something strong enough to make you risk jail time.” 
 
    She shook her head. “That is not true.” 
 
    “Tell me the truth and we’ll have that bastard in a Nairobi jail faster than you can blink. I promise, we won’t prosecute you for your part in this.” 
 
    Catina sighed and leaned back in the chair. “I’m tired, Mr. Belding. Contrary to my healthy appearance, my recent dance with death has weakened me. So, I would like to end this interrogation. It is quite obvious, you do not believe I love Tiburon. Nor will I ever convince you of that fact. Thus, I am wasting my limited energy trying to change your mind. I stand firm on my statement. This is a marriage of love. I have not received money or other inducements to enter into this marriage.” 
 
    She sighed and met his eyes. “So, I ask you to consider your next move carefully. I am an American, free to marry whom I choose, where I choose, and when I choose. If you attempt to get in my way, I will make it very clear with your superiors that you have interfered because you are a bigot and racist who is entirely unsuitable for a consulate position.” 
 
    He sneered. “Are you threatening to get me fired, Ms. Nelson?” 
 
    “No. Your actions will get you fired. I’ll just bring them to the appropriate people’s attention.” 
 
    Belding stood and brushed off his pants as if their conversation had made him dirty. “As you wish, Ms. Nelson. But when it comes to light that this marriage is a sham, I’ll see to it you’re prosecuted to the fullest extent of the law. In case you aren’t aware, the maximum penalty is five years in a federal prison. Keep that in mind as you say your vows.” 
 
    When he opened the door, Tiburon towered above him on the other side. Catina smiled at the protective scowl on his face. The man edge through the door and scurried down the hall as quickly as possible. 
 
    Tiburon entered and knelt before her. “How are you feeling?” 
 
    “Tired. Trying to convince that odious little racist…” She paused seeing Tiburon shake his head. He stood and lifted the chair Belding had sat upon. He pointed to a small electrical component attached to the bottom of the seat frame. She nodded in understanding. Belding had planted a microphone to catch them in their lie. She tried to complete her sentence, but she had lost her words “That …” 
 
    Tiburon spoke up. “That a beautiful, rich, white woman, with everything going for her, could possibly consider marrying a black flesh-eater from the jungle?” 
 
    “Don’t,” she whispered. “Don’t let them touch you with their hateful racism. You are the most magnificent man I have ever known.” 
 
    Tiburon pulled her into his arms, breathing in the sweet fragrance of her hair. “Your hair always smells like honeysuckle. Why is that?” 
 
    “It’s probably my shampoo. Does it bother you?” 
 
    “No,” he almost purred in reply. “I like it very much, as I like all things about you.” 
 
    He picked her up and placed her on the bed. “You should rest until the priest comes.” 
 
    “Tiburon, Belding said he had heard you paid someone to marry you. He checked my account for the money,” she whispered. 
 
    “I heard him,” Tiburon replied, not attempting to lower his voice. “I was at the door listening. I heard everything he said.” 
 
    “Don’t let his words hurt you.” 
 
    Tiburon laughed. “I’m not so soft skinned as that. Believe me, with teeth such as these, you grow a thick shell about you. His words cannot touch me. You, on the other hand, even the smallest whisper lands directly here.” He pressed his fist to his chest. “You defended me so honorably. I was most touched.” 
 
    “I meant every word,” she whispered. 
 
    Tiburon stared at her in surprise, then touched her lips with his fingers. “I have to pick up the priest and Schuler. I’ll be back in an hour. Try to rest until then.” 
 
    Without even a kiss, he turned and left her. 
 
    Catina banged herself on her head and leaned back in the bed. Idiot, she scolded herself. Why did you tell him it was all true? You probably scared the shit out of him. He only wants entry into the States. Once he’s there, he’ll be gone. Out of your life forever. 
 
    Catina rolled to her side and pulled her knees up against her chest. The idea of losing him made her entire body ache. In one small week, he had somehow managed to become the most important person in her life. 
 
    She shook her head. What was she thinking? He was just a nice man who saved her life. 
 
    But he was much more than that. He was the man in her dreams, and more than anything else in the world, she craved more of those dreams. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 6 
 
    The wedding ceremony was brief and without incident. Tiburon surprised her with a beautiful onyx and pearl wedding ring. “It is like us, black and white coexisting in beautiful harmony.” 
 
    “It’s perfect,” she whispered, admiring the pearl that appeared to float in the black pool of onyx. 
 
    After a brief celebration with Schuler and a nurse as witnesses, Tiburon abruptly sent everyone away. “Catina needs her rest for tomorrow’s flight.” 
 
    Catina watched him as he closed and locked the door to her hospital room. He stared at the chair with some concern and then walked to the bed. Catina could sense the uncertainty in his movements. Was he afraid she would refuse him and give their game away to those listening through the device attached to the chair? 
 
    He sat on the edge of the bed. “Are you tired?” 
 
    She pulled his mouth to hers in reply. 
 
    He responded and then pushed away. “You’ll get no sleep that way.” 
 
    She laughed softly. “I’m not sleepy.” 
 
    He ran his hand across her silky hair. “Rest. Tomorrow will be a hard day. You will not sail through customs with me at your side. I promise you, you’ll want your rest.” 
 
    “That’s not what I want now.” She hated herself for begging. 
 
    He studied her face for a moment and pulled her to him. “Ah Catina, you are a constant surprise to me. As much as I would like to stay the night, it is not possible. Tomorrow, we will be in America. Can you not wait one day, after waiting a lifetime?” 
 
    Catina scowled. He used the words she had said to Belding against her. “Fine. Hand me my gown so I can change.” 
 
    He did as she instructed. When she removed her blouse, he turned away. 
 
    “You don’t have to turn away.” 
 
    Tiburon laughed. “You must think me a cold man indeed if you believe I can feast my eyes on your most beautiful body and hold my resolve to leave you untouched for the night.” 
 
    “I would not think the worse of you for breaking that resolve.” She laid the skirt and blouse on the chair and slid into the bed. 
 
    Hearing the sheets rustle he turned to face her. He noticed that the gown lay beside her clothes on the chair. His eyebrows rose in response. 
 
    “I’m really not in the least bit sleepy.” She reached for a glass of water. Her movement caused the sheet to drop to her waist revealing her milky white breasts. 
 
    Tiburon sighed and reached for his bag. Sitting beside her on the bed, he shook out a couple of pills and placed them in her hand. 
 
    “What are these?” 
 
    “A mild sedative. They will help you sleep. I am very serious. You will need all your strength to make it through tomorrow.” 
 
    Catina sighed and popped them in her mouth. “Will you stay and talk to me until I fall asleep?” 
 
    “Of course. What would you like to talk about?” 
 
    “Tell me a story.” 
 
    “What kind of story?” 
 
    “I don’t know. In America, we tell our children bedtime stories to help them relax and fall off to sleep. Do Africans have stories like that?” 
 
    Tiburon smiled and brushed her hair from her face. “Most African children are so weary from their day’s work they fall asleep without the need of stories. However, I remember a story told by the old chief of our tribe about how we came to be. Would you like to hear that one?” 
 
    “Very much.” 
 
    “There once was a mighty warrior who traveled all his life looking for a home. One day he spotted a race of warriors that looked much like himself. His heart filled with joy. He had spent a lifetime alone and he yearned for a mate. Locating the largest and most beautiful female in the tribe, he patiently waited until one night she wandered from the others. Without hesitation, he leapt down from his perch in a tree and joined her. 
 
    “He attempted to introduce himself, but the beautiful female was mute and dumb. She could only snarl and roar in response to his queries. His disappointment was extreme. She looked perfect in form. She fought and hunted with a natural grace and power. Yet, when he looked into her eyes, there was nothing more than animal cunning. No wisdom, no humor, no ability to love. He thought she was some freak of nature whom the tribe should have killed at birth. He went in search of the others of her tribe to determine why they allowed such a depravity to exist. Yet, when he came upon the others, they were the same—nothing more than cunning animals. 
 
    “That was a terrible night for the mighty warrior. Never had he felt such desolation. Yet, even as their existence pained him, he remained with the mindless tribe. He had nowhere else to go. 
 
    “The warrior kept his tribe safe and secure. They would mostly feed on the abundant monkey population in the jungle. The warrior found himself impressed with the intelligence of the nimble little creatures. They could run circles around most of his tribe. He especially enjoyed the hairless apes that walked upright. These primates showed signs of reasoning and appeared to have developed a semi-complex language base. They also tasted quite sweet. 
 
    “The warrior developed a fondness for the hairless apes, both as an amusement and as food. He would spend days watching them lay traps for his tribe. Listening to their chatter, he eventually deciphered their language and practiced their language with his gruff tongue until he could speak as well as any of their kind. He willed his body to take their shape, so he could move among them when they would travel through the jungle at night looking for the great black panther. It amused him to no end that he was in essence, hunting for himself. 
 
    “Within the ape’s tribe, stories were told about a large black hunter who followed them into the forest on their hunts. This mysterious hunter was different from the tribesmen: stronger, taller, faster and smarter. 
 
    “The chief had disregarded the stories until the night the giant warrior entered the village and announced he would now be their chief. The chief only had a few moments to object before the warrior’s hand ripped into his chest and pulled out his still pumping heart. The old chief died watching the warrior eat his heart. 
 
    “Under the guidance of the new warrior chief, the tribe abandoned their crops and animals and became great and deadly warriors. Having never forgotten his taste for human flesh, the warrior would often lead his tribe against other tribes, feasting for months afterwards on the dead and captured. And that was how the tribe came to be known as the Flesh-eaters.” 
 
    Tiburon studied Catina’s face. The sedative had done its job. She looked like an angel in her sleep. He leaned in and smelled her hair. From the very first, the fresh sweetness of her hair had captivated him. He smiled, pleased at how fate had played her into his hands. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 7 
 
      
 
    Catina awoke in the morning to find Tiburon sitting on the same spot of her bed. 
 
    “You didn’t stay there all night, did you?” 
 
    He laughed. “No. After you fell asleep listening to my intriguing story, I went home and rested as well. How did you sleep?” 
 
    “Fine,” she muttered. 
 
    “Something wrong?” 
 
    “I don’t want to take anymore sleeping pills. They keep me from dreaming. And I particularly like my dreams these days.” 
 
    He lifted her hand and kissed it. “You can dream all you want after we get to America.” 
 
    *** 
 
    The journey was as grueling as Tiburon predicted. Their progress came to an abrupt halt when they arrived in Los Angeles. Security and customs searched their bags with great thoroughness. Several officials questioned her, all unable or unwilling to believe she would marry Tiburon for love. By the time the officials released them, they had missed their connection to San Francisco. 
 
    “Not to worry. I anticipated such a delay and had a second reservation set up on the next flight,” Tiburon whispered in her ear as he massaged her neck. “How are you holding up?” 
 
    “I didn’t know a person could be this tired.” 
 
    “Hang in there. You can sleep in the plane.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Jason Connors watched them from behind a security glass. “He’s certainly a big fellow.” Jason glanced down at the documents in his hand. “Says he’s a doctor. Have you checked his credentials?” 
 
    “Yeah. That part’s legit. I called the American Consulate in Nairobi. He really is a doctor. However, they think the marriage is a sham.” 
 
    “Reason?” 
 
    “He’s applied for a Visa twelve times and last month he evidently contracted a marriage to an American for twenty thousand.” 
 
    “Well shit, why didn’t they arrest them?” 
 
    “This isn’t the woman he paid to marry him. This woman is rich. She doesn’t need twenty thousand.” 
 
    “Blackmail?” 
 
    “Doesn’t sound like it. The consulate bugged her hospital room, and she seems sincere in her desire to ‘hump a black man’.” 
 
    “Cole…” Jason’s voice dropped a full scale. 
 
    “Not my words. That was a quote from the consulate.” 
 
    “Then say it with ‘I quote’ in front of it, because I sure as hell don’t want to be explaining why one of my FBI agents sounds like a racist.”  
 
    He studied the couple for a few minutes. “Why did the embassy refuse his Visa requests?” 
 
    “Undesirable tribe.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” 
 
    Cole smiled. “I thought it was a pretty stupid response myself, so I asked this pencil-pushing racist whether they suspected the tribe of communist ties.” 
 
    Jason shook his head. “I’m sure he appreciated your sarcasm.” 
 
    “Actually, he thought I was serious and replied, ‘No it’s worse than that.’ So, I ask what could be worse than a communist? Guess what he replied.” 
 
    Jason watched the couple. They seemed quite enchanted with one another. For the fortieth time in the evening, he wondered why he had been called into what appeared to be nothing at all. “I’ve no idea, what?” 
 
    “Cannibals. His tribesmen are cannibals.” 
 
    Jason looked at Cole in surprise. “For real?” 
 
    “That’s what the racist says. They’re called Flesh-eaters and live in the dense central jungle. Notice his pointy little teeth. They file them down when they are just babes.” 
 
    “I bet they wait until the baby teeth fall out.” Jason looked at the giant man again. “So, our good doctor is a cannibal? Does the new misses know?” 
 
    “Evidently. Maybe she likes to live dangerously, bored of white men with flat teeth.” 
 
    “Can it, Cole,” Jason warned. “How does a guy become a doctor if he’s a cannibal?” 
 
    “Probably eats the spare parts he removes.” Noticing Jason’s scowl, he added, “Actually, a missionary doctor rescued him from the tribe when he was a young boy and enrolled him into medical school. He’s spent most of his life traveling to remote villages. Works for the Red Cross at the moment.” 
 
    “What do they say about him?” 
 
    “They seem very pleased with his work. Once the tribes realize he isn’t going to eat their children, he works out pretty well.” Cole held up his hands at Jason’s glare. “That wasn’t a joke. That’s what they said.” 
 
    “What’s Immigration’s stand on this?” 
 
    “They think the marriage is bogus, but they are willing to turn it over to us.” 
 
    “We’ll need their cooperation.” 
 
    “No problem. They’re being surprisingly cooperative.” 
 
    Jason looked at Cole. “Why is that, do you think? Since we’ve gotten here, everybody has been bending over backwards to help us. No interference. No turf-pissing contests. Fresh coffee and an assortment of sandwiches to munch on as we observe the couple waiting for their flight. I feel like I’ve died and gone to FBI heaven.” 
 
    “It is eerie,” Cole agreed. 
 
    “Yeah, especially since I don’t even know why we are here.” 
 
    An old man stepped from behind a screen placed in the corner. “That’s because you haven’t dug deep enough.” 
 
    “Who the hell are you?” Jason snapped, relaxing his gun hand as he assessed the man to be no threat. 
 
    “I am the reason you were called. I am the reason why you are being provided total cooperation.” The old man walked to the window and stared out at the couple. “That lovely woman is in terrible danger.” 
 
    “From what?” 
 
    The old man cackled. “Excellent choice of words. Not ‘whom,’ but ‘what.’” He pointed to the picture of the man. “Ever seen hair like this before?” 
 
    Jason studied the long silky strands of hair whipping about the man’s face. “Can’t say I have.” 
 
    “It isn’t human hair. They got it from their father,” 
 
    “Their father. Are we talking about someone else besides Dr. Tiburon?” Jason asked. 
 
    “There was another child. However, that isn’t your problem. He’s your problem. If you get a chance to look at those teeth, do so. They aren’t filed. That’s another genetic oddity inherited from his father.” 
 
    “You seem to know a lot about this man. May I ask how?” 
 
    The old man turned. “You tell me. And if you don’t know by Monday afternoon, I’ll have you replaced. Who I am should be the easiest problem you have to solve. Discovering the truth about Tiburon will test your skills.” Without another word, the man shuffled out of the room. 
 
    Cole frowned. “Want me to put a tail on him?” 
 
    “Don’t bother. Just find out the name of the missionary who rescued Tiburon as a boy and then get me a complete workup on the man by Monday morning.” 
 
    “What’s up with the missionary?” 
 
    “Cole, use your brain on occasion. The old man discussed genetic similarities between Tiburon and the chief of this obscure tribe located in the middle of the jungle. Besides the missionary doctor, what other white man has probably seen the tribe?” 
 
    Cole blushed. “I’ll get on it right away. What are we doing about them?” He nodded to the couple. 
 
    “Did we get the warrant signed to tap her house?” 
 
    “Full electronic surveillance. Anything we want.” 
 
    “Damn,” Jason whispered. He had major mob suspects for which he couldn’t get a full surveillance warrant. There was never sufficient evidence to justify such invasion into a private citizen’s house. “What’s our budget?” 
 
    “Unlimited.” 
 
    Jason stared at Cole and then the couple outside. “Get me that file on the good doctor first thing Monday morning. Put Agent Ginkabo on it and tell her to dig as deep as possible. I’m working in the dark here, and I don’t like it at all.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 8 
 
    Tiburon carried his sleeping bride from the limo to the front door. The house was not as large as he expected, given her wealth, but hopefully, she kept servants who would answer the door. He rang the doorbell several times and waited. His nostrils flared at the musky smell of wild cats. He could hear the rumbling of a cat somewhere behind and to the right of the house. Getting no response from ringing the door, he gently woke Catina. 
 
    She resisted waking, shifting her head so it rested on his shoulder. “Where are we?” 
 
    “Hopefully, at your home. Do you have a key to the door? No one seems to be answering.” 
 
    She yawned and opened her eyes. “If Milo went out, he would put a key under the pot.” 
 
    Tiburon laughed and settled her on her feet. “Well, that’s original. I take it there’s not much crime in the area.” 
 
    “I think my sign warning ‘trespassers will be eaten’ scares them off.” 
 
    Tiburon held up a key. “Here we go.” He turned the lock and opened the door. The limo driver brought up the last of the bags. 
 
    “Shall I help you bring these in, sir?” 
 
    “If you will. Just bring them in the entrance.” Tiburon lifted Catina into his arms. “Before you fall back to sleep, perhaps you should tell me where your bedroom is,” he whispered and kissed her lips. 
 
    She muttered, “Upstairs, end of hall.” Then she drifted off. 
 
    Finding her room, he laid her down upon the bed and returned downstairs to tip the driver and lock up. He picked up several of the cases and returned upstairs. He placed both against the wall before returning to her side. With gentle reverence, he undressed her and tucked her into bed. He watched her sleep for several minutes before he returned downstairs for the remaining luggage. 
 
    His hearing could detect the high pitch whine of the electronic surveillance equipment. He was certain it wasn’t Catina’s. People who place keys under pots were rarely serious about security. His eyes scanned the entrance hall and located an infrared camera on the bookcase. He entered the library on the left of the hall. Mic squeals emanated from the fireplace grating and the desk. Without the high pitch noise of the surveillance equipment, the room would have been pleasant. The golden oak beams across the ceiling gave substance and character to the room. The big leather recliner looked well used. He could easily imagine Catina spending cold nights curled in that chair, reading a book by a warm fire. 
 
    A sense of foreboding caused a shiver to run through his body. The connection between them was too strong. He never meant to let it get out of hand like this. He had never meant to love her. 
 
    He shook the feeling of dread and entered the living room. The room was proof she had never relinquished her middle-class upbringing. The chairs and couch were all unfashionably comfortable and inviting. Again, the squeals of mics echoed from a potted plant and the coffee table. Additionally, a camera poised over the entertainment center. 
 
    The kitchen was small and unexceptional. He suspected it would be the least used room in Catina’s house. She did not appear to be much of a food person. However, a large freezer occupied much of the porch connected to the kitchen. Inside he found a bounty of frozen raw meat. No doubt for her cats. He breathed in the air, wondering how many she currently had. He could catch the scents of six, maybe seven… 
 
    Upstairs he located Milo’s room. It was colorful and haphazard. She had told him Milo was a gay friend who had lived with her for the last ten years. 
 
    He could hear the squeal of mics from Milo’s room. Besides the master bedroom, there were two additional guest rooms. It would be safer to sleep in one of them, but he expected an early morning roust from Immigrations. They would need to find him beside his bride. 
 
    He reentered her room and emptied his suitcase into the dresser, placing the case on top of the dresser in front of the camera lens. He then returned downstairs to wait for Milo. 
 
    Milo came home around one a.m. Tiburon opened the door to find Milo searching the pot for his key. 
 
    “Wha…?” Milo exclaimed as he stumbled backwards at the sight of Tiburon. 
 
    “I’m Tiburon, Catina’s husband.” 
 
    “Of course,” Milo stammered. “I’m Milo, Cat’s friend.” 
 
    “I took the key in, so I waited up for your return.” 
 
    Milo laughed. “You can leave it out. Nobody comes up here. Scared of the cats.” 
 
    “Just the same, I’d prefer we not keep it there.” 
 
    Milo was now in the house and could see Tiburon a little better. “My God! She’s gone and married a giant cat.” 
 
    “Pardon?” 
 
    Milo giggled. “Forgive me. I have a very bad habit of blurting out what I think. But for a moment you looked just like a giant panther. And it struck me as so predictable that Cat would marry a cat.” 
 
    “Perhaps we should get to know each other in the morning, when you’re sober.” 
 
    Milo laughed. “Oh, I like you already. Just what we need around here: someone who’ll take charge. Well, you’ll get no argument from me. Direct to bed I go.” 
 
    Tiburon watched the man climb the stairs and then he locked up and turned off the lights. 
 
    He stepped out onto the porch and breathed deeply. He caught the faint odor of a human to his right. So, they were watching the house as well. He sighed. He had hoped that his entrance into the States would not gain such attention, but he was not surprised it had. Dr. Taylor would spare no effort to protect his bounty. 
 
    Tiburon lifted the small backpack he had taken from his luggage and stepped into the trees behind the house. Moments later, a giant panther, swift and silent proceeded down the mountain, with the backpack firmly clinched in its jaws. 
 
    He made excellent time down the mountain, leaping the ravines in single relaxed bounds. As he continued down, civilization became more prevalent. He stopped behind a 7- Eleven dumpster, resumed his man form and dressed in the clothes he had carried in the backpack. He listened for the bus and moved to the stop a few moments before its arrival. He could sense the driver’s fear to open the bus doors. With his teeth, smiling would do no good, so he simply waited for the driver to calm and do his job. An eternity later, the bus door folded to the side and Tiburon entered. He nodded to the driver and moved to the back of the bus. As the bus carried him through the city, he scanned for his sister. When he sensed the driver was becoming overly nervous by his continued presence, he exited the bus and found a new bus line to ride. He spent the entire night in this manner, checking off areas on his map. At five in the morning, he had still found nothing. Knowing Immigrations would probably institute a raid around six a.m., he returned to the house in his panther form. 
 
    Without the high pierced screeching of the mics, the house would have been silent and peaceful. He made his way up the stairs and into her room like an invisible shadow of the dark. He lowered the backpack to the floor and went to her. Her scent gave him such pleasure. Gently he tugged the blanket from her body and pressed his muzzle against her skin. A slight moan escaped from her throat. With a single motion, he leapt beside her on the bed and licked her face and neck. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 9 
 
    Jason Connors followed the raiding Immigration squad into the house. He hated being associated with this, but he wanted to see the situation first hand. There was something far more serious than a sham marriage going on. 
 
    When they kicked open the door of the bedroom, they came upon the couple sleeping. Tiburon’s arms protectively encircled his bride. As the men filed in screaming “immigrations” he sat up, shifting her so his body would shield her from harm, should anyone actually use the guns they carried. 
 
    “Who are you? What do you want?” Catina demanded from behind Tiburon. Both fear and anger resonated in her voice. 
 
    Jason stepped forward. “It’s all right, Ms. Nelson. No one is going to harm you or your husband.” Turning to the squad leader, he asked, “Are your men done here?” 
 
    The squad leader knew an order from a question and nodded, silently motioning his men from the room. 
 
    Jason resumed his focus on the couple. “I sincerely apologize for the fright this might have given you, Ms. Nelson. We had rather strong evidence to believe your marriage with Dr. Tiburon was a sham. One of the easiest ways to prove that is making surprise house calls.” 
 
    “This can’t be legal.” Catina pulled the sheet tighter against her naked body. 
 
    “Yes ma’am, it is. The United States government takes immigration crimes very seriously.” His eyes narrowed as he watched Tiburon. “You smile at that statement, sir. Do you find it humorous?” 
 
    “I find it amazing you can say it with a straight face. You and I both know this is not about breaking some immigration law.” 
 
    Jason’s eyes narrowed. He wanted to pursue that point but dared not in a room so electronically wired. God knew who else besides himself would receive copies of the recordings. 
 
    Jason ignored Tiburon’s comment and looked at Catina. “I’ll give you a moment to get dressed, then I’d appreciate seeing both of you downstairs.” 
 
    Just then a high wailing scream erupted from down the hall. “Cat! Cat! Where are you?” A man wearing a flowery robe burst into the room. “Cat, there are army men everywhere! Are you all right?” 
 
    Wrapping the sheet around her, she moved off the bed and went to her distressed friend. He wrapped his arms around her. “Thank God. For a moment, I thought they had come to kill you.” 
 
    “We are from the Immigrations department, we don’t kill people.” 
 
    “Then why the guns?” asked Tiburon. 
 
    Jason glared at him. “For the protection of our men. People who buy their way into the country often have desperate reasons to do so.” 
 
    His response set Milo into an excited fury. “Well, why the hell are you here? We are American citizens!” 
 
    “And you are?” Jason said to Milo. 
 
    “Milo Nivens. I’m an old friend of Cat’s.” 
 
    “You live here?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “For how long?” 
 
    “A long time…I don’t know. Ten years?” 
 
    Jason raised his eyebrow. “And your relationship with Ms. Nelson?” 
 
    “She is my dearest and oldest friend. We have known each other since grade school.” 
 
    “How dear of friends?” 
 
    Tiburon walked up behind his wife and placed his arm affectionately around her shoulder. “You are going down a dead end, Officer…I didn’t get your name.” 
 
    “Connors. And how do you know where I’m going?” 
 
    Tiburon shrugged and looked at Milo. “He wants to know if you are having intimate relations with Catina.” 
 
    Milo choked. “Heavens! Is that what you think? No, no, it’s not like that at all.” He glanced nervously at Tiburon. “I’m gay. Cat and I are just friends.” 
 
    Tiburon sighed. “Perhaps you can interrogate your witness outside so my wife can get dressed.” 
 
    Jason was about to argue but realized that the request was perfectly reasonable. He looked at the woman. A night’s sleep had done wonders for her looks, she was utterly breathtaking standing in the morning sun with the pale blue sheet wrapped tight against her body. “I’ll wait outside in the garden for you, Ms. Nelson.” 
 
    She nodded, but just as he was about to leave the room, she said, “Don’t wander too far from the house, Mr. Connors. This is a wild cat reserve and some of them are quite timid. I wouldn’t want you to frighten them.” Then panic crossed her face. “Your men, with the guns, they wouldn’t….” 
 
    Connors held up his hand. “They are downstairs waiting for orders. I’ll send them away now.” 
 
    Catina smiled. “Thank you.” 
 
    Her smile was so sweet it made Jason’s heart ache. If not for the menacing tower beside her, he would have returned that smile and more. Yes, she was definitely a beautiful woman. 
 
    *** 
 
    When the door closed, Tiburon put his finger to his lips and pointed to the chair. 
 
    The realization they had bugged her house stunned Cat to her core. What had she gotten herself into with this marriage? Storm troopers through her house, surveillance equipment in her bedroom… 
 
    She looked up at Tiburon and all the grief ceased to matter. As long as he remained with her, she could endure anything. She wrapped her arms around his waist, drawing strength from the steel of his muscles. Nothing mattered but Tiburon and her dreams. 
 
    *** 
 
    Catina spotted Connors near the lion’s cage. Her anger flared. She had specifically asked him not to go near the cats! She quickened her pace, but Tiburon pulled her back. 
 
    “Easy girl. Yelling at an FBI agent is never a good idea.” 
 
    “FBI? He said he was Immigrations.” 
 
    “He said they were Immigration. He never identified himself.” 
 
    “How do you know he’s FBI?” 
 
    “By watching him. The FBI are terribly precise in their actions. When I asked him for his name, he automatically reached for his ID, but then stopped. He is a man of very strict habits: shoes well-polished, pants creased, hair trimmed weekly. Did you see the way he scanned the room when he entered? I’m certain he could recreate your room down to the smallest eyebrow pencil. Even now, see how he observes us. He wants to come here and interrupt our conversation, but it’s more important he gets us in an electronic free area to have his discussion.” 
 
    “I don’t understand. What is going on here?” 
 
    Tiburon stroked her head and held her to him. “I’m not certain that even Mr. Connors knows what’s going on.” He pulled her face up and stared into her eyes. “You trust me, don’t you?” 
 
    She nodded, but her eyes betrayed her fear and concern. 
 
    “I won’t let them harm you, Catina. I promise you. Now let’s go see what Mr. Connors wants to say to us in private.” 
 
    “Does that mean someone has heard every word we just said?” 
 
    “No. We are standing in a dead zone. But Mr. Connors didn’t know that.” 
 
    Catina stared at him. “How do you know that?” 
 
    “My hearing is superior to yours. I can hear a high pierce squeal from electronic transmissions. That is why I knew the hospital and your house had been bugged.” 
 
    “My whole house?” 
 
    “Yes, and there’s an infrared camera in the hall. There’s also one in the bedroom, but I felt compelled to place our suitcases on top of the dresser and block its view.” 
 
    “This is absurd! I am an American citizen. They have no right to do this! Don’t they have to have warrants to do things like this?” 
 
    “Yes. And I’m sure with the straight-laced Mr. Connors in charge that it is all perfectly legal. He doesn’t look like the type to bend the rules.” 
 
    “But how could they get them? Don’t they require just cause?” 
 
    “I suspect that’s what’s bothering Mr. Connors. Something certainly is. See how his hands clench? He’s not a happy man. Shall we go to him before he breaks the pen he’s holding?” 
 
    Connors glared at Tiburon as they approached him. “Get your story straight?” 
 
    “Pardon?” Catina replied. 
 
    “Your story.  Did you have sufficient time to get all the facts down?” 
 
    Tiburon smiled, giving Connors a close-up view of his sharp piercing teeth. “Mr. Connors believes we were manufacturing our alibis. Actually, Mr. Connors, we were talking about you.” 
 
    “Me?” 
 
    “Yes,” Catina cut in, her voice still angry. “I had specifically asked you not to frighten my cats, only to find you camped right beside Sheba.” 
 
    “Sheba?” 
 
    “The lioness behind you,” Tiburon said. 
 
    Jason swung around and stared into the foliage. Knowing what he sought, he finally saw a patch of tawny skin and two huge brown eyes staring at him. “Jesus! Has that thing been there all along?” 
 
    “Please don’t raise your voice. She’s very timid.” 
 
    He studied the wire mesh that stood between him and the lion. “Is this cage secure enough to handle a cat her size?” 
 
    “Are you now aligning yourself with animal control?” Tiburon asked. “You change affiliations faster than most women change clothes.” 
 
    Jason looked at Tiburon. “What’s that supposed to mean?” 
 
    “My husband believes you are with the FBI. Is that true?” 
 
    “Why does your husband think that?” 
 
    “Is it true, Mr. Connors?” 
 
    “That’s rather a paranoid question. Have you done something to make you paranoid of the FBI, Ms. Nelson?” 
 
    “You’re evading my question. I’m rather certain that you are required to identify yourself if you work for the FBI.” 
 
    “Do you think undercover agents identify themselves?” 
 
    Tiburon laughed. “You are working undercover as an immigrations officer? Really, Mr. Connors!” 
 
    Jason glared at the man. He still didn’t know who Tiburon was, but he was growing to dislike him. 
 
    Catina’s voice snapped. “Mr. Connors, are you with the FBI? Yes or no?” 
 
    “I am currently assigned to the Immigrations Department.” 
 
    “But do you work for the FBI?” 
 
    “I am currently assigned to the Immigrations Department.” 
 
    Catina sighed. “May I see your credentials?” 
 
    “Pardon?” 
 
    “Your credentials. May I see your badge?” 
 
    Jason patted his jacket. “Can you believe I’ve forgotten them?” 
 
    “You burst into a private citizen’s home and forget your credentials. I doubt that very seriously,” Catina replied. “I want to see the search warrant and your credentials right now.” 
 
    Jason reached in his pocket and handed her his badge. “Your husband is correct. The question is how did he know that? Doesn’t it concern you, Ms. Nelson, that the man you married receives so much attention?” 
 
    Catina studied the badge and handed it to Tiburon. “It concerns me very much, Mr. Connors. I would appreciate it if you would tell me why.” 
 
    “I can’t divulge that information at this time.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “You and I both know it’s bullshit. Mr. Connors. The Immigration Department doesn’t care about me anymore than the FBI does. The man running the show is Taylor.” 
 
    Jason frowned. Was everyone in on this game except him? “What makes you think that?” 
 
    “Because I read people pretty well. You have integrity. I bet when I have you investigated, I’ll find your history as pristine as snow.” 
 
    “What does my service record have to do with anything?” 
 
    “Because if you really knew what was going on, we wouldn’t be on opposite sides.” 
 
    Jason locked eyes with Tiburon. Had he allowed the sharpened teeth and dark skin to distract him from the man’s high intelligence? “Why don’t you tell me what’s going on then?” 
 
    “Have you researched Dr. Taylor yet?” 
 
    “Who’s Dr. Taylor?” 
 
    “The master of your puppet strings.” 
 
    “Nobody’s pulling my strings, Mr. Tiburon.” Jason hoped that was true. 
 
    Tiburon smiled. “We all like to think that. We all like to believe we are masters of our fate. However, usually it isn’t true. Somewhere, a person exists, sometimes completely unknown to you, whose slightest action impacts your life. Be careful with Dr. Taylor. He is a very influential man. If he believes you are on to him, he will destroy you in a moment’s notice.” 
 
    Jason shook his head. “I don’t know a Dr. Taylor. Perhaps you would like to enlighten me.” 
 
    “Why bother? I’ve no credibility. I’m the suspect, although what crime I’m suspected of committing remains unclear.” 
 
    “The Immigration Department…” 
 
    Tiburon shook his head. “You and I both know it’s bullshit. The Immigration Department doesn’t care about me anymore than the FBI does. The man running the show is Taylor.” 
 
    “Then tell me why you’re considered such a dangerous man in Taylor’s mind,” Jason countered. 
 
    Tiburon studied the agent. He liked what he saw. “Someday I might. You impress me, Connors. You question everything. You believe nothing on face value. Dr. Taylor chose the wrong man. I hope, for both our sakes, he doesn’t discover that.” 
 
    “So Dr. Taylor thought I was a stupid or gullible man?” 
 
    “No. He thought you were intelligent. He needs that. He knows destroying me will require intelligence and finesse. The mistake he has made is that he discounted the importance you hold for honor and justice. Since Taylor has no such qualities, he assumes they belong only to the stupid and the weak. It never occurred to him an intelligent man could also be an honorable one.” 
 
    Jason didn’t like how this was playing out. Truth was, he didn’t trust Taylor. That he was pulled into this nonsense without knowing why, set his teeth on edge. Nor did he know who he could trust. “You aren’t trying to flatter me, are you Dr. Tiburon?” 
 
    Tiburon smiled. “Good for you. Never take anything at face value, especially not a compliment. Now unless you have further questions, this is our honeymoon, and my wife and I would prefer to be alone.” 
 
    Jason reached into his pocket and pulled out a business card. He locked eyes with Catina as he handed it to her. “If you want to talk, or feel the least bit in danger, give me a call, Ms. Nelson.” 
 
    “Thank you.” She took the card and slipped it into her jean pocket. “But honestly, until this morning, I have always felt perfectly safe up here in my oasis.” 
 
    Jason took her hand in his. “Please accept my apology for this morning. If I have further questions, where can I reach you?” 
 
    “Unless I get called out, I’m usually here tending my cats.” 
 
    Releasing her hand, he held out his hand to Tiburon. “Dr. Tiburon, again my apology for this morning.” 
 
    Never had Jason felt so awkward and out of place. He needed to know more about Dr. Taylor and fast, before the man ruined his career. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 10 
 
    On Monday, Connors arrived at work after his morning meeting with the director. He was glad to see the lights on in Cole’s office. The mystery of Dr. Taylor had stolen his peace of mind all weekend. He tapped on Cole’s office window as he passed by. By the time he sat down, Cole was closing the door behind them. 
 
    “What have you got on the good doctor?” 
 
    “His name is Dr. Taylor. Quite a renowned geneticist.” Cole handed him a slender file. 
 
    Jason opened the file and flipped through the report. “Did Carmella do this?” 
 
    “I believe so.” 
 
    “What do you mean you believe so? You know this was important. I asked you to have Carmella do it.” 
 
    “She did it.” 
 
    “Where’s her discrepancy report?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Maybe there weren’t any discrepancies. The guy’s record is clean as a whistle.” 
 
    Jason flipped through the report again. “Send Carmella in here.” 
 
    “Sir?” 
 
    “Carmella. Send her in here.” 
 
    Cole frowned. “If you aren’t happy with her work, I’ll take care of it.” 
 
    It was too early in the morning to have stupid pissing contests! “Send her in here.” 
 
    His second in command cross his arms and widened his stance. A sure sign he was settling in for a long fight. “She reports to me, sir. Any discipline measures should come from me.” 
 
    He stood and leaned forward, his hands pressed on his desk. “Cole, I’m not discussing this. I personally pulled favors to give that woman a chance with the FBI. And now I wish to personally rip her a new asshole. And unless you wish a new asshole as well, you’ll send her in here without making me repeat my request.” 
 
    *** 
 
     “Ginko, in my office now!” Cole snapped as he walked by her desk. 
 
    The petite young black woman looked up in surprise but followed him to his office. 
 
    “The chief wants to see you about your report on Taylor.” 
 
    Carmella nodded. She wasn’t surprised, given all the oddities in it. 
 
    “He is very unhappy.” 
 
    “Sir?” she said in confusion. 
 
    “My advice is to say nothing. Just let him vent. He’s had a very bad morning and unfortunately, your report was the first thing he saw. It sometimes happens. You just have to suck it up and take it. Don’t try to defend your work. Just accept whatever he says as gospel and promise to do better tomorrow. Understand?” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Carmella spoke, her voice so tiny she wasn’t sure it was audible. 
 
    “He’s waiting for you. And remember. Don’t speak. Just take your lumps like a man…er… agent.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Carmella knocked on the opened door. “You wanted to see me, sir?” 
 
    “Come in and close the door Agent Ginkabo.” 
 
    He watched her as she walked across the room and stood at attention. She only weighed ninety pounds soaking wet with shoes on. She was the tiniest, frailest FBI agent in history of the agency. Her only asset was the brain that resided behind those two pretty doe eyes. 
 
    Jason leaned back and studied her. “How are you feeling, Carmella?” 
 
    “Fine, sir.” Her eyes narrowed as if his question puzzled her. 
 
    “You weren’t sick this weekend?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Family ill?” 
 
    “No sir.” She met his eyes. “May I inquire where this line of questioning is going, sir?” 
 
    Jason almost smiled. She might be small, but she wasn’t a coward. “Yes, you may Agent Ginkabo. As the head of this department, I try to stay apprised of the talents and capabilities of all my agents. And even though I may not speak with each and every one of you on a daily basis, I pride myself in believing I have a good understanding at what level you can perform.” Picking up the Taylor file, he tossed it across the desk at her. “And this is far below your capabilities, Agent Ginkabo.” 
 
    Carmella looked at the file he had tossed. “May I inquire what that is, sir?” 
 
    “It’s your file on Taylor. Since you spent no more than thirty minutes on it, I’m not surprised you don’t recognize it.” 
 
    Carmella picked up the file and opened it. “This isn’t my report, sir.” 
 
    He leaned forward. “Pardon?” 
 
    “Well, it’s part of my report, but only what I pulled down from our database. My report contained substantial field research and a discrepancy report.” 
 
    Jason frowned. “Tell me what is missing.” 
 
    She nodded and then paused. “Page by page, sir?” 
 
    This was the first time he had ever heard Carmella make any reference to her photographic memory. As far as he knew, he was the only person in the entire office who was aware of Carmella’s talent. That talent was one of the reasons he worked so hard to get her on his staff. “How many pages are we talking about?” 
 
    “Four hundred and thirty-three, sir.” 
 
    Jason blinked in shock. “We had better start with the discrepancy. How long is that?” 
 
    “Thirty-eight pages, sir.” 
 
    “Thirty-eight? The president only got sixteen!” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    Another thing he liked about her was her brevity with words. 
 
    “Provide a summary of the discrepancies, Agent Ginkabo.” 
 
    “I ran our database reports, but they seemed wrong.” 
 
    “How so.” 
 
    “They were too sterile. I mean everyone has a bump or two along the way of life. This guy was cleaner than the Ajax man.” 
 
    “Go on.” 
 
    “Agent Womack said you only needed the basics, but you always seemed to appreciate knowing a little more, so I took the day off…” 
 
    He held up his hand and she silenced at once. “Cole said I only wanted the basics.” 
 
    “Yes sir, file stuff, no detail.” 
 
    Her statement worried him. He had specifically told Cole he wanted to dig deep. “Continue.” 
 
    “Since I was caught up on my work, I asked Agent Womack if I could take the day off to do some shopping in Georgetown, and he said I could. So, I went shopping in Georgetown.” 
 
    He frowned. Did she really think this was the time to share her shopping spree? “Carmella, are we getting somewhere with this?” 
 
    “Shopping for details, sir. Dr. Taylor was born in Georgetown. I went to the library closest to his home and checked to see if he had a library card. The library assistant was very helpful. We located his original application form he had completed when he was eight-years old.” 
 
    Jason smiled. This was more like the relentless tracking of details for which Carmella was famous. 
 
    Carmella tilted her head. “Only thing is, the date said Dr. Taylor was born in 1860. Our files show he was born in 1930. I thought that an odd discrepancy.” 
 
    “Maybe they wrote the date down wrong.” 
 
    “No, the dates on early check outs confirmed the general time.” 
 
    “Maybe it was his father’s library card.” 
 
    “I considered that, but my subsequent search of hospital files showed he was born the illegitimate child of Maria Taylor. He had no father.” 
 
    “Then it has to be a different Dr. Taylor.” 
 
    “He still uses the same library, sir. I tracked his books from eight years on to the present. It’s the same man.” 
 
    “But that would make the man…” 
 
    “One hundred and thirty-eight years old.” 
 
    “The man I saw last night was no more than eighty.” 
 
    “The age did seem wrong sir, so I worked back through his life, thinking someone, along the way might have taken Dr. Taylor’s identity, and the man we know today is not the original Dr. Taylor.” 
 
    Jason nodded his approval. She was a true pit bull when it came to detail. 
 
    “I went through the jobs he held, talking with people who worked with him. Many of them still had photos. Fortunately, I was able to locate them at their labs, even though it was a Saturday. Except for a slight change in dress and hair length, the man appears to look the same as he did forty years ago.” Carmella paused. “There was something very strange, sir…” 
 
    He smiled. “I fail to see how it could be stranger than what you’ve already told me.” 
 
    “He seems to have compacted his life. In the work bios we have on file, he worked at Gentab, after a two-year stint at Chemlink. But when I talked with Gentab employees, one distinctly remembered hiring him from Carlton Technologies. So, I went to Carlton, and while he isn’t in their employee database, there were people who remembered him working at Carlton for many years; the same years he allegedly worked at Chemlink. At Chemlink, again the records only showed him working there two years, but the man he reported to swears that Dr. Taylor was with the company for over ten years. He had seven annual picnic pictures of his group, which included Dr. Taylor. As I kept pushing back, I kept running into the same problem. He really has worked for the companies in his bio, but in all cases, the timing has been compressed and several companies have been deleted entirely. I pushed back to his days as a University Professor. I couldn’t find anyone at the University of Minnesota who actually remembered the professor, but a search of the school’s papers showed him there twenty years before the school records claim. I went to the annuals for those years. The man looks about ten years younger than he does now, but it’s definitely him.” 
 
    “This doesn’t make any sense,” Jason murmured. 
 
    “No sir, but I kept pushing and I was able to work all the way back to his elementary school days.” 
 
    “And your conclusions, Agent Ginkabo?” 
 
    “I have insufficient facts for a conclusion, sir. However, I did attempt to isolate at what point Dr. Taylor seems to have stopped aging.” 
 
    “And the results?” 
 
    “In 1887, Dr. Taylor went to Africa as a missionary doctor. He remained there for one year. Upon his return, he reported being nearly eaten alive by a tribe of cannibals called Flesh-eaters. My report included several articles written at that time. His photo accompanied the stories. The stories and photos ranged over a six-month period, and I noticed that the doctor actually appeared to grow younger as time progressed.” 
 
    “Are you saying that the doctor discovered an elixir of immortality when he was in Africa? This is a jump. Give me internal thoughts to justify this.” 
 
    “No, sir. I have insufficient evidence to suggest that.” Her face remained serious and stern. “While not mentioned in the original stories, the doctor evidently did bring back a souvenir from his journey. In 1890, his wife filed for a divorce. That was almost unheard of in those times, and her extraordinary attempt made the scandal sheets, so I was able to find the articles in the Georgetown archives. She claimed her husband had brought back a mistress from the Flesh-eater tribe, a woman so hideous that Mrs. Taylor would rather live as an outcast of society than to spend one more night in the same house with her. She described Taylor’s mistress as a spawn of the devil, with skin as black as coal and teeth like daggers. She insisted the woman could turn herself into a panther at will. Dr. Taylor, soon after, had his wife declared insane and placed in a mental institution.” 
 
    Jason snorted. “Given her statement, that should have been relatively simple to do.” 
 
    “I also checked the shipping records archived in the Georgetown Museum, and found the log books of the ship that carried Dr. Taylor home from Africa. It does indicate he returned with several animal species, including a very large panther, but according to the records, no women were on the ship. But then maybe the doctor slipped the recording clerk a few dollars under the table not to record her presence.” 
 
    Jason was particularly intrigued with Carmella’s description of the mistress. “Have you seen a picture of a man called Joseph Tiburon or has anyone described him to you?” 
 
    “No, sir.” 
 
    Jason considered his situation for a moment, then reached into his drawer and pulled the photo he received of Dr. Tiburon. He passed it across to her. 
 
    Carmella studied the photo carefully. “Most extraordinary. What tribe does he come from?” 
 
    “I have been told he is from a tribe called Flesh-eaters.” 
 
    “The hair is especially odd.” 
 
    “Why is that?” 
 
    “Mrs. Taylor also said the demon mistress had raven hair straight and long. I thought it might have been the reporter’s desire to embellish. But the wisps of hairs caught by the wind in this shot, are too silky to be human hair.” 
 
    “Then what is it?” Jason asked. 
 
    “I would need a physical sample to analyze before I could say.” 
 
    “Dr. Taylor made an issue about the hair as well. He also claims the man’s teeth have not been filed, that he was born with those set of canines.” 
 
    Carmella studied the photo, more intrigued than ever. “This photo was probably taken in the sixties. What does the doctor look like now?” 
 
    Jason frowned and leaned forward. “What makes you think this photo is that old?” 
 
    “The car reflected in the window is a 1940 Oldsmobile. Cars tend to run ten to twenty years behind in Africa. Also, there is a paper on the table with a picture of Kennedy being shot, which was in 1963.” 
 
    Jason was annoyed he had not noticed those details. He had accepted the photo as current, because it looked exactly like the man in person. “Excellent work, Agent Ginkabo.” 
 
    “Thank you, sir,” she replied, shyly studying her feet. 
 
    “You, of course, realize I have a very serious security problem on my hands.” 
 
    “Agent Womack?” 
 
    “You are certain you handed him the file. You didn’t just lay it on his desk.” 
 
    “No sir, I gave it to him personally.” 
 
    “This will destroy his career. Be certain of what you say.” 
 
    “Sir,” Carmella looked uncomfortable. 
 
    Jason leaned forward, hoping she was going to recant her accusation. 
 
    “Agent Womack called me into his office before I came in here. He instructed me not to say anything in my defense. Just to accept my beating in silence, no matter how unfair. He said it was just part of the job and I should take it like a man.” 
 
    Jason leaned back and stared at the ceiling for a moment. There was no doubt. Someone had bought Cole. His stomach churned in anger. Cole was his right-hand man. He had trusted him completely. He sighed and looked at Carmella, her soft doe-eyes studying him. He could read the compassion in them. Her ability to read people was impressive. 
 
    “When you leave here, Agent Womack is going to ask what happened.” 
 
    “With your permission sir, I’ll tell him I kept my mouth shut and took it like a man.” 
 
    “Make sure you do so convincingly. I cannot remove Womack from his position without alerting certain people he has blown his cover. Thus, I’m going to have to write you up for unacceptable work.” 
 
    Carmella looked up in dismay. “Will that be going in my file, sir?” 
 
    “Yes, but I promise I’ll remove it once this investigation is complete and replace it with the highest of accommodations.” Jason studied her for a moment. “You don’t look convinced…” 
 
    She struggled for several moments before responding. “It’s not that I don’t believe your intent, sir, but I am concerned whether you will have the opportunity to do so.” 
 
    Jason frowned. “Explain that comment, Agent Ginkabo.” 
 
    “Well, sir. Agent Womack was a good agent, but someone has obviously gotten him to bend. I don’t believe he’d do that unless that someone had a lot of power backing him.” 
 
    “And you think they might bend me too?” he said softly. 
 
    “No sir. I don’t believe you’ll bend, which means they might have to remove you from your position.” 
 
    Jason had been mulling the same line of thought, but to hear it spoken in the soft gentle voice of Agent Ginkabo turned his blood cold. “I appreciate your concern. I’m not going to tell you it’s unfounded, because it’s not. However, I can assure you I didn’t get to this level by being naïve to the way of politics and influence. I was hand-picked for this assignment, and I believe Dr. Taylor did the picking. The first thing I need to figure out is why. Still interested in field duty?” 
 
    Carmella was momentarily speechless from shock, but she quickly regrouped. “Yes sir!” 
 
    “Well, you may get your wish, because except for the two of us, I don’t want anyone knowing my paths of inquiry.” Looking up at her pensive expression, he hoped she was up to the challenge. “You can go now. Try to look like I’ve reamed you a new one.” 
 
    “A new what, sir?” 
 
    He shook his head. “Never mind.” He stood and walked around the desk and opened the door. “Just get the hell out of my office, Ginkabo.” 
 
    As she scurried by, he bellowed “Cole, in my office now!” 
 
    A few moments later, Cole edged in. “Something wrong?” 
 
    Jason glared at his friend. Guilt was written all over Cole’s face. More than anything Jason wanted to beat the shit out of the fool. He thought he knew the man; he thought they were friends. “Close the door.” 
 
    Cole closed the door. “What did she tell you?” 
 
    Jason stared up at the ceiling. “I am so close to firing her skinny little butt!” 
 
    “You want me to fire her, no problem. She’s been a thorn in my side from the day she arrived.” 
 
    “We can’t fire her. In case you haven’t noticed, she is the only black woman on my staff. I would have countless equal rights groups hauling my ass into court if I tried to fire her. However, I want her written up on this. I want it clearly noted in her record that her work was inferior and unsatisfactory.” 
 
    “I did some asking around while she was in here. Turns out, she spent Friday shopping. She ran the mini-report in the morning and then skipped out.” 
 
    “Put that in the report. Put every damn thing you know in the report, including that she had no excuse for her shoddy work. She just stood here while I reamed her up one side and down the other. And she never said anything beyond ‘yes sir’ and ‘no sir’.” 
 
    “Not even an apology?” 
 
    “Not even an attempt of an apology. In fact, the expression on her face read to me like she thought she had written a damn fine report and I was just suffering from PMS this morning.” 
 
    “You sure you don’t want me to fire her?” 
 
    “No, but I want her out of my sight for a while. Let’s send her down to Nairobi to do the fieldwork on Tiburon.” 
 
    “Why do we need fieldwork? The Embassy sent us their dossier.” 
 
    “I know, which is why this is perfect. I don’t need her fieldwork. However, it will show everyone that we gave her another chance, even after she botched the Taylor assignment. And it gets her out of my sight. Besides she’ll probably spend a week down there and return with a dossier that looks surprisingly like the Embassy’s. And then we’ll write her up again and fire her.” 
 
    *** 
 
    “In my office, Ginko,” Cole snapped as he walked by her desk. 
 
    Carmella followed him, knowing the other agents enjoyed her troubles. They had never accepted her, and she had come to realize they never would. Their eyes showed nothing but contempt. 
 
    “Close the door,” he ordered. “I’m sorry, but Connors says I have to write you up.” 
 
    She reached her hand into her pocket and activated her tape recorder. “But sir, that’s not fair. My report was not skimpy. It was over four hundred pages!” Her outrage was sincere, if misdirected at the chief instead of Cole. 
 
    “I know that, but Connors hated it. To be honest, you may be getting a backlash for overkill.” 
 
    She frowned, wondering where he was going with this. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Does anyone else go to such lengths to gather so much trivia on their assignments? Most of them just download the database info and slap on a cover sheet. Do you see any of them getting written up for their work?” 
 
    “No.” Now she understood. He wanted to train her to mediocrity. 
 
    “Neither do I. I think you may be overwhelming the chief with too much unimportant detail.” 
 
    “But this was important.” 
 
    “To you. But not to him. All he wanted was a brief sketch. Besides all that 1800 shit…What were you doing? A history of the Taylor family? When I tell you brief, give me brief. Four hundred pages of pointless interviews with old colleagues is not brief.” 
 
    “Yes, sir. Do you have to write me up? I promise it won’t happen again.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, I do. I begged the chief to give you another chance, but he was very adamant. In fact, he wanted me to can your ass today. But I convinced him to just reprimand you and give you another chance.” 
 
    “Thank you, sir.” 
 
    “We’re going to send you to Nairobi to do a brief field report on Tiburon.” 
 
    “A brief report?” 
 
    “Yes. Now it’s very simple. All you have to do is go to the Embassy and ask for a man named Belding. He will provide you a full dossier on Tiburon. From that dossier, write a brief field report.” 
 
    “Couldn’t he just send it by courier?” 
 
    Cole rubbed his head. “I am trying to help you keep your job, Carmella. Work with me. Go down to Nairobi, enjoy the sights and get the report. Make it brief and to the point. That’s all you have to do.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “Now I’ve got to write up your reprimand before I forget all the points the chief wanted me to include.” 
 
    This was the one part of the plan she didn’t like. “May I see it before it goes into my file?” 
 
    Cole paused. “Sure… once you get back from Nairobi, I’ll let you see it and the commendation I attach for your Nairobi trip.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Jason stared at the fish in his fish tank. He was recalling Tiburon’s words about being a puppet when the phone rang. He recognized the voice on the other end immediately. 
 
    “So, Mr. Connors, do you know who I am?” 
 
    “Yes, Dr. Taylor, I believe I do. How did you get my private number?” 
 
    “I am a man of many resources. There is almost nothing I can’t do if I set my mind to it.” 
 
    Connors recognized the subtle threat in his words. “What can I do for you, Dr. Taylor?” 
 
    “How did your arrest go this weekend?” 
 
    “I’m not at liberty to discuss that.” 
 
    “Don’t play coy with me, young man. You’re no virgin to the way of things. Now tell me why Tiburon hasn’t been deported.” 
 
    “There is no evidence to indicate the marriage isn’t real. When we made our morning house call, we found the couple snuggled in bed.” 
 
    “That’s impossible! Tiburon wouldn’t dare sleep with the woman.” 
 
    “And why is that, sir?” 
 
    The silence on the other side told him Taylor had said more than he wished. 
 
    Finally, he spoke again. “The woman, how did she look?” 
 
    “Very well rested.” 
 
    “Any sign of illness?” 
 
    “No. Why, has she been sick?” 
 
    “The woman is in great danger…” 
 
    “You said that before. Exactly what do you mean? How is she in danger?” 
 
    “I can’t believe he would sleep in the same room with her! You have to deport him, Connors. That woman’s life depends upon it.” 
 
    “I can’t deport the man without a reason. You’ve got to give me more to go on.” 
 
    “Stay close to the woman. You may be her only chance of survival,” the doctor warned before he hung up. 
 
    Connors stared at the phone several minutes and then dialed a number. 
 
    “Winston, its Jason. I need a very big favor…” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 11 
 
    Cole had been watching Jason’s door ever since the spook had entered his office an hour prior. He still wasn’t certain Ginko hadn’t blown his cover. When the door opened, his heart skipped a few beats. Jason motioned for him to come in and then bellowed “Ginkabo, in my office.” 
 
    Both Ginkabo and Cole entered together. 
 
    “Agent Ginkabo, you keep asking for a field assignment, so I’m going to give you one.” 
 
    She seemed to grow an extra inch in height. “Thank you, sir.” 
 
    “You will fly to Nairobi tomorrow morning. I’m giving you a week to provide me a background check on Tiburon. I hope the results will be better than the last assignment.” 
 
    Cole’s teeth clenched, waiting for her to protest, but instead she gave a single nod and replied, “Yes sir. They will.” 
 
    “Kyle Banks will be accompanying you. He’s on loan from the CIA and knows the area.” 
 
    Carmella looked at the sour-faced black man. Banks was obviously unhappy with his assignment. “That won’t be necessary, sir. I don’t require a bodyguard from the CIA.” 
 
    Jason slammed a book down on his desk. “Don’t you dare tell me what you need to carry out an assignment! You will go to Nairobi accompanied by Mr. Banks. You will write your field report and you will provide the report to Agent Womack. Is that clear?” 
 
    “Yes, sir. One question, sir?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Is it because I’m black?” 
 
    Cole was shocked by the audacity of her question. He knew Jason had to be itching to fire her now. 
 
    “Is what because you’re black?” Jason’s voice was almost growling in anger. 
 
    “The assignment, sir. Is it because I’m black?” she asked, her head held proud and angry. 
 
    “You are out of line, Ginko,” Cole warned. 
 
    Jason glared at her. “Is that what you think, Agent Ginkabo?” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “I chose you for many reasons, Ginkabo, but your color wasn’t one of them. Mr. Banks, however, was chosen for his color and his sex, both of which were chosen to compliment you. So, the only one who has a right to complain about this assignment is Mr. Banks. Is there anything else?” 
 
    “No, sir,” Carmella replied studying her shoes. 
 
    “Then you are all dismissed.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Cole and Banks had left the room when Carmella returned to Jason’s desk and stretched out her hand. “I just wanted to thank you for this assignment, sir. You can trust me to do my best.” 
 
    Jason stood and took the hand she extended, surprised to find it held a small cassette. 
 
    “Very good, Ginkabo. Close the door on your way out.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Cole and Banks had stopped by the door listening. When she pulled the door close behind her, Cole just shook his head. Banks leaned over and whispered in her ear. “Look around you, babe. You were definitely chosen for your color.” 
 
    Carmella frowned and stared at her shoes. 
 
    “What do you think you were chosen for? Hell, I got zits that weigh more than you.” 
 
    Cole sighed. “Enough Banks. It’s not her fault you don’t like your assignment.” 
 
    “My assignment is to babysit a dwarf Fed. Hell, what’s she doing in the Bureau at all? You guys that desperate for warm bodies?” 
 
    Several of the agents overheard the comment and glared at Carmella. 
 
    “In my office now, Banks,” Cole ordered. 
 
    Once inside his office, Cole closed the door behind the sulky CIA agent and motioned him to a chair as he sat down across from him. 
 
    “Look, I realize you don’t like your babysitting job, and honestly I don’t blame you. However, you got it, so make the best of it.” 
 
    Kyle glared at him. “What the hell does that mean?” 
 
    “Make a vacation of it. Ginko may be a sorry ass excuse for an agent, but she’s not bad looking. Have a little touch and feel if you want. No one will believe her if she complains.” 
 
    His expression darkened. “What the hell are you guys sending her down there for anyway?” 
 
    “To get her away from here. She’s bad for the men’s morale.” 
 
    He snorted. “She ain’t doing my morale much good either.” 
 
    “As I said, make a vacation of it. Think of it as a blind vacation date. If you don’t like her, find someone else. Quite honestly, we don’t care if she comes back, we just need to give the appearance of caring. If you lose her while down there, nothing will come back to you. Am I being clear?” 
 
    “Yeah.” He paused and then resumed his glare at Cole. “You guys are picking up the bar tabs, right?” 
 
    Cole laughed. “That’s right. So enjoy yourself.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Carmella noted that Banks seemed far less surly when he left Womack’s office than when he had entered it. This concerned her greatly. Any friend of Womack’s was not a friend of hers. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 12 
 
    Jason Connors’s business card in Catina’s pocket seemed to burn against her skin. What had she gotten herself into? She trembled as Tiburon ran his hand across her back. They had been home three days now, and Tiburon seemed to grow more agitated by the day. His intensity frightened her. 
 
    Almost seeming to read her mind, he withdrew his hands and instead ran them through his own glossy black hair. He had not pulled it back into a ponytail this morning and it rained over his shoulders and down his back. It was so beautiful, like glistening silk. She longed to reach out and pet him… 
 
    For a fleeting moment, the thought crossed her mind that he wasn’t human at all. She shook the thought from her mind and moved to the fence to study Sheba. The lioness left her cover in the foliage and came to the fence. After studying Tiburon several moments, the she pressed against the fence and purred as Catina caressed her neck. 
 
    “You intend to reinstate her into the wild?” Tiburon approached the two of them. She could hear the doubt in his voice. 
 
    “Sheba? No. She’s much too domesticated. She came to me from a private owner who had bought her as a cub. He raised her as a family pet. Most of the time she behaves like a pet…” 
 
    “What happened?” 
 
    “She mauled a child visiting the house. Animal control wanted to put her down, but the man took it to court and saved her life. I testified on her behalf and the judge awarded me custody at the end of the case. The child’s parents sued and won a fifteen-million-dollar settlement against Sheba’s owner.” 
 
    “Serves him right. Do you know how many lions probably died to procure him his exotic pet?” 
 
    Catina looked up at him in surprise. “Of course, I do. I’m the cat lady, remember?” 
 
    Tiburon smiled and caressed her blonde hair. “How could I ever forget, my most beautiful bride.” 
 
    Catina frowned and stared down at her feet. 
 
    “You want out of this marriage?” He evidently sensed her change of mood. 
 
    She shook her head. “It’s not that. It’s…well…we’ve never consummated our marriage.” 
 
    “Haven’t we?” He took her hand in his and walked deeper into the cat refuge. “Do your dreams not fulfill you?” 
 
    Catina continued down the line of cages. “How do you know about my dreams?” 
 
    Tiburon turned her to him, caressing her cheek with his giant hand. “Am I not a part of them?” 
 
    “Yes. What are you telling me? Are you saying you have the same dreams?” 
 
    He smiled and looked at the cat that slept behind her. “That panther is very ill. How long has she been here?” 
 
    Catina turned and looked at Tabatha. “Only a few months. Animal welfare rescued her from a traveling petting zoo. She was so dehydrated and beaten when she arrived, I wasn’t certain she’d make it, but I think she’s turned the corner now. Her hatred for men is quite extreme, so you might want to keep your distance.” 
 
    Tiburon smiled. “Do you think she’d mistake me for a man?” 
 
    At first Catina had thought he said, “for a man” but then decided he had said, “for a white man,” since the panther’s prior owners were decidedly white. “No, I suppose she wouldn’t.” 
 
    Tiburon looked at her in surprise. He paused and then took her hand. “I have a request to make.” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “I know you would prefer to remain with your cats, but I need you to show me around the town.” 
 
    “If you wish, of course.” Catina tried to hide her disappointment. 
 
    “We can rent a limo and have a little privacy as we drive about.” 
 
    Catina smiled. “It’s sounding better all the time.” 
 
    Tiburon kissed her softly on the lips. When he pulled away, she could feel the tension in his body. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “I should have never gotten you involved in this.” 
 
    Catina studied his bleak expression. “I know our start was a bit unorthodox. But I’m not sorry, not in the least, that I married you.” 
 
    Tiburon pulled her to him and held her tight. “With the conviction of innocence,” he murmured into her silky blonde hair. 
 
    *** 
 
    It was the strangest tour Catina had ever taken. They never left the limo. For hours they drove down streets, some speckled with mansions, some filled with abandoned warehouses. It didn’t take Catina long to determine that Tiburon was looking for something in particular. 
 
    “Is it your sister?” she finally asked. 
 
    “What?” He seemed startled by her question. 
 
    “We appear to be searching, not touring. Is it your sister you are looking for?” 
 
    He kissed her hand and pressed it to his cheek. “It is.” 
 
    “But how will you find her driving around like this? It would be very unlikely that she would be standing in the street as we passed by,” 
 
    “Extremely unlikely.” 
 
    “Then what is the purpose? Wouldn’t a private detective be better?” 
 
    He sighed and petted her hand. “I tried that before. Nothing. The only person who can find her is me.” 
 
    “But how?” 
 
    “If I can get within a mile of her, I will sense her presence.” 
 
    Catina accepted this without further questions. She realized there were things about her new husband that she was better not analyzing, things that defied rational explanation. 
 
    It was mid-afternoon, and they were still driving. Catina couldn’t remember the last time she had eaten, and her head throbbed. She laid her head against Tiburon’s chest and tried to sleep. She was certain if she asked, he would stop his search and take her home, but she knew how important finding his sister was to him. So, she willed herself to be patient. 
 
    By five p.m., her stomach growled so loudly she had no choice but to interrupt his search. She looked around to get her bearings. “There’s a McDonalds about a mile up this street. It has a drive-in window. I have to eat. Aren’t you hungry?” 
 
    His nostrils seemed to flare. “Very much so, but I’ve never become accustomed to American food, so I’ll wait. However, let’s get you fed. You should have said something earlier! It really wasn’t my intention to starve you as well as bore you to death.” 
 
    Catina covered his hand with hers. “I know how important this is to you. I didn’t want to distract you from your search.” 
 
    Tiburon lifted her hand to his mouth and pressed his lips against her flesh. With some reluctance he released her hand. “Roll down the privacy window and tell the driver where you want to go.” 
 
    Catina instructed the driver and sat back. As she waited, her stomach growled so loudly that she remarked, “I think there’s a baby cub in there.” 
 
    Tiburon looked startled by her statement, then relaxed as he realized she was teasing. They were almost to the restaurant when Tiburon hit the privacy button and rolled the window down. “Turn right at the next street.” 
 
    “Don’t you want to stop at the McDonalds?” the driver asked. 
 
    “Later. Turn right.” 
 
    The driver sighed and turned right. 
 
    “Slow down, but don’t stop. Catina, do you know what any of these buildings are for?” 
 
    “Only that one.” She pointed to an ugly white concrete one story slab. “That’s a veterinarian hospital. I’ve had to take a few of my cats there. It’s one of the few places that has the expertise and equipment to handle large cats.” 
 
    In response, Tiburon kissed her. “You can go to McDonalds now,” he informed the driver and leaned back in his seat. 
 
    Once the privacy window was up, Catina asked. “Is she there?” 
 
    “I believe so.” 
 
    “He couldn’t keep her prisoner there. It’s a hospital for cats. A woman held against her will would be noticed.” 
 
    “You’d better order. How far are we from home?” 
 
    “Only about five miles. We’ve come full circle around this town.” 
 
    Tiburon pulled her to him and kissed her forehead. “I’m sorry, love. You’ve had a terrible day.” 
 
    “If it has helped find your sister, I don’t regret a moment of it.” Rolling down the privacy window, she had the driver order her two Big-Macs and three orders of fries. Never in her life had she been so hungry. 
 
    Not long after inhaling her first Big-Mac she regretted her impulsive gluttony. Her meal was poorly received by her empty stomach. 
 
    She gave the remainder of the food to the driver and barely made it home before her stomach purged itself. Sick and miserable, she didn’t protest when Tiburon carried her upstairs and put her to bed. In a few minutes, he returned with a cup of tomato juice. 
 
    “Drink this. It’ll make you feel better.” 
 
    “I can’t.” she said, turning her face away from the cup. 
 
    “Catina, listen to me.” He sat on the side of the bed. “You need to drink this. Now, while its warm. I promise you, it’ll make you feel better.” 
 
    Unable to argue with such a bossy doctor, she took a sip of the drink. Her first reaction was that it wasn’t tomato juice. Her second reaction was to consume the remainder in one swallow. “Is there anymore? This is quite good.” 
 
    Tiburon smiled. “That’s all there is. Later, if you’re very good, maybe I’ll make you another cup.” 
 
    “Tell me what it is and I’ll make it myself.” 
 
    Tiburon looked down at his hands for a moment. “Yes. Well, that day will come too.” Then he sighed and stood up. “Get some rest.” 
 
    She yawned. “A nap sounds like a good idea. Will you be okay on your own? You can join me, if you want.” 
 
    Tiburon smiled. “I’ll be fine. I need to do some planning. Sleep now. I’ll check up on you later.” 
 
    “Okay, but when I wake, you’ve got to tell me what was in the drink,” she murmured before falling off to sleep. 
 
    Tiburon let his hand slip down until it rested on her stomach. Already he could sense its presence. A little female. Pulling his hand away, he looked at the puncture wound he had made on his finger. He would have to tell her soon. With his cub inside, her body would no longer accept processed cooked food. She had to know. He looked down at her sleeping face, so angelic, so peaceful, soon to be replaced by fear and loathing. He sighed and stood up. He had broken the first rule his father had taught him: Never become emotionally attached to the livestock. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 13 
 
    Jason was relieved when the day was over, and he could go home. Between Cole’s betrayal and his phone conversation with the one-hundred and thirty-eight-year-old doctor, it certainly ranked as one of his top ten worse days. He took a beer from the fridge and sat down in front of the TV. He couldn’t seem to focus on the re-run of Seinfeld; his mind kept recalling Catina Nelson when they broke into the bedroom. She had sat upright in the bed behind Tiburon, her skin almost alabaster white. More than anything, he wanted to see her again. 
 
    *** 
 
    In the morning, Jason stopped by her house. When no one answered the door, he walked around to the back. He sensed she was home. 
 
    He walked past the garden and down the row of animal cages, checking each one. He found her in the cage with a black panther. Its head lay limp in her arms. She was crying. 
 
    “Are you all right?” He opened the cage and let himself in. He didn’t close the gate behind him. Why bother? The cat wasn’t running away. 
 
    “He’s gone,” she sobbed, petting the animal’s broken neck. 
 
    “What happened?” 
 
    “He found his sister and now he’s gone.” 
 
    Jason knelt beside her. “Who’s gone? The cat?” 
 
    She nodded her head. “Yes, Tiburon.” Then she burst into heart wrenching sobs. 
 
    He gathered her in his arms to comfort her. God, she smelled good. “It’s all right. It’s better this way. It’s better he’s gone,” Jason murmured as his lips pressed against her hair. 
 
    She nodded and rose. Taking Jason’s hand, she led him outside the cage to a grove of pine trees. “This is where he told me.” 
 
    “Told you what?” 
 
    “Everything. All his secrets. Who he is. What he is.” 
 
    “Who is he?” 
 
    She laughed. “You wouldn’t believe me if I told you. No one would.” 
 
    “Try me and see.” 
 
    She paused and then shook her head. “You’re a good man, Agent Connors. I can see that. How different my life might have been if I had met you first.” 
 
    Jason held his hands out. “We play the cards we’re given. If he’s left you, your life must go on…” 
 
    She looked up in surprise. “Does it? How?” 
 
    “One day at a time. And I’ll be here to help you. You can lean on me all you want.” 
 
    “I’m going to have his cub.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “His baby. I’m going to have his baby.” 
 
    “You said ‘cub’.” 
 
    “No, I said baby.” She turned to walk up the path, but Jason grabbed her wrist and turned her around. 
 
    “You said cub.” 
 
    She looked up at him in confusion. She opened her mouth to speak, but all that came out was a cry of pain. She grabbed her stomach and fell to her knees. “Jason, help me. Oh God, help me.” 
 
    Streaks of blood appeared on the floral dress as her stomach ripped open and the bloody wet head of a panther cub pushed its way out. 
 
    *** 
 
    Jason woke with a start. Jesus! What a nightmare! He looked at his watch. It was only nine in the evening. He stumbled to the kitchen and grabbed another beer, hoping it would lower the adrenaline rush his nightmare had sent through his body. 
 
    He listened to the tape Carmella had given him when she shook his hand. She had recorded Cole’s conversation with her before she was assigned the Nairobi field trip. Jason had still hoped it was all a terrible mistake or misunderstanding, but there was no doubt. Cole had turned. He was certain Taylor had done it. 
 
    Jason understood why the doctor wanted his record disguised, but why hide Tiburon’s? Why wouldn’t he want all of Tiburon’s past deeds disclosed? 
 
    First thing tomorrow, he was paying Tiburon another visit. 
 
    *** 
 
    As he walked around the house, he felt the eerie sensation of déjà vue. He was quite relieved to see Catina cutting flowers from her garden. She is absolutely perfect, he thought. When she turned and saw him, she smiled and waved. She started towards him when a flash of black crossed the garden. The giant panther struck her from behind, snapping her neck in one swift bite. Jason pulled his revolver, but it was too late. The panther looked up from its kill and smiled. It wasn’t a panther at all. It was Tiburon. 
 
    *** 
 
    He woke again. “Jesus Christ!” he murmured, going to the kitchen for some coffee. Tossing the remainder of his beer in the trash, he decided he was switching brands. 
 
    Having lost any interest in sleeping, he opened his briefcase and reread his notes on the Tiburon case. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 14 
 
      
 
    In darkness, carrying the limp and awkward load in his arms, Tiburon hurried down the mountain. At the base of the mountain, he located a car and hot-wired it. 
 
    He parked the car a block away from the cat hospital. Entering through a second story window that was open a crack, he moved down to the basement. He stopped before a steel door. He could sense his sister on the other side. He pushed against the door, but it was quite solid. He almost laughed when he felt the wall beside the door. With a single blow, the sheet rock shattered, and he pushed his way into the room. He noticed the door was wired to set off an alarm if opened, but since he hadn’t opened the door, the alarm remained quiet. 
 
    A giant black panther lay strapped to the table. For a moment, he feared his sister was dead. When he touched the side of her hip, he felt the slow pulse of her heart. She was alive, but just barely. He tore the restraining straps away and carried her to the car. He then lifted the limp form of Catina’s black panther and carried it into the building. He placed the dead panther on the table, then looked about the room for flammable liquids. 
 
    Finding bottles of rubbing alcohol, he saturated the room, turned on a Bunsen burner and tipped it to its side so the flames set fire to the medical supplies on the counter. The spilled alcohol spread the flames in a river of fire. As the wall caught fire, he escaped the building and returned to the car. He had just turned over the engine when the fire alarm screamed. He drove the car to its original parking place. 
 
    His sister was so close to death, he feared even the slightest jar might send her over. His careful journey up the mountain took several hours. By the time they arrived to Catina’s cat refuge, her heart barely beat. 
 
    He laid her on the grass in the panther’s cage. Tearing a deep gash in his hand, he let the blood drip into her mouth. Each time his blood would clot, he’d reopen the wound. Near morning, he grew weak from the loss of blood. He needed nourishment. The image of Catina came to mind, but he ignored the temptation and headed down the mountain. 
 
    *** 
 
    Catina awoke with a start. She had dreamed she was in the garden when her dream panther had come to her as he had each night. She could see Agent Connors reaching for his gun, she begged him not to kill the panther when suddenly a sharp crushing vise clamped down on her neck. 
 
    Catina washed her face in the bathroom, trying to clear her mind of the horrible nightmare. As she dressed, she noticed the bed. Tiburon’s side had not been slept in. Had he gone for his sister? Or had he simply gone? 
 
    She went downstairs and poured herself a large bowl of cereal, but upon a single spoonful poured it down the sink. The milk must have turned rancid. What she wanted was another one of those drinks Tiburon had made for her last night. But Tiburon was nowhere in sight. She hoped he hadn’t gotten himself arrested or hurt in his night excursion, but even more, she hoped he hadn’t left her. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 15 
 
    Connors woke to the jarring insistence of the phone. It took him a moment to remember why he awoke at the kitchen table. The dreams…they had kept him from sleeping most of the night. He reached for the phone, mostly to shut it up. 
 
    “What?” he said, knocking over a glass, sending it crashing upon the floor. “Shit!” he added, reaching down to pick up the slivers. 
 
    “He’s taken her!” an outraged voice bellowed. 
 
    Even in his incoherent state, he recognized the voice of Dr. Taylor, but he still had no idea what the man was talking about. 
 
    “Taken who?” 
 
    “My panther. He’s stolen my panther.” 
 
    “Dr. Taylor, I honestly don’t know what you are talking about.” 
 
    “Tiburon! He broke into a veterinarian hospital, stole my panther, and set the place on fire.” 
 
    “Do you have any proof it was Tiburon?” 
 
    “Proof! I don’t give a damn about proof. I want that panther back! I’m positive he has it at the woman’s house. Find it and bring it back to me. Immediately.” 
 
    “And why is this panther so important?” Jason asked as he continued picking pieces of glass off the floor. 
 
    “Her importance is irrelevant. What is important is that you return her to me. If you are unable to do this simple task, you will be replaced.” 
 
    Jason was going to explain he would require a search warrant to even search for the panther, but Taylor saved him the effort by hanging up. 
 
    “Shit!” Jason hissed as he pulled his hand away from the glass shards. He stared at the blood welling on the tip of his finger. Given how much it bled, he suspected it was a rather deep puncture. “Great, I can see the obits now: FBI agent dies from finger prick.” 
 
    He went to the bathroom, applied anti-perspirant, combed his hair, and declared himself ready. He remained dressed in the clothes he wore yesterday. If Taylor was right, that Tiburon had set the animal hospital on fire, he could arrest him on arson charges and get him deported, despite his convenient marriage to Ms. Nelson. The sooner he got Tiburon out of the country, the sooner he could get Taylor out of his life. He tried putting a Band-Aid on the tip of his finger, but he had doubts it would stay there. 
 
    *** 
 
    Catina couldn’t find Tiburon anywhere. Remembering her dream, she passed through the garden quickly and worked her way down the cat cages, making certain her felines had water in their bins. When she reached the panther’s bin, she stopped. She knew in an instant the cat inside was not Tabetha. For one thing, the cat was almost twice as large, and its fur was too long and glossy. The cat reminded her of the one in her dreams, except this one was female. She stared at it from outside the cage for several minutes. It locked eyes with her, but it didn’t move. It looked thirsty, but the water bowl, two feet away, remained untouched. Perhaps it was too weak to reach it. 
 
    Catina felt a chill go through her spine as she watched the panther studying her. She had never before been afraid of a cat, but this one, with her calculating eyes, frightened her. The cat was injured and sick. Yet, it was not pain she sensed in the animal’s eyes. It was cunning speculation. She noticed the razor-sharp claws twitched. The cat’s tongue rolled out to one side of its mouth as it panted. 
 
    She wants me to come inside the cage, Catina realized. She’s trying to lure me in so she can attack. 
 
    Catina was horrified by her thoughts. It was just an injured animal. It wasn’t plotting an attack. It was too sick to attack. Forcing herself to override her intuition, she unlatched the gate. She kept her eye on the panther the entire time. Its eyes seem to sparkle in anticipation. 
 
    Again, her body froze in fear. It took her several moments to overcome her hesitation and pull the gate open. She screamed as blackness slammed against the gate. 
 
    “What the hell are you doing?” Tiburon pushed the gate closed and latched it. 
 
    The panther screamed in rage at the denial of its quarry. However, one intense look from Tiburon sent it back to silence. 
 
    “She would have ripped you to shreds.” 
 
    Cat tried to stifle the fear coursing through her body. “But she’s sick.” 
 
    “She’s not that sick. Under no circumstances are you to go in the cage.” 
 
    “Where did she come from? Where’s Tabetha?” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “Tabetha, the panther that was here yesterday.” 
 
    Tiburon stared at the furious but quiet panther glaring at them from within the cage. Taking Catina’s hand, he walked her further down the path. “I don’t know what to do with you. A part of you knows what is going on and has accepted it, yet another part remains blind. I never meant to involve you this deeply.” He turned and faced her. “I never meant to love you this deeply,” he added, caressing her hair. 
 
    Her heart lifted at his words. “You love me?” 
 
    “More than I thought possible.” 
 
    Catina wrapped her arms around him. “Then tell me, whatever it is, tell me. It won’t change how I feel about you. Knowing you love me is all that matters.” 
 
    “Your mind isn’t going to want to accept the truth, but I think in your heart you already know.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “The panther, she’s my sister.” 
 
    Cat frowned and shook her head. “But that’s not possible.” 
 
    “You know it is. Think of the dreams. In what form do I come to you?” 
 
    “But those were just dreams.” 
 
    “They weren’t dreams. They were real.” 
 
    “That night in the jungle,” Catina stammered. 
 
    “The Marobi’s left you as a sacrifice, to be eaten. Yet, you were such a beautiful creature, with intelligence instead of fear in your eyes. I could tell you were as enchanted by me as I was with you. Never in all my years, had I met anyone like you.” 
 
    “But why did you hurt me at the end?” 
 
    Tiburon shook his head. “It was not intentional. Like your domestic cats, my penis is barbed. When I withdraw, it cuts the uterus.” 
 
    “But the pain wasn’t nearly as intense the second and third time.” 
 
    “That’s because my blood possesses healing qualities. 
 
    “I don’t understand.” She backed away from him. 
 
    He grabbed her hand and pulled it to his mouth. “You do understand. You just don’t want to remember.” He nipped the tip of her finger and suckled the flow of blood. 
 
    “No, don’t,” she whispered, but the pleasure was too intense for her to pull her hand away. 
 
    Puncturing his finger, he forced his bleeding digit into her mouth. The taste was so sweet, like the drink he had given her the night before. Her whole body tingled as she suckled hard. 
 
    Then the reality of what she was doing crashed in. She pushed his hand away. “No.” 
 
    “Catina, you must.” 
 
    “No. It’s vile. I’ll never do that again.” 
 
    “Catina,” he whispered as he pulled her reluctant and stiff body into his arms. “You must. You carry my child and it needs blood.” 
 
    Catina’s knees gave way at his proclamation. Only his arms kept her standing. “What?” 
 
    “You carry in your womb a female. She needs proper nourishment. If you deny her, she will die.” 
 
    “How do you know I’m pregnant?” 
 
    “I can sense her presence. She is still very young, but she has a strong presence.” He smiled and kissed her. “The two of us have made a strong female.” 
 
    Catina sat down on the bench. “My God! Is all this true?” 
 
    Tiburon sat down beside her and silently watched as she grappled with reality. 
 
    “How can you be both cat and human?” 
 
    “Actually, I’m neither. I come from an adaptive race who happens to resemble your black panther. However, our cognitive abilities are far more closely aligned with humans. When my father first arrived on Earth, he mated a female panther and the result was my sister. She has learned to transform to the human form, but it is much more difficult for her than it is for me. My mother was human.” 
 
    “So our baby will be human?” 
 
    “Three quarters. She’ll be beautiful, I promise you.” 
 
    She leaned against his shoulder. “This is all so incomprehensible. Your sister is a panther…” 
 
    “But not like me. She is part alien, part animal. Had you entered her cage, she would have killed you. Eventually, she will gain sufficient strength to change into her human form. Then you can meet her. But as long as she remains in her cat state, give her wide berth. Now go on up to the house while I tend to her.” 
 
    Catina nodded and walked up the path. She stopped outside of the panther’s cage. Tiburon entered the cage and latched the gate behind him. “What’s her name?” Catina asked. 
 
    “The tribe called her Negra Morta: Black Death.” 
 
    As Catina locked eyes with the panther, she felt she was staring into a chasm of hell. The black orbs burned with venom and death. She remembered the sad eyes of Sheba, her panther. “What did you do with my panther?” 
 
    Tiburon caressed his sister’s neck, then looked up and met her eyes. “I relieved her from her life.” 
 
    He killed her, Catina realized. “You had no right!” 
 
    Tiburon’s eyes flared with rage. “I had every right. I needed the panther as a decoy, so they wouldn’t realize my sister was gone. Don’t you dare attempt to compare the value of some dumb tortured animal to my sister!” 
 
    The anger and violence that radiated from him frightened her. Where was her kind and loving husband now? She turned and ran up the path. 
 
    *** 
 
    Connors rang the doorbell, but no one answered. Feeling a very strong sense of déjà-vu, he walked around the house, to the garden. She stood there wearing the exact same dress she had in his dream. Instinctively, he reached in his jacket and pulled his gun. His eyes searched the shrubbery for Tiburon. 
 
    “Agent Connors!” she said, her smile fading as she saw his gun. “Are you planning to shoot me?” 
 
    He put the gun back into his shoulder holster and smiled apologetically. “It seems we are always getting off on the wrong foot. Forgive me. Is Tiburon around?” he asked as he studied her face. She had been beautiful yesterday, but today he’d swear she was five years younger and twice as beautiful. 
 
    Cat blushed and continued to cut flowers and lay them in her basket. She recognized the admiration and desire in his eyes. How much simpler her life would be if she had married a man such as Agent Connors. 
 
    “Standing here, with the flowers all around you, you look like an angel.” 
 
    She smiled shyly and cut another flower. 
 
    “Is he here?” Jason asked again. 
 
    “Yes,” she replied, wishing for a brief moment he wasn’t. 
 
    “Where is he?” 
 
    “Below, with the cats.” She touched his arm as he started to pass her. “You shouldn’t go down there.” 
 
    “Why?” Jason asked. Standing this close to her was almost unbearable. She was the most sensuous woman he had ever met. And the shyer she became the more he wanted her. How did that bastard Tiburon end up with such a woman? 
 
    “He’s with the panther. She doesn’t like strangers.” 
 
    “Well, it’s because of the panther I’m here. Dr. Taylor says the panther is his. He claims Tiburon set fire to the hospital and stole her last night.” 
 
    Catina frowned. Tiburon set fire to the hospital? What about all the other animals? She realized that Tiburon cared nothing for animals, only his sister. If Jason tried to take his sister, Tiburon would kill him. She did not want this kind and good man to die. 
 
    She looked up into his concerned face. “That’s not true. Tiburon was with me last night. In addition, the courts awarded me custody of that panther two months ago. I have the papers inside. Would you like to see them?” 
 
    “If you don’t mind.” 
 
    Catina led him to the library and pulled a document from the desk file cabinet. “Here. As you can see, the court gave me custody of that cat after it was rescued from the traveling circus. Who is this Dr. Taylor that claims Tabetha is his?” 
 
    Jason scanned the document. He jotted down the court docket number. He would have to verify its authenticity with court records, but it looked legit. “And you have only one panther on the premises?” 
 
    “Only one.” 
 
    He did not miss a moment of deception that crossed her face. “I’d like to see for myself.” He noticed her immediate reaction of fear. 
 
    “You don’t believe me?” She stood and approached him. 
 
    As she neared, the sweet smell of her body caused his member to stiffen. His jaw clinched in annoyance at his body’s reaction. “If you were in my position, would you believe you?” 
 
    Catina laughed. “Yes, I would. I’m not a liar, Mr. Connors.” She reached for his hand and held it up to her face. “You’re bleeding.” 
 
    “Sorry. I tried putting a Band-Aid on it this morning, but it must have fallen off. If I got blood on your carpet or anything, just send me the cleaning bill and I’ll take care of it.” 
 
    She studied the finger with such intensity. “It looks quite deep. Come with me. I’ll take care of you.” She pulled him upstairs towards her bedroom bathroom. 
 
    “Wasn’t there a washroom downstairs?” He felt very uncomfortable with the situation. Just the touch of her hand had aroused him to a full erection. The last thing he needed was for her husband to find him in the bedroom with an obvious erection bulging against his pants. 
 
    “Yes, but the bandages and antibiotic creams are up here.” She led him to the sink and looked about. “Give your hands a good scrub. I’ll go get a towel.” 
 
    When she returned with a towel, she almost seemed mesmerized as the red blood mixed and swirled with the water. She reached over and turned off the cold water. 
 
    “Damn thing won’t stop bleeding,” he murmured, watching as she wrapped the towel around it and pressed hard. “This is going to ruin your towel.” 
 
    “It’s an old one.” She applied pressure to the finger. 
 
    Jason could barely breathe. His mind was intoxicated with her. He wanted her more than he had ever wanted anyone in his life. 
 
    She uncovered his hand and studied his wound. At first, it appeared she had stopped the bleeding, but slowly a red bead bubbled on the tip. “Almost,” she whispered just before she slipped her mouth over the finger and suckled it. 
 
    Jason’s knees almost buckled from the desire that tore through his body. “Catina, don’t,” he protested. At least he thought he said it. Maybe he didn’t. He leaned against the sink, so it would hold him up, letting the waves of passion flow over him. God! If a little finger suck was this good, he could hardly fathom the pleasure sex would bring. 
 
    He touched her breasts. She moaned and moved closer into him, pressing her body against his, never for a moment releasing the finger she suckled. 
 
    He dropped his hand lower and massaged her between the legs. She moaned and pressed even harder against him. He pulled on her dress, but she was pressed so tight against him, the dress would not budge. 
 
    Then the room seemed to fill with blackness. With a sickened déjà vu, Jason watched expecting the panther to crush her neck. 
 
    “No!” he cried out, too weak to even try for his gun. 
 
    Tiburon yanked her away, as if she were a rag doll. “Catina! What are you…” he paused as he noted a touch of blood on her lips. His eyes dilated as he noted blood dripping from Jason’s hand to the floor. He handed the towel on the counter to Jason. “I think you had better leave, Mr. Connors.” 
 
    Jason started to explain what had happened but stopped. What the hell had happened? 
 
    He wrapped the towel around his finger and tore down the stairs. When he reached his car, he got in and locked the door. However, his hands were too shaky to start the car. After a while, his head cleared, but he still couldn’t comprehend what had just occurred between him and Catina. God! He’d never been so aroused in his life! 
 
    Remembering Tiburon’s face, he supposed he was lucky the man hadn’t ripped him in two. No doubt, Tiburon would file charges against him. Jason laid his head in his hands. Great way to end a successful career! Get hit with rape charges on a stupid immigration gig. 
 
    The rap on the window almost gave him a heart attack. Tiburon loomed outside. Jason considered trying to get his keys in the ignition and getting the hell out. Instead, he breathed in deep and rolled down the window. 
 
    “Are you all right?” Tiburon asked, studying him carefully. 
 
    The civility of the question shocked him. “Yeah…look I don’t know what happened up there, but it didn’t mean anything.” 
 
    Tiburon looked back to the house. “Don’t worry about it. Women get a little odd when they’re pregnant.” 
 
    Jason felt like Tiburon had just slammed him against concrete. “She’s….” he found he couldn’t even say it aloud. 
 
    “Yeah.” Tiburon knelt beside the car, so he could keep an eye on the house while he talked to Jason. “By the way, why had you stopped by?” 
 
    Jason swallowed, finding the man’s acceptance of the situation unnaturally reserved. “We got a complaint that you stole somebody’s cat.” 
 
    Tiburon smiled and shook his head. “Dr. Taylor, no doubt.” 
 
    “He says you set fire to an animal hospital and stole his black panther.” 
 
    Tiburon continued to stare at the house. “And when did I do this?” 
 
    “Last night.” 
 
    “I was with Catina. You can ask her.” 
 
    “I already did. How many panthers are here?” 
 
    “One. Her name’s Tabetha. Due to mistreatment from a prior owner she is rather ill-tempered and mistrusting. I’ve forbidden Catina to care for her until after our baby is born. In fact, I was taking care of her when you were inside with my wife.” 
 
    The man’s tact was amazing. “I do need to verify there’s only one panther on site. I can get a warrant…” 
 
    “That’s not necessary,” he assured Jason. “I’d show you now, but I would like to see to my wife presently. Perhaps later today?” 
 
    “Later today would be fine,” Jason said. ‘See to his wife.’ His words would have concerned him had they been made in anger. Could Tiburon be so cold blooded, or did he simply not care? 
 
    Tiburon finally tore his eyes away from the house to stare at Jason. “You’re thinking if I were an ordinary man, I’d be trying to tear you in two.” Tiburon smiled, letting Jason get a close-up view of the sharpened teeth. “If you were an ordinary man, I just might do that. However, I need you, Mr. Connors, and a slight indiscretion with my wife doesn’t alter that. Taylor has placed you on the game board, but I believe you will come to fight my cause.” He stood and stepped away from the car. “Call me before you come in the future.” 
 
    Jason finally found his keys and turned the ignition. “Would one o’clock be fine for the search?” Jason called out as Tiburon walked back to the house. 
 
    Tiburon stopped and smiled. The question seemed to amuse him. “One is fine. Honk your horn when you arrive so I’ll know you’re here.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 16 
 
    Kyle honked his horn and cursed under his breath. Women—always late! When the door opened, and Carmella leaned inside the passenger side, he sighed. Probably has a thousand pounds of luggage which she expects him to lug about. 
 
    He had barely stepped out of the car before she opened the back door and tossed in a carryon. Before he could offer to open the trunk, she had seated herself in the front seat and latched her seat belt. 
 
    “You’re prompt,” she noted appreciatively. “Best route at this hour will be 87 taking exit 12.” 
 
    “I know that,” he snapped. “Is that all you’re taking? Don’t expect a Wal-Mart when we get there.” 
 
    She considered this for a moment. “Actually, there is a Wal-Mart in Nairobi, just opened this spring.” 
 
    In response, Kyle gunned the engine and sped down 87 bypassing the service road exit she had recommended. He expected her to protest. When she didn’t, he glanced over to discover her reading a document. 
 
    Kyle tried to see what had enraptured her attention, but he couldn’t make out the print. The distraction almost caused him to rear end the car in front of him as the traffic came to a complete halt. 
 
    Carmella looked up from her reading to attend to their near-death traffic accident. “The next exit for the service road is approximately one mile up on your right.” 
 
    “I suppose you think I should just drive on the side of the road. Well, the CIA is evidently a little more cautious than the FBI when it comes to breaking laws.” 
 
    Carmella laughed. Looking up and seeing his offended expression, she attempted to lose the smile. “I’m sorry, I thought you were joking.” 
 
    Kyle wanted to feel outrage by her disparaging remark, but all he could think was how pretty she was when she smiled like that. “To hell with it,” he muttered as he pulled his car onto the side lane and passed the stalled traffic. “If we get stopped, you’ll have to show them your badge. I doubt a state trooper will cut a spook any slack.” 
 
    Kyle had never been in the presence of a woman who wasn’t chatting his ear off. Her silence disturbed him. “So you’re pissed because I told you the truth?” he finally asked. 
 
    Carmella looked up in surprise. “Excuse me?” 
 
    “When I told you that they selected you because you’re black. Is that why you’re pissed?” 
 
    Carmella’s pretty doe eyes just got rounder. “What makes you think I’m pissed?” 
 
    “You’re not talking. I’ve never met a woman not talking who wasn’t pissed.” 
 
    Her head tilted to the left. “Do you know a lot of women?” 
 
    “Hundreds.” 
 
    “And they’re never quiet?” 
 
    “Not unless they’re pissed.” 
 
    Carmella seemed to consider this for a moment. “Where do you meet these women?” 
 
    Kyle looked at her, certain she was setting him up again. “I don’t know. In strip joints, bars…you know, the regular places.” 
 
    “I see.” 
 
    “Your point?” he asked when he realized she had finished her questions and had resumed reading. 
 
    She looked up from her paper. “I wasn’t making a point. I was just trying to understand why you thought all women are noisy.” 
 
    Kyle watched as she buried her nose back in the paper. 
 
    “And were you able to deduce why, Shirley Holmes?” 
 
    “I believe so.” She turned the page and continued reading. 
 
    “So, what’s your all-knowing answer?” 
 
    “Probably two reasons. The places you go are not conducive to meeting quiet women. It’s also very likely that a man such as yourself isn’t attracted to the type of woman that tends to be quiet.” 
 
    “So where would I go to meet a woman like you? The library?” he teased. 
 
    She considered this. “Possibly. Or a bookstore.” 
 
    Kyle shook his head. He couldn’t imagine going to a bookstore to pick up a woman. Glancing at her as she continued to read, he sighed. The woman was no doubt as naïve as a kitten. He suspected that she’d never stepped foot in a bar. 
 
    They had both left their guns at home, so going through security was painless. Kyle felt naked without his gun, but he consoled himself it was only temporary. He had already made arrangements for a replacement gun when they arrived in Nairobi. 
 
    When the flight attendant pointed them to first class, his eyebrows raised. “You guys must have a bigger budget than we do.” 
 
    “Actually, they were free upgrades. I got them through the internet. I also got us a suite at the Hilton.” 
 
    “A suite? Sounds romantic.” 
 
    Carmella placed her case beneath the seat in front of her. “I thought it would look more appropriate. The suite has two bedrooms.” 
 
    “Thank goodness for that,” he teased. “You want me to put that up here?” He pointed to her luggage. “Plenty of room.” 
 
    “No, it’s fine.” 
 
    “You sure? It’ll give you more leg room.” 
 
    “It’s fine where it is,” she replied, her words clipped and sharp. 
 
    He sat down beside her. “Now you’re pissed.” 
 
    She sighed. “I’m sorry if I was abrupt. It’s just that I don’t like having to beg some stranger to retrieve my luggage, like I’m some little girl who can’t take care of herself.” 
 
    Kyle studied her pretty face. With those doe eyes, she looked like a little girl, but the body, while petite, was all woman. “I would have gotten it down for you, too.” 
 
    She smiled. “I know you would have. However, it’s fine here. I’ve plenty of leg room.” She proved this by stretching her feet out, so they just barely rested on the edge of her luggage. 
 
    “Exactly how tall are you?” He wondered how she had managed to get through the physical training for the FBI. 
 
    “I’m four-foot-eleven. Five feet in shoes. I usually weigh between eighty and eighty-five pounds.” 
 
    Kyle studied the hard expression on her face. She knew what he was thinking, so he might as well ask. “So, how’d you get in the Bureau? I thought they had height and weight exclusions.” 
 
    “They do. Or they did. My application had been denied eight times when Jason Connors said he’d take me as a researcher if I could pass the Academy’s physical.” 
 
    “What about the academic part?” 
 
    Carmella shrugged. “Well, that too. But the question was whether I could survive the physical regime.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    She smiled. “I’m here aren’t I?” 
 
    Kyle leaned toward her. “You have the most beautiful smile. I bet all the men in your office love to see that smile.” 
 
    Her smile disappeared. “I think the men in my office would love to see me fired. They think I’m an embarrassment to the Bureau, and quite frankly your comments didn’t help matters.” 
 
    Kyle cringed. He vaguely remembered some imprudent, pissed-off comments made at Carmella’s expense. “I’m sorry about that. I was out of line. To be honest, I had just gotten back from a rather messy situation in Algeria and was looking forward to a little R and R.” 
 
    “It’s all right. I’m used to it by now.” She pulled some papers from her briefcase. 
 
    His hand settled on hers. “It’s not okay. If you passed the requirements, you have as much right as anyone in that office to carry a badge.” 
 
    She stared at him for a moment and then resumed her reading. 
 
    Kyle looked at the document. “What language is that?” 
 
    “It’s a phonetic dictation of stories from a Marobi tribesman. The Marobi only have a spoken language, but the writer has done an excellent job of writing a phonetic representation of their spoken language.” 
 
    “Wouldn’t it have been easier just to translate the words into a known language? English, for example…” 
 
    “Well, that was done.” She handed Kyle another set of papers. “But sometimes translations lose a portion of the meaning.” Holding up her paper, she pointed to a section. “This is what the tribesman said. What you hold is merely a glimpse of the original. For example, the first paragraph. Yours says a great warrior came from another land. Whereas what the tribesman actually said implies something far more mystical. The verb ‘cantobi’ is only spoken in connection with spirits and forces of nature. The speaker’s use of a spirit word plus “ekiba” which can mean outside, or a large open space such as the sky, would imply that he did not know where the warrior came from but felt certain it was not on this earth.” 
 
    Kyle was impressed. “So you speak Marobi.” 
 
    Carmella nodded, fingering the paper nervously. “Some.” 
 
    “A lot some, or a little some?” 
 
    She shrugged. “I can hold my own in a conversation, should the occasion arise.” 
 
    Kyle could tell the discussion made her nervous, so he let it go with one comment. “Well, then, should the occasion arise, I will be comforted you are my partner.” 
 
    When the plane landed, Kyle stood up and pulled his bag from the overhead. Looking around he tried to imagine what it would be like to be five-foot tall and having to ask one of these people to get his luggage down. As the people pushed by him to be one step closer to the door, he knew he would never do it. He’d keep his case under the seat, just like Carmella. 
 
    At customs, Kyle pulled out his translation phrase book, but put it away when Carmella and the customs agent fell into a friendly conversation. He could tell the custom agent was rather enchanted with the doe eye woman from America that spoke his language so fluently. Their conversation certainly went on longer than Kyle liked. Finally, he leaned down and whispered in her ear. “Problem?” 
 
    Carmella looked up and smiled. “No. Amani was telling me where I’d find various government archives.” 
 
    Kyle frowned. She might be fluent in languages and pretty as a kitten, but she still had a few things to learn about being undercover, such as not telling government officials that you’re looking for information. 
 
    *** 
 
    Carmella thanked the customs agent and they passed through. She studied Kyle’s face as they made their way down the steps onto the dusty chaotic road. He looked annoyed. Three different cab drivers pulled at her luggage. Kyle reached over and snatched it away from all of them. “I’ll carry the damn thing,” he snapped. “We’ll take the third cab,” he decided, putting their bags into the trunk the driver had just opened. 
 
    Carmella followed him into the cab and told the driver their destination. Neither spoke on their ride. When the taxi stopped, Carmella opened the door and grabbed her case from the trunk, leaving Kyle to communicate with the driver. The driver seemed very upset, so Carmella returned and listened. 
 
    Kyle looked at her with his head tilted. He had his phrase book open in his hand. “Any clue what he’s saying?” 
 
    Carmella smiled. “He says you are a bad tipper and because of this most pitiful tip, his children will not eat today.” 
 
    “I gave him twenty dollars,” Kyle protested. 
 
    Carmella looked at the meter. “After the taxi fare that would translate roughly to a nineteen-cent tip. He’s right, you’re a lousy tipper.” 
 
    Kyle muttered under his breath and handed the man another twenty. 
 
    The man’s face went from outrage to joy in a single moment. He vigorously shook Kyle’s hand. 
 
    Kyle nodded and retrieved his bag from the trunk. 
 
    “He is offering his services as a driver while we are here.” 
 
    “Tell him to be back here in two hours to take us to dinner.” 
 
    Carmella spoke with the man and waved goodbye. Looking up at Kyle, she smiled. “You now have a friend for life.” 
 
    “Well, at least until he finds a better tipper.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Kyle let Carmella handle the communications with the front desk of the hotel. He found it less embarrassing than to struggle with his little phrase book. When they got to their suite, he threw the book on the desk. “That damn book is worthless. I couldn’t understand a word the driver said.” 
 
    “That’s because he spoke Sheng rather than Swahili.” 
 
    Kyle looked up in surprise. “Exactly how many languages do you speak?” 
 
    Carmella entered one of the bedrooms attached to each side of the living space. “I’ll take this bedroom if that’s okay with you.” 
 
    Kyle was about to ask her which bedroom he should take but decided his teasing might frighten her. She was right about one thing: he had never spent time with “nice” girls. He wasn’t certain how she would take sexual flirting. 
 
    He leaned against the doorframe of her room. “I’m hungry.” Picking up the pamphlets lying on the table he sorted through them. “Let’s go to Fourgian’s Dug Out.” 
 
    Carmella raised her eyebrow but didn’t argue. “I don’t suppose we’ll need reservations.” 
 
    Kyle scowled. “Do you only eat at places that require reservations?” 
 
    “No, but Badruk is going to be disappointed.” 
 
    “Who the hell is Badrunk?” 
 
    “It’s ‘Badruk’ and he is our driver. He planned to take us to the best restaurant in town.” 
 
    Kyle moved to her bed and stretched across it, watching her unpack her case. He leaned over and pulled a pair of underwear from the case. They were so tiny! Before he could comment, she snatched them from his hand. 
 
     “Shouldn’t you be doing your own unpacking?” 
 
    He leaned back and stared up at her. “Too much trouble. I just live out of my case.” 
 
    “Well, stay out of mine,” she warned him as she gathered all her undergarments and put them in a dresser drawer. 
 
    “So what are your plans for tomorrow?” 
 
    “First thing I’ve got to do is stop by the consulate and see Mr. Belding. Then I’ll start following the leads wherever they take me.” 
 
    “That reminds me. You shouldn’t go asking government officials where their archives are held. It tips them off that you aren’t a normal tourist.” 
 
    Carmella put the empty case away and sat down on the edge of her bed. “So that’s why you were pissed off at the airport.” 
 
    “Who says I was pissed off?” Kyle sat up. 
 
    Carmella smiled. “For a moment I had thought you were just jealous of Amani.” 
 
    “The cab driver?” 
 
    “No, the customs agent.” 
 
    Kyle laughed. “Are you on first name basis with everybody? What was the name of the woman at the front desk?” 
 
    “Mia.” 
 
    “And the boy who showed us to our suite?” 
 
    ‘Daudi.” 
 
    Kyle smiled and tapped her head with his finger. “Has anyone told you that you’ve a pretty good memory.” 
 
    Carmella shrugged and studied her feet as they hung inches above the floor. 
 
    Kyle tilted her face up. Leaning over, he placed a kiss gently on her lips. 
 
    She moved away so fast she slid off the bed and landed on the floor. She stood up and faced him. “I want you to leave my room now. That was totally uncalled for.” 
 
    Kyle was surprised and offended by her reaction. He was known for his seductions. He’d never been rejected in his entire life. And this wasn’t even sex. This was a little touch of the lips. He studied her rigid stance and the slight quiver of her lips. Hell, she wasn’t offended. She was scared. 
 
    Slowly he stood and raked his hands through his short curly hair. “Calm down. It didn’t mean anything.” 
 
    Her eyes flared in response. “And that is supposed to make me feel better? Try anything like that again, and I’ll report you to your superiors!” 
 
    Kyle couldn’t help but laugh at the thought of her telling Winston Black that he had kissed her on the lips. Winston would probably think she meant a different set of lips. 
 
    “You think this is funny?” 
 
    Kyle tried to stifle his smile. “No, of course not…well truthfully, yes a little. I only kissed you, and it was just a peck of a kiss at that.” 
 
    “But why did you kiss me at all? It’s entirely inappropriate work behavior!” 
 
    Kyle shook his head. “So that’s what’s wrong. I thought you found me repulsive.” 
 
    She swallowed hard. “No.” 
 
    “No what?” he asked stepping closer and tilting his head to one side, trying to make contact with her eyes. 
 
    She didn’t speak until her eyes connected to his. “I don’t think you’re repulsive.” 
 
    “Do you think I’m good looking?” He stepped even closer to her. 
 
    She frowned. “You know you’re good looking.” 
 
    “Yes. But do you think I’m good looking?” 
 
    “I suppose,” she added and broke eye contact. “Still, it didn’t give you the right to kiss me. Our behavior should be above reproach…” 
 
    She started to move away but his hand reached out and pulled her back against him. “You seemed to have forgotten a few things. First of all, I’m not in the Bureau. Secondly, we are undercover as a couple on a romantic vacation. It seems to me, that a friendly kiss now and then is entirely within our lines of duty.” Before she could argue, he bent down and kissed her hard on the mouth. 
 
    She pushed in resistance for a moment, but then relaxed and returned his kiss. He released her before his passions led him to try and see what else she might allow under the guise of line of duty. He instinctively knew that with Carmella, he would have to take it slow and careful. He smiled at her passion-filled eyes. What a pleasant seduction this was going to be. “Now that wasn’t so painful was it?” 
 
    “No,” she replied, trying to regain her composure. 
 
    “Shall we try it again?” 
 
    She pushed herself away. “No. I don’t think that’s necessary for our cover. After all, there is no one here to observe us.” 
 
    He smiled and headed to his room. “Then I’ll let you get dressed for dinner. Fourgians is a bit of a dive, so dress casual with comfortable shoes.” 
 
    She looked at him, relieved to have a change of topic. “Why are we going to Fourgians?” 
 
    “I’m expecting a package delivery.” He paused. “You do know how to shoot a weapon?” 
 
    “What do you think? With my height and size, do you think they would have ever let me in if I hadn’t shown outstanding excellence in all categories?” 
 
    Kyle’s eyebrows rose. “So, you shoot, but how well?” 
 
    “I ranked first in sniper/marksman training.” 
 
    “So why aren’t you a sniper? Size isn’t important there.” 
 
    Carmella turned to the dresser and studied the clothes. “You can be the best in every category, but if they don’t want you, you don’t get in. Agent Connors was the only one who would give me a chance.” She turned and looked at Kyle. “That’s why it’s so important I complete my assignment perfectly. My entire focus must be on my job. Even if you aren’t with the Bureau, I can’t afford a dalliance. All it would take is a hint of scandal and I’d be out.” 
 
    She was such a contradiction of strength and vulnerability. A part of him wanted to take her into his arms and protect her from the world. He recognized the truth in her words. Scandal would ruin her. Recalling Cole Womack’s encouragements, he realized the bastard planned to do just that. Kyle’s reputation was well known. No one would believe he’d leave such a pretty woman untouched. When she returned from this mission, no matter what, her reputation would be ruined and her career with the Bureau would be over. 
 
    He returned to her and took her tiny hands into his own. “You’re right. So, let’s have a truce. I promise I will make no attempts to seduce you.” He smiled at the relief in her face. “I hope you realize that this is going to be a tough assignment, because you are one hell of a desirable woman.” 
 
    He turned and left her room before she could respond. 
 
    *** 
 
    Carmella was stunned. Kyle thought she was a desirable woman? She couldn’t help but smile at his words. Imagine that, Carmella Ginkabo is a desirable woman! 
 
    Unfortunately, when Carmella told Badruk their destination, he spent several minutes trying to change their minds, but Kyle was firm on his choice. 
 
    When they arrived, Carmella understood the concern. Fourgian’s was a poorly lit shack with an abundance of whores and dangerous men scattered about the unlit doorway and street. 
 
    Badruk once again asked to take them somewhere else. Kyle tossed him a hundred dollars and had Carmella tell him to cruise by every ten or fifteen minutes until they needed him. 
 
    “Nice restaurant,” Carmella murmured. “What’s their specialty, food poisoning?” 
 
    “I wouldn’t know. I only drink their imported vodka when I come here. I suggest you do the same. You can’t risk being sick with E.coli in this part of the world.” 
 
    Carmella frowned. “I wished you would have told me earlier. I would have eaten something before we came.” 
 
    Kyle noticed a few of the men were staring at his doe-eyed companion with intense interest. He placed his arm protectively about her and pulled her close to his side. “Hopefully, we won’t be here very long, and then we can go anywhere Badrunk wants.” 
 
    “His name is Badruk.” She tried to push away from Kyle. 
 
    “Easy girl, don’t forget your cover.” He leaned his face close to hers. “I wouldn’t want some of these men to think you might be happier with them than me, if you get my drift.” 
 
    Carmella’s hands stopped pushing him away as she noticed the leering smiles on some of the men. Instead, she slipped her arms around Kyle’s strong muscular waist. 
 
    “That’s better,” he said, enjoying the sensation of her touch. He found a booth in the corner and squeezed in beside her on the same bench. 
 
    “We’d have more room if you sat on the other side.” 
 
    “That’s true, but I think it’s better if I sit here.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    A man wearing an apron approached their table. 
 
    “An unopened bottle of Russian vodka and two glasses,” Kyle ordered. 
 
    “No. I want a soda, please,” she declared in Swahili. The man turned and left, without a word. 
 
    Kyle looked about the room and then turned his body, so she pressed against his chest instead of his shoulder. He stretched his arm across the back of the bench. “That’s better.” He gave her a most seductive smile. 
 
    Carmella scowled. “You were going to tell me why we are both crammed into this side of the table like sardines.” 
 
    He leaned over and lightly kissed her lips. “Well, first of all, because I am expecting someone. And if I sit over there, then when he comes, he’ll sit by you, and I thought you might object to being so close to a man who does not practice good hygiene. Secondly, I don’t have to worry about any of those men trying to grab you for a dance if I’m blocking their way. And thirdly,” he added with a smile, “because I find the touch of your body against mine extremely pleasurable.” 
 
    “You promised you wouldn’t do that,” she murmured, her eyes falling to her lap. 
 
    Kyle lifted her face back up to his. “That’s not a come on. It’s a simple fact.” 
 
    The aproned man returned and placed the vodka and two glasses on the table. Kyle handed him a twenty. 
 
    “I wanted a soda,” Carmella reminded him in Swahili. The man ignored her and returned to the bar. 
 
    “Surely he speaks Swahili or Sheng.” 
 
    Kyle laughed. “I’m sure he does. But if you were asking for a diet coke, you’re out of luck. They don’t serve soft drinks in this fine establishment.” He filled her glass with vodka and pushed it towards her. “Drink. It’ll take the edge off your hunger.” 
 
    Carmella lifted the glass, sipped it, and coughed when the liquid seared her throat. 
 
    Kyle laughed. “You don’t drink much, do you, shortstop?” 
 
    She glared at him and downed the glass in one swallow. “Don’t call me that.” 
 
    He refilled her glass. “Go easy on the vodka. I need you to be able to walk out on your own two feet.” 
 
    In response, she downed another glass and set her glass for a refill. She locked eyes with him, daring him to refuse. 
 
    He refilled the drink. “What the hell. You only weigh eighty pounds. I can carry you out if necessary.” 
 
    *** 
 
    After the fifth drink, she thought everything he said was funny. By the sixth drink, she was sound asleep, snuggled softly into his arms, with her head resting sweetly on his chest. He nursed his third drink and wondered if the delivery man was going to show. He also needed to take a piss, but there was no way he would leave Carmella alone in this place. 
 
    A man slid into the seat across from him. He stared at Carmella appreciatively. “You always drug your women?” 
 
    Kyle glared at him. “You always arrive two hours late?” 
 
    The man shrugged and passed the package to him under the table. In return, Kyle passed an envelope of money. Then he untangled himself from Carmella and leaned her sleeping form gently against the wall. 
 
     “I gotta piss. Watch her for me.” 
 
    “Sure,” the man replied. 
 
    Kyle leaned in and towered over him. “Just watch, my friend. If you touch her, I’ll break your hand.” Slipping the package underneath his shirt, he hurried through the crowd and pushed his way into the men’s room. It was filthy and smelled like an outhouse, but Kyle’s bladder didn’t care. After relieving himself, he stepped into a toilet stall and closed the door. He opened the package and removed the guns. After checking them out, he inserted the cartridges in each gun. One he placed into a specially designed pouch in his boot. The other he placed in a shoulder strap hidden by his baggy windbreaker. 
 
    A change in the chaos of noise outside alerted him all was not well in the bar. He tried to assure himself that Carmella was safely asleep at the booth and it was only a fight between a couple of drunks, but even as he pushed his way through the crowd, he knew he was wrong. Cursing himself for letting her drink so much and then leaving her in the care of a dirt-bag, he rammed his way through the mass of bodies surrounding their table. 
 
    He made his way through just in time for a flying body to knock him to the floor. Pushing the man off, he looked up to see two men grabbing Carmella’s arms. Before he could get to his feet, both men laid unconscious on the ground. He noted several men inching towards her. “That’s enough,” he warned, firing the gun once into the ceiling. “Fun’s over.” 
 
    The crowd backed away, enabling him to make his way to Carmella. 
 
    When he was within three feet of her, she leapt into the air, aiming a kick directly at his head. He was surprised she could kick so high, but not so surprised that he didn’t forget to block the kick. His block knocked her off her unsteady balance and she hit the ground hard. To his surprise, she popped up swinging again. “Easy, shortstop. It’s only me.” 
 
    She paused. “Kyle?” She blinked hard, trying to clear her vision. 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    “You left me!” She twisted her body for another kick punch. 
 
    Kyle ducked the swing and came in under, wrapping his arms around her. “Calm down now. I’ve got to get you out of here before the local police arrive. I believe you have disturbed the peace, even by Fourgian’s rather loose standards.” 
 
    “But I’m pissed off!” 
 
    “Well, just hold that thought until we get back to the hotel. I’ll give you another shot at me then.” He lifted her squirming body over his shoulder. After tossing the bartender a hundred-dollar bill, he pushed his way out. The crowd followed him. Their continued attention concerned him. He was just about ready to set his little kick-boxer down and put her back to work when Badruk’s taxi came around the corner, honking its way into the crowd. He opened the taxi door and tossed her in like a sack of potatoes. The moment she was in, Badruk stomped on the gas pedal, giving Kyle only a brief second to join her. 
 
    He was about to yell at Badruk for not waiting, but a loud thumb on the hood and a kick from the sack of potatoes in the floor was sufficient to distract him. 
 
    “You left me!” Carmella screamed from the floorboard, her arms flailing as she tried to right herself and kick him at the same time. 
 
    “I had to piss. But I left Gar to watch you.” 
 
    She sat up on the floorboard and glared at him. “I trusted you. I know that was stupid, but I trusted you.” 
 
    Badruk slowed the car as he leaned over and stared at Carmella sitting in the floor board. His voice was quite anxious as he spoke to her. Her reply caused him to stop the car in the middle of the road. He got out and opened her door. After several minutes of conversation, he helped Carmella out of the floorboard and into the front seat. 
 
    “I don’t think Badruk likes me,” Kyle complained to Carmella as the driver ran around the front of the car and got back into the driver’s seat. 
 
    “Well, that makes two of us.” 
 
    When they arrived at the hotel, Carmella would only allow Badruk to help her walk to the elevator. Kyle attempted to give the driver another twenty for his help, but the man refused to take it. 
 
    Instead of abandoning Carmella, he followed at a distance as Badruk assisted her into the elevator. When Kyle entered the elevator, he feared she would attempt to land another kick at his head. However, she was so wobbly, that he had no choice but to move in closer. She remained passive until he helped her out onto the third-floor landing. Then, she attempted to kick him, only her foot caught the uneven lip of the elevator door. She would have fallen on her face had he not caught her in his arms. 
 
    “I trusted you!” she sobbed as he held her close against him and carried her to their suite. 
 
    Without ever releasing her, he opened and secured the door behind them. She continued to sob as he carried her to her bathroom and sat her on the sink counter. 
 
    “The best thing to snap out of a crying jag is a cold shower.” Before turning on the shower, he pulled the knit dress over her head. To his shock, she wasn’t wearing any panties. Women! He never could figure them out. Who would have thought the little virgin would go naked underneath? Oddly, she wore a bra. 
 
    When he tried to unhook and remove the bra, she slapped his hand away between gasping sobs. “Don’t touch me.” 
 
    Kyle sighed and lifted her from the counter. “Fine, shower with it on.” He placed her under the water. 
 
    Her scream was probably heard two countries away. Kyle stepped in the shower with her and clamped his hand over her mouth. “Be quiet! You want management up here?” 
 
    As the cold water rained upon them both, her sobbing and resistance subsided. Once she had calmed, he carried her to her bed. She had become frighteningly docile. He sat her on the edge of the bed and put a towel in her hands. 
 
    “Dry yourself off. I’ll be back in just a minute.” 
 
    “No. Don’t leave me. Not again,” she whispered. 
 
    He caressed her cheek. “I’m just going to get out of these wet clothes…” 
 
    Her hand clamped like iron on his wrist. “Don’t leave me!” 
 
    “No problem. I’ll just get out of my wet clothes here.” He pried away her grip on his wrist, so he could undress. He watched her with concern the whole time he undressed. What the hell was wrong with her? Not to offend her modesty, he wrapped a towel around his waist and then searched her drawers for her nightgown. He held up a granny gown with distaste. “Well, at least it’ll be warm.” 
 
    He took the unused towel from her hands and dried her off. When he attempted to remove her bra, once again she stopped him. “You’ll be a lot warmer if you take that wet thing off before you put this gown on.” 
 
    She considered this for several moments before she released his arm. 
 
    He expected to discover a mastectomy. After all, why else would a woman have no compunction about being pantyless yet fight so valiantly over the removal of her bra. He prepared himself for a shock as he slipped the bra off her slender fragile shoulders. 
 
    The sight stole his breath. She was so unbelievably beautiful. Her breasts were perfectly round with upturned nipples. He couldn’t remember seeing anything more beautiful. He rubbed the towel across her chest and down her back. He wanted to taste those sweet breasts, to drive himself deep within her body. Instead, he slipped the granny gown over her head and hid her beneath the sheets. As she closed her eyes, he eased out of the room. 
 
    He didn’t think he had ever done anything quite as difficult as leaving her untouched. The image of her body tormented him as he lay on his bed, unable to fall asleep. Thus, he was up at her first cry. A few moments later, he burst into her room and turned on the light. 
 
    Carmella was sitting up in bed, looking considerably worse for her evening. 
 
    “You son of a bitch!” she yelled. “You left me alone and defenseless!” 
 
    Kyle shrugged. “I had to piss. Besides I didn’t leave you alone, and when I returned, you didn’t seem defenseless.” 
 
    “I was unconscious, and you left me in the care of a pervert.” 
 
    “I told him I’d break his hand if he touched you.” Kyle’s eyes narrowed. “Did he touch you?” 
 
    “What do you think? An unconscious woman, ripe for the picking. Are you really that stupid? I woke up with his hand up my dress.” 
 
    Kyle knew she’d be out of that bed, kick-boxing his head once he said his next comment, but he intended to say it, so he’d have to counter attack in advance. With no warning, he leapt on the bed, pinning her arms over her head while her feet remained safely tangled under the bedspread. 
 
    “Get off me!” she screamed. 
 
    “Not until you hear me out. And lower your voice before you get us kicked out of here.” He settled back on her thighs, safely pinning her down. “Now I’ve got something I want to say, and I don’t want to get my head kicked in when I say it.” 
 
    “There is nothing you can say. I trusted you and you betrayed me.” 
 
    “I did not betray you. Mother nature required I take a piss, but I waited until Gar came, so he could watch over you.” 
 
    “Watch over me! The man damn near raped me while I was unconscious!” 
 
     Kyle could feel the frustrated power in her arms as she struggled to free herself. He was amazed that someone so tiny could put up such a good fight. “Calm down. First, you wouldn’t have been unconscious if you hadn’t drunk six glasses of vodka. If you’ll remember, I advised you to slow down. Secondly, the next time I say dress down, I still recommend you wear underwear. A naked pussy is bound to give certain men the impression that you’re easy.” 
 
    Her struggling intensified with her anger. “I was wearing underwear, you stupid asshole. He ripped them off me for a souvenir!” 
 
    Kyle was equally relieved and distressed by this information: relieved that she was as untainted as he had previously thought her, and distressed that her accusation was true. He had betrayed her trust. She had drunk herself unconscious, trusting him to protect her, and he had let her down. He released her hands and did not guard against her fist as she pounded his arms and chest. When she tired of pounding him, he rolled off her and left the room. 
 
    She sat up, puzzled by his new behavior. She followed him to his room and watched him dress. “Where are you going?” 
 
    “To find the son of a bitch.” 
 
    “And do what?” 
 
    “Break both his hands.” 
 
    “It’s too late. Get some sleep.” 
 
    “Sleep! I won’t sleep until I’ve made that bastard regret ever touching you.” 
 
    Carmella stopped him as he reached for his gun. She took his hand in hers and studied it. “Do you have any idea how fragile the human hand is? Why even an eighty-pound weakling like me could break these bones.” 
 
    “What are you saying Carmella?” 
 
    She looked up at him. “What I’m saying is that I don’t need you fighting my battles. I can fight my own.” 
 
    “But this was my fault.” 
 
    “No. It wasn’t. You were right. I did drink too much. I should have never allowed myself to get in such a vulnerable predicament in the first place. It should have never been your responsibility to watch my back. It won’t happen again.” 
 
    “I’m still going to break his hands,” Kyle replied. 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because I told him if he touched you I’d break his hands. I would hate it be said I’m not a man of my word.” 
 
    “He probably thinks your word was kept. I broke three of his right-hand fingers and snapped his left wrist.” Carmella then left his room. 
 
     Kyle sat on the bed and stared at the door she had just exited. After a few minutes, he reached for the phone and called Winston. This woman was being wasted with the Feds. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 17 
 
    Jason’s secretary buzzed. “Dr. Taylor is….” 
 
    “Tell him I’m in a meeting,” Jason replied, hanging up the phone. After this morning’s strange ordeal with Catina, he really wasn’t up to talking to Dr. Taylor. His secretary buzzed again as the door opened and Dr. Taylor walked in. He picked up the phone. 
 
    “I’m sorry, sir. I told him you were in a meeting, but he just ignored me. Do you want me to call security?” 
 
    “No, its fine, Angie. Thanks.” He hung up the phone and looked at the angry man that paced his floor. Was it his imagination, or did the man look several years older today? “Can I help you, Dr. Taylor?” 
 
    “Where is my panther?” 
 
    “I have no idea.” He locked eyes with the man. “Do you have documentation showing you own a panther or that you are even authorized to own a panther?” 
 
    Dr. Taylor glared. “You return my panther and I’ll get you all the damn papers you need. Why are you here? Why aren’t you at the Cat Refuge getting my panther back?” 
 
    “I was at the Cat Refuge this morning. I spoke with Ms. Nelson, who says her husband was with her all night.” 
 
    “She’s lying. They have this power. They can mesmerize you with the slightest touch or smell.” 
 
    Jason frowned, feeling the statement was a bit too close to the truth, except it wasn’t Tiburon who held such power, it was Catina. “She also has ownership papers for a black panther.” 
 
    “But not the one they have. That one is mine. Tiburon switched panthers. Her panther died in the hospital fire.” 
 
    “Why do you think it wasn’t your panther that died in the fire?” 
 
    “Because he is here! He’s a cunning bastard who would do anything to get his sis…my panther. I knew the moment I got the call about the fire that he had stolen her from me.” 
 
    Jason wondered what Dr. Taylor had started to say. Sister? While Tiburon was rather wild looking with the pitch-black skin and sharp piercing canines, he still couldn’t have a panther for a sister. Maybe Dr. Taylor was going to say his sister’s panther. Where was Tiburon’s sister? She couldn’t be the mistress Dr. Taylor had brought back from Africa. That would make her too old—unless the sister wasn’t aging either. He looked at his watch. Carmella and Kyle would have arrived by now, but she wouldn’t be giving him a call until tomorrow. He hoped she found some information that would shed a bit of rational light to this nonsensical mess. 
 
    “There’s not a lot I can do at this time, Dr. Taylor. I have arranged to search the place for a second panther…” 
 
    “There is no second panther on the premises. There is only my panther. Aren’t you listening? Tiburon switched the panthers before he set the fire.” 
 
    “I hear you, Dr. Taylor, but there is absolutely no proof your allegations are true. Now if you have any evidence to prove your claim, I will be happy to act upon it. If not, then I’m afraid you are going to have to accept the fact your panther burned in the hospital fire.” 
 
    Dr. Taylor seethed with rage. “How dare you,” he hissed as he paced the space in front of Jason’s desk. “How dare you trivialize the actions of this demon.” Dr. Taylor stopped and leaned across the desk. “That’s what he is, you know, a demon—a creature not of this earth.” He studied Jason’s response. “Ahhhh, so you are open to that possibility. Excellent. That’s why I selected you to head this. I saw in you a tendency not to prejudge the facts. You have sent your best researcher to Nairobi. When do you expect her first report?” 
 
    Jason tilted his head. “And how would you know the location of my staff members?” 
 
    “I’m kept well-informed. This case is important, not only to me, but to many in your government. Your agent, Miss Ginkabo, is amazingly thorough.” Dr. Taylor smiled. “She unearthed things about me I thought were securely buried.” 
 
    “And what things might that be?” 
 
    Dr. Taylor studied the agent. “Timing inconsistencies. A mistress from the Flesh-eater tribe. A woman my wife claimed was a demon—a demon that had me fully in her thrall for years until she finally concluded I could not provide her with an offspring.” 
 
    “You put your wife in an asylum, I believe.” 
 
    Dr. Taylor slammed his fist on the table. “Damn you. Yes. I imprisoned my wife in a filthy hole where they kept the mentally insane. It was a brutal, terrifying place, unfit for dogs, never the less gentle bred women of noble class. She lasted only two months before she died, apparently strangled by an inmate.” 
 
    Jason’s eyes narrowed. “You must have hated her very much.” 
 
    Dr. Taylor let a burst of wild laughter escape as he turned from the desk and walked to the window. “On the contrary, sir. I loved Mary with all my heart. At least, I did before Morta got her teeth into me.” He turned and looked at Jason. “While I was in that demon’s thrall I would do anything to protect her, including sending my beloved wife to a fate worse than death.” 
 
    “Morta. This is the mistress you brought back from Africa.” 
 
    “Yes. Tiburon’s sister.” 
 
    Jason’s eyebrows arched at that point of information. “That was a while ago, she must have been considerably older than Tiburon.” 
 
    “She was only three months older, I believe. The Warrior, as Tiburon’s father is known, would attempt to sire children whenever possible. However, Mother Nature normally balked at the creation of such half-breeds. When I arrived at the village, there were no women remaining. They had all died in failed childbirths. The only children were Tiburon and his sister. Both appeared to be young teenagers.” 
 
    “When exactly was this trip, Dr. Taylor?” 
 
    “I think you know that. Your researcher was very thorough.” 
 
    “All the same, amuse me.” 
 
    “It was in 1887, over a hundred years ago. I was twenty-seven years old.” 
 
    “You have aged very well.” 
 
    Dr. Taylor shook his head. “Yes, I have. But there’s always a price to pay, isn’t there?” 
 
    “Of course, there is another possibility: you are not the original Dr. Taylor, but a younger impostor who confiscated his identity many years ago.” 
 
    “Damn it, we don’t have time for this! Gather and evaluate your facts! You wouldn’t believe me if I told you what was going on. You must discover it for yourself. I know that. As a doctor and scientist of twenty-seven years, I was the very same. The deeper I penetrated the jungle, the more stories I heard about the Flesh-eaters. I discounted them all as hysteria. However, the stories of immortality and men who became animals during the hunt intrigued me. So, I sought to locate the tribe and determine the truth.” 
 
    “You evidently succeeded, for here you stand at a hundred and thirty-eight.” 
 
    “All I found was a bloodthirsty warrior, a tribe of cannibals with filed teeth and two of the most beautiful half-grown children I’d ever seen. I would have died the first day I arrived had not the Warrior been curious about my country and land. He would quiz me for hours, and then make me solve complex puzzles before I received water or food. I was his amusement, like some pet chimp. I did not outwardly object to the role, since I knew when he grew tired of his chimp, I would quickly become a meal for the bloodthirsty tribe.” 
 
    “So how did you escape?” 
 
    “Tiburon and Morta helped me escape. They cut my bonds and led me through the jungle back to civilization.” 
 
    “So, in return, you cast the boy aside and took his sister across the ocean to be your mistress.” 
 
    Dr. Taylor shook his head. “It may look that way, but reality was very different. I realize now, I was a puppet in their hands. That girl was unbelievably seductive. I couldn’t reason when she was anywhere near me. I now know it’s the mating pheromone she exudes, but at the time, I thought myself in love. I wanted to remain with her forever in Africa, but she insisted I take her to America.” 
 
    “And the boy?” 
 
    “My feelings for him were just as strong and just as irrational. At the time, I believed he had saved my life. I tried to convince him to come with us, but he refused. He wanted to remain in Africa. Well, I couldn’t just abandon him, so I pulled some strings and had him apprenticed to a doctor in Nairobi. When he was ready, I promised to pay for his medical schooling, which in short time I did.” 
 
    “You no longer believed Tiburon saved your life?” 
 
    Dr. Taylor barked out a bitter laugh. “Do you? With the unsolicited help of the Warrior’s two children, I escaped a tribe of renowned hunters. It took us two months to get to civilization, and in all that time, the Warrior couldn’t locate us? It’s absurd, and I might have realized that if the girl had not been affecting me so intensely. No. It’s quite obvious that the Warrior sent his children out into the world to breed and make more of their kind. I was just their conduit into civilization.” 
 
    “So where is she now?” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “The girl, Morta.” 
 
    Dr. Taylor looked at his watch. “I have a meeting I must attend. Perhaps we will talk later this week. In the meantime, I expect you to get my panther back. Until you successfully achieve that, I want continual surveillance of that refuge. Under no conditions must Tiburon be allowed to take the panther off the premises.” 
 
    “I’ll do everything I legally can, Dr. Taylor, but the courts did award Mrs. Nelson custody of that cat.” 
 
    Dr. Taylor stopped. “In the legal documents, does it describe the cat in any way? Size or weight? Because my panther is abnormally large, almost twice the size of a regular cat.” 
 
    “I’ll check it out immediately,” Jason assured him. 
 
    “You must not let that panther leave the premises. By this time tomorrow, I will have all the documentation you need to legally remove it. The panther is mine and it is imperative that I get it back.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 18 
 
    Jason pulled his car to the side of the road about a quarter of a mile before reaching the Cat Refuge. He had no legitimate reason to be here. Dr. Taylor was convinced only one panther resided on the grounds, so he had no reason to search for a second panther. Yet, he had come anyway. She was like a siren to him. He couldn’t get the blonde beauty out of his mind. He stopped by one of the perimeter observation points and checked with his men. Nothing to report. Tiburon spent most of his time with the panther. Catina Nelson and Milo were inside the house. 
 
    He walked to the front door and knocked. When no one answered, he walked around to the side door and entered the house. He cautiously walked through the kitchen into the hallway. He could hear moans of pleasure coming from upstairs. Interesting, since Tiburon was outside… 
 
    Softly he climbed the stairs and eased his way down the hall. The moans came from Milo’s room. The door was closed. He opened the door as he said “FBI…are you all right, sir?” 
 
    Milo sat in a chair, with Catina on the floor beside him. The TV chattered at them. Catina’s smile double-jolted his heart. God, she was beautiful! 
 
    “Jason…Mr. Connors,” she corrected herself, rising and coming to him. “Milo and I were watching TV,” she whispered as she pulled him from the room. “But the show was a bit dull and Milo has fallen off to sleep. Let us go elsewhere to talk.” 
 
    Milo looked more unconscious than sleeping, but Jason couldn’t seem to pull himself away from her to check. Instead, he docilely allowed her to lead him down the hallway to her bedroom. “I just wanted to see how you were doing and to apologize for this morning,” he stammered as she drew him into the room and sat him on the bed. 
 
    He tried to rise, but she straddled his legs and pushed him back down. He had not realized how strong a six-foot tall woman could be. 
 
    “There is no need to apologize. Nothing happened that I did not welcome.” She took his hand and placed it under her dress between her legs, moaning as his fingers moved over her skin. 
 
    “Catina, we can’t do this,” he said as she pulled off her dress. His protest sounded false even to his own ears. He did not stop her, even when she unzipped his pants. 
 
    *** 
 
    From the panther’s cage Tiburon raised his head and snarled. A hand, black as his own reached up and stroked his bare chest. “Do not think of her. She is but a host for your child.” 
 
    Tiburon looked down at the naked beauty beneath him and caressed her body. “You are more beautiful than I recalled,” he whispered. “My dreams have never done you justice.” 
 
    Morta smiled and arched her body towards him. Her black strands of silk flowed over her ripe and ample breasts. She pressed his hands to her stomach. “Is there a cub yet?” 
 
    Tiburon was quiet for a moment, then shook his head. “Not yet. But that only gives us reason to keep trying.” 
 
    “Why can’t we do this in my natural form?” she asked in annoyance as she rolled over and lifted onto her hands and knees. 
 
    “Because you bite and claw too much.” He wrapped an arm about her waist while stroking her head. “You are far more docile in human form.” 
 
    She glared at the bedroom window of the house where cries of passion echoed. “You have me now. Why keep her at all?” 
 
    He caressed her shoulders and nuzzled her neck. “She carries my cub: a strong female who will help grow our race.” 
 
    “But it’s only a quarter of our blood.” 
 
    “True. But when I mate with it, the offspring will be stronger.” 
 
    “My cub will be stronger than all!” she replied. 
 
    “Yes, love. Yours will be the best, but we cannot rely on you alone. Father knew this. It’s why we were sent out among the humans.” 
 
    She sighed and sat down on her haunches. “And where has that gotten us? By now, you and I could have bred a hundred cubs. Instead, we have nothing to show for our time here, except my near death.” 
 
    Tiburon sighed and stroked her hair. He knew why his father had sent them out. Two adult males could not bear each other’s company, and the old Warrior considered his daughter a mistake. She was too prone to let her emotions override her logic. She was too prone to regress into the beast who was her mother. Yet, Tiburon could not help but love her. She was so beautiful and strong. 
 
    “If we cannot kill the female, what about the male?” She stared again at the bedroom window. 
 
    “I need his help to get you out of the country.” 
 
    “I don’t see why I need to leave. I rather like it here. It’s so easy to catch prey.” 
 
    “You haven’t hunted prey for over twenty years. A lot has changed in that time. Wild cats don’t roam the country anymore. You would be hunted down as a serial killer now. We have to return to Africa where you will blend into the jungle.” 
 
    She shivered and whined. “He’ll never let me go. He needs my blood to stay alive. So many of them feed off me now. You have no idea what the last years have been like.” She pushed her head against Tiburon. “Can’t you kill him? He deserves to die. He lied to me. He said he would help me conceive, but he never did. He only drained me of my blood month after month and gave me nothing but chickens and lambs in return.” 
 
    “He has many contacts. It will be better for all if Agent Connors kills him for us.” 
 
    “Why should this man help us? Doesn’t he work for Taylor?” 
 
    Tiburon listened to the cries of ecstasy from the window and hardened his heart. “Love is a potent motivator. It is amazing what it can make humans do.” 
 
    “But it’s not reliable. Taylor loved me once. He even sacrificed his wife to save me, but now he wants me only for my blood.” 
 
    “Yes…I want you to think back and tell me when that change began?” 
 
    “Not now. I’m tired and want to return to my natural body. I’ve been a human long enough.” 
 
    Tiburon nuzzled his sister. “Change back then. We will discuss this later.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Jason pushed himself from the bed and gathered his clothes. “Jesus, what are we doing?” he whispered as he frantically dressed. 
 
    “No, don’t go yet,” she pleaded. 
 
    Her touch could still arouse him, even after hours of lovemaking. He stepped back out of her reach. “Catina. This is wrong.” 
 
    “It doesn’t feel wrong.” 
 
    “Tiburon says you’re pregnant with his child.” 
 
    Catina smiled and caressed her stomach. “He says it’s a female.” 
 
    Jason frowned. “He says…haven’t you seen a doctor?” 
 
    “No.” She edged closer to him, like a cat stalking its prey. 
 
    He stood further from the bed and put his pants on. “Well, you should.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “To make sure everything is all right. To make sure there really is a child and this isn’t just some ploy to keep you married to a man you obviously don’t love.” 
 
    She tilted her head and looked confused. “But I do love him. Why would you think I don’t love him?” 
 
    Jason laughed at the absurdity of the question. “I don’t know. Why would I think that, when we just spent the last few hours screwing our brains out?” 
 
    She shook her head. “What we share has nothing to do with Tiburon.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “I love Tiburon. He fills me with such purpose and unity. But there’s something about you. I can feel your integrity and honesty. You’re so…human.” 
 
    Jason’s laugh was bitter. “Oh yeah, I’ve great integrity and honor, screwing another man’s pregnant wife while he’s in the yard.” 
 
    She moved off the bed and came to him, wrapping her arms around his neck. “Don’t condemn yourself for what has happened here. You couldn’t stop it any more than I. There’s something very strong between us; something stronger than reason or will power.” 
 
    “I know,” he whispered, unable to hold onto his anger and contempt when she was so near. “I’ve never wanted anyone so much in my life.” 
 
    “Then come back to bed,” she pleaded. 
 
    “I can’t….Tiburon….” he struggled to explain as she ran kisses across his neck and chest. 
 
    “He’s watching us through the window. He understands, even if we don’t. He knows I can’t fight these feelings. Please, come back to bed.” 
 
    Jason allowed her to undress him and pull him back to bed. He knew something was wrong, but he was unable to control his body’s desires. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 19 
 
      
 
    Kyle knew his doe-eyed beauty should be sporting a killer hangover, but if she did, she showed no outward signs. They had been all over Nairobi today—at the University, at several hospitals, and gone to an old folks home to visit the son of the doctor who had sponsored Tiburon’s training. Kyle could not help but be impressed with her thoroughness. Her list of talents just kept growing. It was amazing such a small package could hold so much. 
 
    Her pursuit of the truth was relentless. As night fell, she showed no sign of stopping. “There are a few people I would like to visit at their homes. If you don’t want to come, I’ll understand. Badruk can make certain I’m all right.” 
 
    Kyle arched his eyebrow at being judged the equivalent of a taxi driver, but after the fiasco last night, he could hardly blame her. “I’ll accompany you. To be honest, I enjoy watching you work. You have a real talent for getting people to open up and talk.” 
 
    Carmella grimaced. His presence was impeding her ability to do just that. At least she suspected that was the cause of everyone’s general reluctance to talk. Although she had noticed just the name of Tiburon seemed to put everyone on alert, especially the parents and siblings of the dead mistresses. 
 
    Her inquires at the hospital earlier that day had revealed all the women had died during miscarriages. In each case, the fetus was described as severely deformed. She finally located the address of a retired doctor who had handled one of the cases. She asked Kyle to remain in the cab with Badruk. She needed to know more than the doctor would probably reveal if Kyle were present. 
 
    She knocked on the door and waited, smiling when she saw a man peek out from the curtain. With reluctance, the door opened. “Yes?” the frail old man asked. 
 
    “Dr. Branston?” 
 
    “Yes, what do you want?” he asked nervously, looking at the cab that waited for her on the street. 
 
    “I need to speak with you. Would you mind if I come in?” 
 
    “It’s late.” 
 
    “I’m sorry. I’ve been at the hospital all day, but no one could help me. Dr. Jacobs suggested you might recall the situation better than the records show.” 
 
    “Jacobs….” He opened the door. “How is that old goat?” 
 
    Carmella smiled and walked in. “Very good. He spoke of you with great admiration. Said you had the best memory of anyone he knew.” 
 
    “And what do you want me to remember?” Dr. Branston asked, as he indicated a chair for her to sit in. 
 
    “The miscarriage of Wyla Thomas. Do you remember it?” 
 
    The old man frowned and sat down across from her. “Not likely to forget that. Still get nightmares from it.” 
 
    “The records say the fetus was severely deformed, but it doesn’t elaborate. I was hoping you could be a bit more specific.” 
 
    “No. No, I can’t.” 
 
    Her voice softened. “If you are reluctant to tell me because you think I will doubt your sanity, you needn’t be. I am investigating the deaths of several women, all of whom died during pregnancy, all having fetuses which were classified as abnormal.” 
 
    The doctor looked horrified. “There were others?” 
 
    “Over a span of fifty years, I have located twelve such women.” 
 
    “Was he involved?” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “That devil, Tiburon?” 
 
    “Yes, sir. In each case he was alleged to be the father.” Carmella realized the doctor needed to know he was not alone with the memories he carried. 
 
    “My God. How could that be? Why didn’t someone notice before this?” 
 
    “It was over a span of fifty years and five hospitals, three of them quite remote. Will you tell me what happened that night?” She reached over and touched his hand. “It’s important. He has recently married. The woman may be in danger.” 
 
    The doctor sighed and looked up at her. “You’ll think I’ve lost my mind,” he warned. “But I’ll tell you what I’ve never told another human being, not even my wife.” He rose and went to his desk. From the drawer, he obtained a key in which he unlocked the glass door on a bookcase and withdrew a journal. Opening the journal, he caressed the page. “You may discount everything I say now as the ramblings of an old senile fool, but this is my journal. I was forty-years younger, and fully cognizant of what I wrote. Wyla Thomas came to my office on December 12, 1955. She appeared to be in her final trimester. Up until this time, she had not seen any doctor except for Tiburon, whom she said was the father of the child. She made it very clear that I could not let Tiburon know she had come for a consultation.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “He had evidently forbidden her to do so, and she seemed terrified of what he would do if he were to discover she had come.” 
 
    “Was she ill?” 
 
    “No. She seemed in extraordinary health. I believe I referred to her having a radiant glow.” He smiled. “I’m sure I didn’t write in down, but I believe I fell head over heels in love with her on sight. She was the most beautiful woman I had ever met.” 
 
    “Why had she come?” 
 
    “She wanted to abort the pregnancy. I explained it was too late, that the procedure would be too dangerous so late in her term, but she didn’t care. She desperately wanted the baby removed.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “She was positive there was something terribly wrong with it.” He paused. “At the time, I thought this was simply hysteria induced by some hormonal imbalance, but it turned out she was right.” 
 
    “What happened when you told her you couldn’t perform the abortion?” 
 
    “She wept hysterically, insisting the thing inside her wasn’t human. She spoke of drinking blood and eating raw flesh and having sexual relations with every man of her acquaintance. She blamed this on Tiburon, insisting he was the devil incarnate and that her soul was damned unless she killed the baby inside her.” 
 
    “What did you do?” 
 
    The doctor frowned and shook his head. “I’m not proud of it, in fact it’s tormented me every day since, but I did what she wanted. I attempted a third term abortion.” 
 
    Carmella felt there was more that happened before the abortion but decided not to push. “So, she died during the abortion?” 
 
    “No. The fetus seemed to sense it was in danger and decided it was time to be born. It…” He paused and looked up at her, “On the bible, I swear this is the truth. It literally clawed its way out of her. Ripped her belly open and crawled out. She died before I could do anything to help her.” 
 
    “How could a baby rip…” 
 
    “It wasn’t a baby. It wasn’t anything like a baby.” 
 
    “What was it?” 
 
    “A panther. A twelve-pound black panther.” 
 
    Neither spoke for several minutes. 
 
    “What happened to it?” she finally asked. 
 
    “The creature was sitting on her belly, eating her ripped flesh. It took all the courage I had to come near it. Using clamps, I snared its front paws and hind feet, so I could safely get it off Wyla’s body. It had a seizure and died before I could get it to the counter.” 
 
    “How did Tiburon react when he was notified of her death?” 
 
    The doctor shook his head. “I don’t know. I refused to get anywhere near the man. I listed her death as a miscarriage and the abomination as severely deformed fetus and put in for a sabbatical, leaving someone else with the responsibility of notifying him.” 
 
    He looked at the doe-eyed girl. “I suppose you think my behavior cowardly, but I was terrified. I was afraid he would know that I knew he was a demon incarnate and kill me on sight or take my wife and children in revenge.” 
 
    Carmella shook her head. “I think you were very brave. If it’s of any consolation, I don’t think an abortion would have helped her. Some of the other women attempted abortions as early as the first trimester, and none survived the procedure.” 
 
    “And the fetus?” 
 
    “All dead. Wyla’s is the only one that was born alive. It’s probably why Tiburon didn’t question your report that the fetus had been born dead. They had all died before this one.” 
 
    “How many?” 
 
    “I’ve located seven before Wyla and four more after. There could be more.” 
 
    “My God! Can no one stop this monster?” 
 
    “Well up to now, no one has really investigated his past.” Carmella sighed, “And to be honest, his past is so incredible, most wouldn’t believe my report anyway.” 
 
    “But someone will?” 
 
    “I think so. My boss prides himself in being open-minded. This will test just how open-minded he actually is.” Carmella stood and shook his hand. “I want to thank you for your honesty. I know it wasn’t easy. You were the first to state clearly the fetus resembles a black panther. The other doctors described features that when assembled would resemble a cat, but none of them would say it.” 
 
    “The damn thing mewed at me just as I snared its paws. It was exactly like a cat.” The doctor walked her to the door. He opened the door, but then placed his hand on her arm. “Take this journal. It may help. I had planned to burn it before I died, but I’d rather you have it.” He paused. “There are things which happened, which I’m ashamed of…things I cannot rationally explain. I suppose I was seduced by the devil myself. I ask you not to judge me too harshly.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Kyle could tell Carmella’s interview had gone well by the bounce to her step. She should feel drained and exhausted. Instead, she looked energetic and alert. 
 
    “Well?” Kyle asked 
 
    She gave Badruk her next address and flipped on her flashlight, speed-reading the journal. 
 
    Kyle knew she wasn’t going to answer him. He leaned over and attempted to read the journal along with her. However, he’d get no more than one paragraph into the page and she’d flip to the next page. 
 
    “Are you looking for something in particular?” he asked. Again, she didn’t answer. He watched her face to see if she was annoying him on purpose, but all her concentration seemed focused on the journal. He watched her eyes and the way they moved down the page. He realized she was reading—just at an incredibly fast pace. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 20 
 
    Jason woke up with his head pounding. He lay on an unfamiliar bed in total darkness. He reached over, found a light on the night stand, and turned it on. The vision of Tiburon seated before him, chilled his blood. 
 
    “How do you feel Agent Connors?” Tiburon asked, his voice cold and hard. 
 
    “Like shit. Look, I don’t understand what’s happened…” 
 
    “I know that, Agent Connors,” Tiburon assured him. Then he smiled, his sharp canines almost glowing in the dark. “I do. You find my wife irresistible.” 
 
    “I…” Jason stammered. He was at a loss of words. 
 
    “There’s something you should know, Agent Connors. Just between us. The marriage is a farce. I saved Catina’s life in the jungle and in return, she got me into this country, so I could retrieve my sister. I have my sister now. So, I would like you to arrange our deportation immediately. No fines, no prison time. Just a clean, fast deportation. In return, I will leave you my wife.” 
 
    Jason’s jaw clenched in anger. “It doesn’t work that way. The immigration department will demand prison time on this one.” 
 
    “Nonsense. They have no proof. They should be happy just to get rid of me and my sister.” 
 
    “You just told me that the marriage was a farce.” 
 
    “That was between us. Just like your afternoon delight with my wife.” 
 
    Jason sighed. “Unfortunately for my career, Dr. Tiburon, that indiscretion is fully recorded and known by the FBI and Immigrations. Your room is bugged.” 
 
    “Yes. It was careless of you not to remember that, but I suppose you weren’t thinking with your brain at that point. Not to worry. It remains our little secret. I removed all of the listening devices this morning after the first episode with Catina.” 
 
    Jason was stunned. “And what do you want in return?” 
 
    “Only the immediate deportation of my sister and myself.” 
 
    “Your sister?” 
 
    “Morta.” 
 
    “Taylor’s mistress?” 
 
    “Yes,” Tiburon replied, his voice low and angry. 
 
    “She’s here?” 
 
    “Yes. Taylor has kept her locked up for the last twenty years. She was very ill when I found her, but she is much better now.” 
 
    “I’d like to meet her.” 
 
    Tiburon paused. “That would not be advisable. You seem to have a low tolerance for attractive women, and my sister is far more sensual than Catina.” 
 
    Jason tried to stand up, only he became dizzy and sat back down on the bed. “What is wrong with me?” 
 
    “You’re just weak from the loss of blood. Perhaps you should be more careful in the future.” 
 
    “Careful?” 
 
    “With Catina. A little finger suck is nothing unless you allow it to go on for hours. You’re lucky I intervened.” 
 
    “You’ve drugged me,” Jason countered. 
 
    “Believe what you wish. As long as you get my sister and me out of the country, I don’t care,” Tiburon assured him as he stood up. “For your own safety, you should lock this door from the inside when I leave.” 
 
    Jason made no effort to stop him from going. 
 
    Once Jason was alone, he reached for the phone. He knew the line was tapped but he needed to get out of this house. He waited impatiently while the phone rang. 
 
    “What?” the voice on the other end snapped. 
 
    “Sorry for the wakeup call, but I need you to pick me up. I’m up at the Cat Refuge. How soon can you be here?” 
 
    “Ten minutes,” the reply came, and the line went dead. 
 
    As he set the phone down, he noticed the knob of his door turning. He had not locked the door as Tiburon advised. What now? He wondered. 
 
    He could hear Tiburon’s voice commanding someone away from the door. 
 
    “I just want to see him,” the woman replied. 
 
    “I said no!” Tiburon replied. 
 
    “I won’t hurt him.” 
 
    He heard a gasp of pain. “Don’t ever question my authority,” Tiburon warned, his voice so deadly that it ran chills down Jason’s spine. 
 
    Cursing his own weakness, Jason stumbled to the door and opened it. He saw only a glimpse of the woman as Tiburon forced her into the other spare bedroom and locked the door. Tiburon seemed to sense Jason’s presence and turned to face him. His visage startled him. Tiburon’s eyes glowed with anger, his sharp white canines shining against his coal black skin. 
 
    There was a moment of silence between them while Jason waited for the attack from this inhuman creature before him. 
 
    “Shall I help you downstairs, Agent Connors? Your ride should be here soon.” 
 
    Jason reached for his jacket and gun. He didn’t ask how Tiburon knew someone was coming for him. He assumed Tiburon had picked up another extension. Given the events of the afternoon, he wasn’t about to complain over such a minor lack of courtesy. 
 
    Tiburon led him to the door. “Perhaps you would not mind waiting outside. There may be other listening devices in the house, and I don’t think anyone needs to know the hour you left here.” 
 
    Jason nodded then looked at his watch. It was two in the morning! No wonder Winston had been asleep. 
 
    He sat on the steps and waited for Winston, hoping to God this whole day was just one never-ending nightmare and he’d wake up soon. He was so disoriented and dizzy that he feared he would black out before Winston arrived. What the hell was wrong with him? 
 
    *** 
 
    He woke to a room of white. 
 
    “Hey, guy,” Winston said. 
 
    Jason looked around. Dear God, not a hospital, I can never explain why I’m here. “Where am I?” 
 
    “A hospital.” 
 
    Jason groaned. His career was over. 
 
    “Don’t worry. It’s a very private hospital. They keep no records. The CIA frequently uses their services. They won’t ask any questions.” 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    “But I will. Want to tell me what happened?” 
 
    Jason shook his head. “I think I was drugged.” 
 
    “What makes you think that?” Winston asked as he moved his chair closer. 
 
    “I blacked out. I woke up dizzy and disoriented.” 
 
    “Well according to the doctor, that’s because you’re missing almost three pints of blood.” He raised Jason’s hand and indicated the bandaged finger. “Besides this cut, he didn’t find any other wounds. Any idea how you lost three pints of blood from a finger prick?” 
 
    Jason shook his head. “Has Carmella reported in to you?” 
 
    “She did. Precisely on time. I know Kyle is impressed with her, but I gotta say, her report is a bit weird. You sure you sent the right person?” 
 
    Jason stared at his bandaged finger. “Do you know, if a UFO set down on the front lawn of the White House, most of my agents would manage to write a report which never mentioned a flying saucer? They wouldn’t even realize it. They would mull over what happened and reorganize the facts to match what they know to be possible. However, Carmella would describe the saucer in detail. She never stops and says: do I really want to be reporting this? She just digs in regardless of how bizarre the truth may sound.” 
 
    Winston smiled. “Well, I’m not sure how true it is, but she gets the prize for bizarre.” 
 
    Jason grabbed his friend’s hand. “Winston. I need you to tell me what she said, no matter how bizarre it sounded. I need to know her full report. Things are getting out of control. To be honest, I feel like I’m losing my mind. I need to understand what I’m involved in.” 
 
    Winston sighed and reached for his briefcase. “Well, I doubt this is going to clear anything up, but I kept writing, even after I determined your agent was a bit loco. Oh, you should know that Kyle confessed she had too much to drink the night before. He didn’t say, but there might have been drugs taken as well, so this may be some sort of hallucination.” 
 
    Jason shook his head. “That’s hard to believe. Just tell me what she said.” 
 
    “She’s sending a full report by a CIA courier today, but she felt it was important I tell you that Tiburon has previously impregnated at least twelve women, all of which have died due to complication of pregnancies.” 
 
    “Catina!” Jason cried out. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Nothing. Why did they die?” 
 
    “The fetus showed severe deformities. Now here’s where she goes off the deep end. She says in one case a live black panther cub weighing twelve point, two ounces—love the detail—is said to have clawed its way out of the mother’s womb during a third term trimester abortion. More likely the doctor killed the woman trying to abort at such a late stage.” 
 
    Jason remembered his dream of the claws ripping through Catina’s stomach. Oh God, please let this be a nightmare! “What happened?” 
 
    “Well, the good doctor killed the little cub. Said it was munching on its mother’s flesh. Do you want me to go on, or have you heard enough foolishness for one night?” 
 
    “What else did she say?” 
 
    “She said to warn you that the pregnant women…you’re gonna love this…I mean picture this little demure, soft spoken Agent saying this…” 
 
    “Just tell me damn it!” 
 
    “The pregnant women were virtually irresistible to men. All of the doctors remembered them as the most beautiful women they had ever met. In one case, the doctor shared his journal in which he described his lust a bit more vividly, finally consummating the desire one hour before he killed her performing a third trimester abortion.” 
 
    “Damn it, Winston. You’re mixing your words with hers. Don’t tell me your interpretation of what she said. Tell me exactly what she said. This is important!” 
 
    Winston sighed and skimmed his notes. “Fine. To be exact, she said that prior to the woman’s visit, the doctor claimed absolute devotion to his wife and children. His first entry of the woman commented on her extraordinary beauty. Subsequent entries became more erotic as his sexual desire for her increased. His work and family became secondary to his need to have her. Nothing else mattered but the woman. At the point he agreed to perform the abortion, he was so mesmerized he would have agreed to anything at all.” 
 
    “What was Carmella’s assessment?” 
 
    Winston rolled his eyes. “She believes these women exude a mating pheromone so strong that it overrides cognitive processing.” 
 
    “Good God!” Jason whispered. 
 
    “So, you want me to tell Kyle to bring your bizarre woman home?” 
 
    Jason stared at his friend for a moment. “How long have we been friends?” 
 
    “Awhile. Why? Are you about to ask me to do something illegal?” 
 
    “I am about to tell you something and I need you to set your cynicism aside and listen to me. Today, I drove over to Tiburon’s home, snuck up stairs and banged his pregnant wife for hours while he was on the grounds.” 
 
    “No way!” 
 
    “You want to know how I lost that blood? I let Catina Nelson suck it out of me from that tiny little wound on my finger.” 
 
    “Have you gone insane?” 
 
    “To be honest, I thought I had. You know me. I would never—never in a million years—do anything like this. Carmella’s assessment explains everything: what happened to me; why Dr. Taylor put his wife into an asylum—everything.” 
 
    “This is too weird.” 
 
    “You’ve seen the photo of Catina Nelson. What’s your impression?” 
 
    Winston shrugged. “She’s okay.” 
 
    “That was my impression the day I watched her and Tiburon behind a security mirror. However, the next day, when I met her face to face, I thought she was the most beautiful woman I had ever met. Don’t you see? It was the pheromones affecting my mind. And the more I was around her, the less rational I became. She’s like a drug. She is a drug.” 
 
    “Should we call in Narcotics?” 
 
    Jason shook his head. “You still aren’t buying any of this.” 
 
    “Truthfully? No. I don’t know what happened to you up in the house. Maybe it’s your time for a mid-life crisis. But there is no way I believe that a bunch of kitten-bearing women are wandering the earth, mesmerizing men.” 
 
    Jason paused. “He must have an antidote!” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “Taylor. He must know how to stop this. He certainly isn’t mesmerized anymore.” Upon removing the IV tube from his arm, Jason pushed himself out of bed. “Find my pants. I’ve got to talk with Taylor.” 
 
    “Can’t you wait until the doctor runs a few more tests? I’m still thinking they’ve drugged you.” 
 
    Jason opened the closet and located his pants. “You coming?” he asked as he dressed. 
 
    Winston sighed. “I think I’d better. You’re apt to fall on your face. You’re still about a pint low.” Winston nodded to the blood remaining in the transfusion bag. 
 
    *** 
 
    The sun was rising just as they reached Dr. Taylor’s mansion. The butler refused to wake his master, but Winston solved the standoff by dropping a metal urn on the marble floor. Its reverberating thunder was enough to wake the dead. 
 
    “Maxwell, what’s happened?” Dr. Taylor demanded from the top of the stairs. 
 
    “I’m sorry, sir! I told these gentlemen to return at a more suitable hour,” Maxwell tried to explain, but Jason pushed him aside and climbed the steps to Dr. Taylor. 
 
    “Is there an antidote?” 
 
    “An antidote?” the doctor replied in confusion. “For what?” 
 
    “For the pheromones!” When he reached the doctor, he clasped the neck of the doctor’s dressing gown in his fist. “Say you don’t know what I’m talking about and I’ll smash your face.” 
 
    “Shall I call the police, sir?” Maxwell asked. 
 
    “No, Maxwell, they are law enforcement. If you’ll release me, Agent Connors, we can discuss this in my library.” He stared at Winston as he stepped out of the shadows. “I suppose you might as well come in too.” 
 
    Dr. Taylor glared at Jason and then led them into the library. Once the door was closed behind them, he turned to Jason. “Before we discuss the antidote, I would like to know why you have brought the CIA into this. I did not approve their involvement.” 
 
    Jason approached him. “I don’t give a damn what you do and don’t approve. Now I’ll ask you again. Do you have an antidote?” 
 
    Dr. Taylor sighed. “Of course, I do. You can’t think around her without it. I would have continued to be her mindless acolyte if I hadn’t discovered how to block the pheromones.” 
 
    Jason shoved him against the wall. “You bastard. You sent me in knowing what would happen. Is this all part of your plan? Did you want me to be some mindless dick with legs?” 
 
    “Of course not! But if you had returned her to me when I asked, you would have been safe. She can’t manipulate humans in her animal state.” 
 
    “What the hell are you talking about? What animal state? I’m talking about Catina Nelson.” 
 
    The doctor was stunned. “The woman? How can that be? She’s human.” 
 
    “She’s also pregnant with his child and according to my field agent all of the women pregnant with Tiburon’s offspring seem to exude high levels of pheromones.” 
 
    Dr. Taylor collapsed in a chair and rubbed his shoulder. “Offspring. My God! He has successfully mated with humans?” 
 
    Jason poured the doctor a glass of water and handed it to him. He was afraid the one hundred and thirty-eight-year old doctor might be having a heart attack. “Ginkabo has uncovered twelve pregnancies, none of which resulted in a live offspring.” 
 
    Dr. Taylor’s face visibly relaxed. “Thank God! For a moment, I feared all my work these years had been in vain.” He held his hand out. “Help me up.” 
 
    “You should rest,” Jason replied. 
 
    “I can rest later. I need to show you my laboratory while I still can. I wish your Agent Ginkabo was with you. Then I could feel confident nothing I said would be forgotten. An amazing woman. She could do anything in the world, and all she wants to do is research work for the FBI. She’d be so much better suited for the sciences. What I could have done if I had a mind like hers.” The doctor typed a code into his computer and a section of the library wall slid open, allowing entry into a hidden room. 
 
    Once they had all entered, the door slid closed. The doctor went to a cabinet and retrieved a small vial. “This is the antidote. Place one drop in the back of your throat every thirty minutes you are in contact with the woman. It tastes quite hideous, but that’s how you know it’s working. When it stops making you want to vomit, you’ll know it is time for another dose. You’ll have to reapply if you drink any fluids. Also, if you take more than two drops in an hour you can expect to suffer severe stomach cramps and diarrhea.” 
 
    “Sounds like a great antidote,” Winston said with clear sarcasm. 
 
    “It took me years to develop it. I wouldn’t have been able to do so if Morta didn’t prefer her cat state to human. While she remained a cat, her pheromones didn’t affect me.” 
 
    “Wait a minute,” Winston interrupted. “Are you saying Mrs. Nelson becomes a cat?” 
 
    “No. Mrs. Nelson is human. I’m saying Tiburon and his sister, Morta, are able to take the form of humans, but their natural shape is of a creature that resembles a very large black panther.” 
 
    Winston shook his head. “Has the entire world gone crazy?” 
 
    Dr. Taylor made his way to the lab chair and sat down. It seemed to Jason that his age was catching up to him. He looked much older now. 
 
    “Do you know how I knew you were CIA?” 
 
    “I wondered why you thought that,” Winston admitted. 
 
    “You were a finalist for this job. You have a lot of good qualities, but Agent Connors had one quality you lacked.” 
 
    Winston’s eyes twinkled. “What might that be?” 
 
    “An open mind. Agent Connors has the ability to accept facts that fly in the face of what we believe is real. You do not.” 
 
    “I’m wounded by your harsh evaluation of me but fear not. I’ll get over it.” Looking at Jason, he asked, “Are we done here?” 
 
    Jason remained focused on the doctor. “Exactly what do you expect me to do?” 
 
    Dr. Taylor shrugged. “Whatever you deem necessary to protect the human race.” 
 
    “And that would be?” 
 
    “Whatever is necessary,” the doctor reiterated. “To date I have prevented Morta from successfully breeding offspring. But now, Tiburon has regained his sister. If they breed, it will only be a matter of time before their offspring becomes the dominant species on earth.” 
 
    “Then why didn’t you kill his sister when you had her?” Winston asked. 
 
    “Because first, I was enthralled and later I was a fool. I was enraptured with the ability of their blood to prolong life. For years, I have been trying to analyze it and create a synthetic version.” 
 
    “All the while taking blood from Morta to remain alive,” Jason said. 
 
    The doctor looked angry. “Of course. I had to. Their blood, once you’ve become accustomed to it, is highly addictive. Your body craves it. Your mind can think of nothing else. She first shared her blood while I was enthralled. Later, when she had lost power over me, she attempted to deny me, so I kept her in a weakened state and took daily transfusions, some for my study and some for myself. I had no choice. I was the only one who knew what they were. If I died of old age, there would be no one left to protect mankind.” 
 
    “And exactly how have you protected mankind?” Winston asked. “According to you, the danger remains. All your years of study has resulted in nothing but your extended life.” 
 
    “That’s not true. I have learned a lot about them. For one thing, they are very difficult to kill.” 
 
    “Why’s that?” 
 
    “They heal remarkably fast. On several occasions, I attempted to perform surgery on Morta in her panther state. When I would attempt to slice into the skin, it would heal together minutes after my slice. The only way I could keep the skin open was to place a metal barrier between the flesh as I sliced. Also, X-rays indicated significant anatomical differences between a panther and Morta. I suspect the same holds true when they are in their human state.” 
 
    “So what are you saying? We need a silver bullet to kill them?” Winston asked. 
 
    “No. I don’t think you can kill them with a bullet or knife. I also haven’t found a poison that will work.” 
 
    “Then how do you kill them?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” the doctor admitted. “I’ve studied the problem for over fifty years, and I simply don’t know.” 
 
    Winston looked at Jason. “This is all bullshit. You have your magic potion. Can we go now?” 
 
    Jason studied the doctor for a moment and nodded. “Thanks for the antidote,” he said and left with Winston. 
 
    *** 
 
    “Alien creatures that can’t be killed,” muttered Winston once they were in the car driving home. 
 
    “He’s lying about that, but I don’t know why. Ginkabo said the doctor killed the baby panther.” 
 
    Winston shook his head. “Not you too! This is all way too weird for me! I’ll stick with drug cartels and Eastern block assassins if you don’t mind.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 21 
 
     Kyle noticed the light under Carmella’s door and lightly knocked. Upon no answer, he opened the door and looked in, expecting to find her asleep. He was wrong. She was wide-awake, crossed-legged in the bed, with her computer in her lap. Papers scattered around her like fallen leaves from a tree. 
 
    Kyle spoke her name, but she didn’t look up. Was she pissed? Now what had he done? He was about to leave her in her sulky solitude when he noticed the small earphones pressed in her ears. He walked over and pulled them out. She started at his touch and looked up at him with those round doe eyes. 
 
    “Don’t you sleep?” he asked. 
 
    “Not much.” She stopped the disc player. 
 
    He moved some papers from his way and sat down on the edge of the bed. She looked concerned about the papers he now held in his hands. “I’ll just hold them in my lap, and when I get up to leave, I’ll put them right back where they were.” 
 
    She smiled. “Sorry, but there is an organization to the piles.” 
 
    “I never doubted that for a minute.” He leaned over to see what was on the computer that occupied her attention. “What’s that?” he asked as he saw the diagram of a male body. “Anatomy 101?” 
 
    She turned the screen, so he could see. “Anatomy Twilight Zone is more like it. Based on Dr. Branston’s autopsy of the cub, and the legends of various tribes who have encountered the Warrior, I’m trying to recreate the Warriors most probable anatomy.” 
 
    Kyle stared at the figure. “That’s a probable anatomy? You have the stomach where the heart should be. And where is the brain?” 
 
    Carmella pointed to the hands and feet. 
 
    “His brains are in his feet?” 
 
    “Dr. Branston’s autopsy of the cub discussed an unusual grey fatty matter in the palms of the cat paws.” 
 
    “And what was in the brain cavity?” 
 
    “Not much in brain matter. Most of the space held advanced mechanisms for hearing, seeing and biting. The cub had an inventory of teeth that would make the profession of dentistry obsolete. And while the doctor couldn’t identify the purpose of additional components, he speculated, and I agree, that they provided the creature with enhanced vision and smell.” 
 
    “But why would nature put the brain in the hands and feet. Wouldn’t that make the creature vulnerable to brain damage?” 
 
    “The doctor said the fatty mass in the hands was covered by a thick cartilage.” 
 
    “But four brains?” 
 
    “At least five, because there was a component of the same fatty mass in the head, which by the way, the skull was made of cartilage, not bone.” 
 
    “But how do you work with five brains?” 
 
    “I suspect the same way a computer does in a network. Destroying one brain will not kill the creature. You have to destroy at least four of them simultaneously.” She looked at Kyle. “That’s how the doctor killed the cub. He snared all the paws at once with the clamps. He was so terrified of the thing, I suspect he pinched the clamps tightly to prevent it from getting away…so tight, that he severed all four brain chords.” 
 
    “But the cub still had the brain in the head…” 
 
    “That was insufficient to keep the cub alive.” 
 
    Kyle pointed to the stomach near the neck. “The doctor found the cub’s stomach up there?” 
 
    “At least what he thought was the cub’s stomach…” Carmella replied. “And the heart is protected with a heavy rubbery cartilage between the hips.” 
 
    “Where’s the liver?” 
 
    “Doesn’t seem to have one. Nor a kidney. It’s possible that the stomach performs those functions. Hard to say.” 
 
    Kyle rubbed his eyes. This was Anatomy from the Twilight Zone. “Assuming the doctor was correct in his autopsy, what makes you think you can transfer the deformities of the cub onto the Warrior?” 
 
    Carmella rolled her neck to relieve the tenseness. Kyle massaged the tightness away. “Thanks.” She closed her eyes to the pleasure of his hands. 
 
    He leaned closer and spoke in her ear. “Are you going to answer my question?” 
 
    “What? Right. What makes me think the Warrior has a similar anatomy? The Warrior didn’t get the reputation for immortality because he doesn’t age. He got it because he doesn’t die.” Carmella pointed to a pile on the left-hand corner of her bed. “Stories which tell of brave tribesmen who have thrown spears into his chest with no effect.” She pointed to another pile. “Ditto with head injuries. In fact, there’s one story in there that claims the Warrior’s head was completely severed, but he placed it back upon his shoulders, and within minutes, resumed fighting.” 
 
    “Right,” Kyle smirked. 
 
    “I know the stories sound absurd if you look at them through our anatomy. But if they happened to a man with this anatomy,” Carmella said tapping the screen, “then it’s all too possible.” 
 
    “Heads growing back on?” Kyle shook his head. 
 
    “It’s not a life critical appendage in this anatomy. Even our body regenerates itself. We can reconnect a severed finger with surgery. This would imply that the regenerative capabilities of the Warrior are more advanced than ours, but similar in nature.” 
 
    “And you believe this?” 
 
    Carmella saved the file and shut off the computer. She knew she’d be getting no more work done tonight. “I don’t have enough facts to make a conclusion yet. Which is why I must meet the Warrior first hand.” 
 
    Kyle hoped he had heard wrong. “Excuse me?” 
 
    “I’m going to go in the jungle…” 
 
    “No,” Kyle said firmly. 
 
    “…and locate the tribe.” 
 
    “No,” he repeated. 
 
    She sighed and looked at him. “You don’t have to go.” 
 
    “I’m not going.” 
 
    Carmella looked down at her hands and nodded. 
 
    “And neither are you,” he added. 
 
    She looked up in defiance. “You can’t stop me. I don’t report to you.” 
 
    Kyle grabbed her by her shoulders and pulled her closer to him. “I don’t give a damn who you report to. I’m telling you that you aren’t going in the jungle. And I will stop you…even if I have to hog tie you and carry you home in my luggage.” 
 
    “You’ve no right.” 
 
    “I’ve got every right,” he replied. “I’ve got every right in the world.” He was about to explain his reason, to explain that he had fallen in love with her and would move heaven and hell to keep her safe. But the words could not be shared with the angry defiant face before him. She hadn’t asked for his love. She didn’t want it. Before he weakened his position with professions of love, his lips came down, hard upon hers, forcing her to yield to his physical demands. 
 
    He was oblivious to the scattering of the papers, even the computer he pushed from her lap. Her hands resisted, but the blows were like flaps of butterfly wings against him. And soon, they stopped as her passion took hold. 
 
    *** 
 
    He woke, momentarily confused by his surroundings, smiling when he realized last night had not been a dream after all. He reached over to pull Carmella closer to him, but she was gone. Perhaps she was in the bathroom. As he surveyed the room, he knew she wasn’t. Her notes and computer were gone. He stared incomprehensibly at the spot of blood on the sheets. There was no way a beautiful woman in her mid-twenties could be a virgin, yet even as he concluded this, he felt a sickening lump grow in his stomach. He had thought her tight and small, but then she had opened to him. 
 
    “Idiot!” he cursed himself. He hadn’t realized. In all his experience with women, he had never once made love to a virgin. He hadn’t recognized the signs. How could she be a virgin? How could anyone so lovely, so utterly desirable be left untouched into her mid-twenties? 
 
    He returned to his room and dressed. If she were still here, he would no doubt run like hell away from her. However, she wasn’t here, and he knew where she had gone. His only question now was how long it would take him to gather a group of trackers and go after her. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 22 
 
    Catina woke to the musky cat odor she associated with Tiburon. She smiled and rolled over to face him. Her smile dissolved at the dark and sinister woman seated on the bed beside her. Evil did not even begin to express what Cat saw in those eyes. She knew this creature intended to kill her. Adrenaline coursed through her body giving her the spurt of energy to catapult herself from the bed and into the bathroom, locking the door before the evil thing could reach her. 
 
    What the hell was that? she wondered, knowing the answer even as she formed the question. Tiburon’s sister. Evil incarnate. No wonder the natives named her Black Death. Catina pressed against the locked door, fearing the creature might have a key. Her heart beat a thousand times a second. God, this must be what a mouse feels like when sported by a cat. She sensed the creature directly outside the door. Every fiber in her body screamed “run.” She heard the low guttural growl of laughter and light scratching on the other side of the door. Terror welled inside her. Somebody help me! she silently cried. To her surprise, it was not Tiburon’s image which came to mind as she summoned help. It was the FBI agent, Jason Connors. 
 
    Why? She wondered. It was Tiburon she loved, Tiburon who had saved her from death. Her heart suddenly chilled. If Tiburon was the panther, then he had caused her near-death experience. He had only saved her when he realized she would be useful to him. He had needed her so he could retrieve his sister, the evil creature on the other side of the door. Now that he had freed the creature from hell, perhaps he saw her as disposable. Perhaps the she-devil was here to kill on his command and blessing. 
 
    She jammed the back of the dressing table chair under the doorknob and turned on the shower to hide the noise of her movements. She opened the window, hoping to see signs of any of the FBI agents that Tiburon claimed watched the place. She could see nothing. Jason help me, she silently pleaded. “Help me,” she whispered as she slid to the floor in helpless desperation. 
 
    The scratching on the door suddenly stopped. A few moments later the door handle turned. “Cat?” Tiburon called out from the other side. When she didn’t answer, he turned the knob several times in growing frustration. She had no doubt that in a few more seconds he would break it down. 
 
    “What?” She kept her voice calm and subdued. 
 
    “What are you doing?” 
 
    “Taking a shower.” 
 
    “Why is the door locked?” 
 
    “Is it? I hadn’t noticed.” 
 
    There was silence on the other side. Had he gone away? She knew he hadn’t. Her whole body tensed and froze as she waited, expecting the door to splinter into a thousand pieces any moment. 
 
    The sound of a car driving to the house broke through her paralysis. She stood and looked out the window. It was Jason. He had heard her. He had come for her. 
 
    *** 
 
    “You seem anxious to put your magic potion to the test,” Winston said as they pulled up to Catina Nelson’s house. 
 
    Jason didn’t reply. He had no response that wouldn’t make him sound crazier than he already did. He had planned to drop Winston off at his office, when he was suddenly overwhelmed by the certainty Catina was in immediate and mortal danger. He turned the car around and headed towards the estate at break-neck speed. 
 
    Winston’s objections were ignored, his questions left unanswered. What explanation could Jason offer that would in any way satisfy his friend? His reasoning was insane. She needed him. That’s all there was. 
 
    *** 
 
    As they stopped the car and got out, Winston looked around. “Tell you what, partner. I’ll have a look around the place while you dally with the mistress. Oh, and don’t forget your magic potion.” 
 
    Before Jason could suggest Winston might also want to take some, his friend was gone. 
 
    Jason touched the bottle with a que-tip and dabbed the liquid on the back of his tongue. The foulness made his body shake so violently that he dropped the open bottle. Before he could recover it from the floor of his car, over half the bottle’s liquid had poured onto the carpet. “Damn!” he cursed, knowing this was the only bottle Dr. Taylor had. Since he had no idea how quickly Dr. Taylor could produce another bottle, he must treat it as the only bottle there would ever be. Now it was half-full. His concern over this matter helped him to withstand the sudden desire to hack out his tongue to stop the foulness that presently overwhelmed his senses. How in God’s name had Taylor withstood this? It was nearly impossible to think with such repulsive foulness battering his senses. 
 
    He waited several moments and then put the half-empty bottle into his jacket pocket. Taylor had said he would need to reapply in thirty minutes. He would do everything within his power to be away before that became necessary, but just in case, he would take the bottle with him. 
 
    He stepped out of the car and looked around for Winston. He sensed something was very wrong and he wished his friend had remained close by. Together they were stronger than apart. 
 
     “Mr. Connors,” Catina whispered from the second story window. 
 
    Jason felt, more than heard her call. He looked up and sensed her presence behind the screen. He surveyed the area and saw no one around as he walked closer to the window. 
 
    She removed the screen and crawled out onto the sloping roof of the porch beneath. “I must leave here. Will you help me?” 
 
    “Of course,” he said, once again looking around for danger. “Come to the edge and I’ll help you down.” 
 
    She half-crawled, half-slid to the edge. She wore a silky nightgown, meant to seduce more than cover. In the bright sunlight, it revealed more than Jason wished to see. She edged over the gutter and slid down, letting her feet land first on his shoulders and then, holding the gutter for balance and partial weight, stepping into his arms and sliding down between the loop of his arms until her feet touched the ground. 
 
    Jason released her, wondering if the foul-tasting serum was working at all. Her gown had slid up considerably during the last maneuver, and her semi-naked proximity aroused him painfully. He focused on her exquisite body. 
 
    “We have to leave now,” Catina whispered. “Before he knows I’m gone. Quick! We haven’t much time.” 
 
    Jason pulled himself together and moved, expecting the looming blackness of Tiburon to appear any moment. He got Catina into the car and slid into the driver’s side, expecting an attack, but none came. The house remained quiet. He pulled the keys from his pocket and fumbled with the starter for a second before the engine came to life. 
 
    “Hurry” Catina whispered, her voice shaky and low. “Please hurry.” 
 
    Just then the most inhuman cry of anguish thundered through the air. Jason looked up and saw Tiburon looking down at him from the window above. Never in his life had he seen a look more deadly. A chill ran up his spine. He stomped on the gas pedal, pulled the car out of the driveway, and headed full speed down the mountain. 
 
    He had gone no more than a mile when he slammed on the breaks and pulled to the side. “Shit!” he screamed and slammed down his hand on the steering wheel. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” Catina asked. “Why have you stopped?” 
 
    “Winston. I left Winston. He was around the back, checking out the house.” 
 
    He pulled the car around and headed back up the mountain. 
 
    “You can’t go back up there!” 
 
    “I have to. I left my partner.” 
 
    She reached out and touched his arm. “Jason, please. If you go back up, it will mean both of our lives…” 
 
    He looked at her hand grasping his arm. Nothing. Thank God, he had taken the antidote or poor Winston would be forgotten and abandoned. 
 
    “And what about Winston?” 
 
    “There’s nothing we can do for him. If either Tiburon or his sister has found him, he is most certainly dead by now.” 
 
    Jason suddenly pulled to the side of the road. He pulled a piece of paper from a clip on the dashboard and wrote down a number. He handed this to her. “Turn the car around and head down to safety. There’s a 7-Eleven at the bottom. Stop long enough to call this number and tell them that Jason Connors said he needs immediate backup. Give them the address and then get the hell out of there. They’ll probably tell you to wait there, but don’t do it. Instead, call this number,” he said as he wrote down another number and handed it to her, “Ask for Carl and say I asked him to take you in for the night. He’ll find a safe house for you.” 
 
    Catina accepted the papers but looked far from satisfied with the solution. “Don’t go back up there, please. You’re all I’ve got now,” she whispered. 
 
    Again, the emotions Jason felt were strong enough to make him question whether the antidote was working. How much time had passed? he wondered. “I have to. I shouldn’t have left Winston there at all.” He opened the car door and stepped out. “Get out of here so I know you’re safe. And call for that backup.” 
 
    He slammed the door and began a jog up the mountain. As his breath became ragged he questioned this plan of his. Maybe he should have gotten a little closer to the house before getting out of the car. He heard the car turn around and stopped a moment to watch it drive down the road. “Good girl,” he panted and headed up the mountain. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 23 
 
    Winston moved around the perimeter of the house with caution. While he didn’t believe people turned into cats, he realized his friend could be involved in something dangerous. He felt a quick check of the premises would be prudent. 
 
    The aesthetics of the garden escaped his notice as he scowled at the clumps of six foot rose bushes and shrubbery which could hide danger from his view. A crying sound came from beyond the garden, and Winston headed towards it. He entered the cat refuge and silently checked out the cages as he moved by, still following the crying sound. It seemed almost human. 
 
    The sound came from one of the cages. He had never heard a cat cry like that. He stared hard into the dark enclosure, looking for the source. Finally, his eyes adjusted to the darkness, and he saw the naked black woman lying on the stone, her face buried in her arms, her body racking with each sob of tears. 
 
    “Ma’am are you hurt,” Winston asked in a low whisper. 
 
    The crying stopped, and the woman looked up. For a moment, she seemed almost wild and feral. In fact, for a brief moment, Winston thought she was a panther. But then she stood and glided towards him. Her sleek black body was perfect in every way. Her silky black hair, shimmered, even in the dim light of the cage. She seemed to have no embarrassment or modesty about her nudity. 
 
    “Help me,” she pleaded. 
 
    “Of course,” Winston replied, unable to tear his eyes from her body. 
 
    She pressed her body against the wire mesh, her fingers poking through to touch Winston’s hand on the other side. 
 
    The warm musk of her body filled Winston with a desire more intense than he had ever known. He pressed against the mesh in response to his sudden need to touch her, to love her. The mesh keeping them apart frustrated him. He looked for the door. She likewise made her way to the door, watching him steadily with those black eyes the entire way. 
 
    God, she was the most beautiful woman he had ever seen. He reached the cage door and pulled. A thick chain and lock kept it securely closed. 
 
    “Who did this?” Winston felt the urge to kill whoever had locked this beauty away from him. 
 
    “Free me.” 
 
    He pulled out his gun, aimed it at the chain and fired. The bullet hit the steel with a metallic twang and ricocheted off into the cage. The woman screamed in pain as she collapsed to the ground holding her bleeding hand. 
 
    “Jesus! Are you all right?” He threw himself against the mesh. 
 
    The woman huddled in such a tight circle she suddenly looked... Winston stared in confusion. There was no woman in the cage. The creature curled in the corner of the cage was a huge panther. He stepped away. A moment before he had been certain it was a woman. He had been trying to open the gate to let her out. Had he succeeded, that beast would have ripped him to shreds. 
 
    He re-holstered his gun and backed away from the cage and into the angry path of Tiburon. 
 
     “Who are you?” Tiburon asked as he grabbed Winston by the neck and slammed him against the cage. 
 
    “I’m here with Connors, FBI,” he gasped, amazed at the man’s lightning speed. 
 
    “You’re not FBI.” Tiburon reached in the man’s pocket and pulled out his ID. “CIA. What does the CIA want with the cat refuge?” 
 
    “I’m here with Connors,” he repeated. “The CIA isn’t interested in your activities. I’m just a bystander…” 
 
    “But you aren’t, you know.” 
 
    “Aren’t what?” Winston slid his hand to his gun holster. Tiburon’s agility and strength would far outclass his own well-honed martial arts. To survive he would either need to talk or shoot his way out. 
 
    “Either now. You aren’t here with Connors, because he just kidnapped my wife against her will and drove away. And likewise, you aren’t a bystander. You’ve trespassed on my lands and attempted to kill my panther.” 
 
    “I wasn’t trying to kill her. I was trying to….” Winston stopped, realizing that admitting he was trying to set a giant panther free upon the city was hardly a brilliant admission. Nor could he reasonably explain he had thought she was a woman. “Look, I didn’t mean to hurt her. The bullet ricocheted; fortunately, I think it only struck a paw.” 
 
    Tiburon took the news like a blow. He dropped the man and pushed him away as he scrambled to unlock the gate and tend to the panther. 
 
    The panther did not move as Tiburon took her paw and studied it. Finally, he set it down and stroked her head. Whatever kindness he felt was totally void from his eyes when they turned and rested upon Winston. 
 
    With unbelievable speed, Tiburon was upon him, pulling him into the cage. “Damn you! You’ve no idea what you’ve done, but you will pay. With your life, you will pay!” He lifted Winston up and body slammed him down upon the ground in front of the panther, holding him still as the injured panther took a bite from his leg. 
 
    Pain seared through Winston as he screamed. He pulled the gun and shot into Tiburon’s chest. Winston watched as the black giant’s eyes narrowed from the pain, but he only released one hand to slap the gun from Winston’s grip. 
 
    “That’s not possible,” Winston exclaimed, but before he could delve into the thought further, the panther tore another chunk of flesh from his thigh. The pain became too much, and Winston lost consciousness. 
 
    *** 
 
    Jason rounded the corner just as he heard Winston’s scream. He had known Winston for over twenty years and had never heard the man utter a sound over the various injuries he had occurred. Dear God, had they just killed him? 
 
    As he came upon the cage with his gun drawn, it took several moments for the horror of the scene before him to sink in. Tiburon was feeding Winston to the panther. Jason raised the gun and fired several shots into the panther. One in the head and two in the front paw he could see, and a back paw not entirely tucked beneath her body. 
 
    Tiburon stood and blocked her body from further assault. He moved slowly toward Jason. “I had such high hopes for you, Agent Connors, but my confidence was terribly misplaced. All you had to do was let us go. I would have let you have the woman. I only wanted the cub.” 
 
    “You failed to mention Catina would die in the birthing process.” Jason lowered his gun until it was pointed to the ground. 
 
    “We don’t know that. I have never bred with someone so large before. She might be fine.” 
 
    “With her stomach ripped open and devoured by the creature inside her?” Jason allowed Tiburon to come closer, knowing the man’s speed and agility, knowing he was already too close for safety. 
 
    Tiburon looked surprised. “How do you know this? Taylor could not know. Morta is sterile. How do you know so much about my women?” 
 
    “I have an agent doing a little background work on you. That’s close enough.” 
 
    Tiburon ignored him and continued moving towards him. His mind was awhirl with this information. This would imply one of his cubs had actually been born alive. Which cub and to whom? “What you fear will not happen, I assure you.” 
 
    “It has before,” Jason replied. “But you’re right, it won’t again.’ Without warning, he fired a shot into Tiburon’s right foot. Before he could shoot the left, Tiburon was atop him, crashing him to the ground with his massive weight. 
 
    Tiburon wanted more than anything to kill the agent, but he couldn’t, not before he discovered what the man knew and with whom he had shared this information. A cub of his had been born alive…which? He thought back to the thirty-eight women he had impregnated. The image of Wyla Thomas came to mind. 
 
    She had successfully carried into the final trimester. She had disappeared a few weeks before the cub’s birth. Several months later, when he located the hospital, the doctors said she had died during childbirth complications. Neither mother nor child had survived. The doctor who had delivered had taken a sabbatical, so Tiburon had not been able to get very many details. However, the details he had received matched his prior disappointments. The human body tended to reject the alien fetuses and spontaneously abort them. 
 
    “What do you know?” insisted Tiburon as he re-channeled his thinking processes from the injured paw to his other brains. Was it accidental luck, or had Taylor figured out their vulnerability was in their hands and feet? When Jason didn’t reply, he stood and lifted the agent up to a standing position. “Do you have family, Mr. Connors? Because unless you tell me the truth right now, I will see they all die a most hideous death. Have you any idea of the pain of being staked to the ground and eaten while alive?” 
 
    When Connors still did not speak, Tiburon grew weary of the questions. He held the man in a chokehold until he fell unconscious. He dropped the man, like an unwanted bag of garbage and stepped back, allowing room to transform into a panther. 
 
    *** 
 
    The panther pulled the unconscious body into the shade and sank down, ready to begin his meal. A sound from the cage brought his sister’s welfare back to his forethought. He rose and trotted into the cage to check on her. He was stunned to discover her dead. That’s impossible, he thought until he saw the blood oozing from her other front paw and hind leg. He had thought the agent shot at him. He had thought the man a poor marksman, but Connors must know. The CIA’s shot had been accidental, but not Connors’. This man knew their weak point. 
 
    He roared in fury. They had murdered his sister. He would revenge her death a hundred-fold…a thousand-fold! He nuzzled his sister again, unable to believe she was truly dead. Morta, beautiful Morta would never run the African plains with him again. The clicking of metal caused him to whirl around. The CIA agent had awoken from his faint and managed to pull himself outside. Why had he not noticed? Had he been so distracted by the news Connors told him, that he had not noticed the man’s escape from the cage? Impossible! But then Morta’s death was impossible, or so he would have thought. He leapt against the wire mesh. It bowed against his weight but held. He stood back and willed himself into human form. A panther could not open the gate, but a man certainly could. 
 
    He walked towards the gate, staring into the eyes of the CIA agent. He would enjoy devouring them both! Then he would find Catina and they would flee from here. He watched the human fumble with the gate. Fool, he thought. I can open the gate as easily as… He stopped, remembering the chain and lock he had placed on the gate only a few hours before. The human could lock him in! With lightning speed, he smashed against the gate and pulled up on the lever. 
 
    The gate opened with the explosion of his weight behind it but caught on the chain Winston had managed to wrap around the post and the gate. Winston pushed against the gate as he pressed down on the lock and snapped it into place. Pulling the key from the bottom of the lock, he stepped away from the raging maniac on the other side of the gate. He had little confidence the gate would hold for long. He limped to Connors. He was glad to find his friend alive, but sorry to find no gun. 
 
    “Looking for this, Mr. CIA?” Tiburon asked, aiming a gun at Winston. 
 
    Winston froze and held up his hands, still holding the key to the cage. 
 
    “Unless you wish me to kill your friend, I suggest you open this cage.” 
 
    Winston didn’t move. He knew if he opened the cage, that Tiburon would kill them both in an instant. Yet, if he didn’t open the cage, Tiburon would shoot them. He knelt beside Jason. “Jason, wake up. This really isn’t a time to be sleeping.” 
 
    “Your friend dies now because you failed to act.” Tiburon aimed at Jason and pulled the trigger. 
 
    “Tiburon! Put the gun down!” Catina yelled as she ran towards them. 
 
    Tiburon looked up as he fired. It was Catina, she had come back to him. 
 
    She ran to the gate and tried to open it, confused by the chain. 
 
    “Get the key from him,” Tiburon ordered. 
 
    She turned and looked at the stranger and then her eyes fell to the body of Jason. 
 
    “Jason!” She ran to his side. “What happened to him?” 
 
    “Your husband almost choked him to death.” 
 
    “Oh Jason, I told you not to come back. I begged you,” she whispered as she cradled his head in her lap. 
 
    “Catina, get the key!” Tiburon demanded. 
 
    “Will he be all right?” She looked up at the man, realizing this must be the man Jason had come back for. 
 
    “If you can help me carry him to the car,” the man said. 
 
    The gun blast brought them back to reality. Catina turned and faced her husband. 
 
    He aimed the gun at Jason. “Open this gate now, or he’s dead.” 
 
    “Tiburon don’t do this,” she pleaded as she walked towards him. 
 
    “It is the only way. Don’t you see? We have to leave here. They have killed Morta. You are all I have left. We must leave here and go someplace safe.” 
 
    “We will,” she promised him. “But let them go first.” 
 
    “No!” he raged. “They killed Morta! I will not let them go!” 
 
    Catina stepped back from the cage. “I say they go.” 
 
    Tiburon aimed the gun at Jason. “I say they die.” Before he could fire, she stepped into the path of his aim. 
 
    “Get out of the way!” 
 
    “No. If you insist on killing them, you must risk killing me and our child.” 
 
    “Catina!” Tiburon roared. “Do not cross me on this!” 
 
    Fear shivered up her spine, but she held her position as Winston got Jason to his feet and slowly pulled his friend up the trail. Catina followed close behind. She blocked Tiburon’s line of sight until they turned the first bend. The moment Tiburon could no longer see them, she ran to help Winston, who had collapsed against a large boulder. 
 
    “Hurry,” Catina urged. “I don’t know how long that cage will hold him.” 
 
    Winston shook his head. “I would love to hurry, but I’ve lost too much blood myself.” Then he collapsed on top of Jason. 
 
    Catina pushed him off Jason. She would come back for Jason’s friend later. First, she half-carried, half-dragged Jason to the car. She was struggling unsuccessfully to get him in the back seat when Milo drove up. She had never been so happy to see anyone in her entire life. 
 
    *** 
 
    Milo stared at the two unconscious men in the back seat. They looked dead. “Cat, they need a doctor!” He held on to the seat as Catina took the curve much too fast. “And if you don’t slow down, we’ll all need one.” 
 
    “I can’t slow down. I’ve got to get out of range before he gets out of that cage.” 
 
    “Did they go into a cage? The blond guy’s leg looks mauled.” 
 
    Catina was about to tell him the truth but stopped. How could he believe the truth? It sounded insane. No one would ever believe her. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 24 
 
    Carmella was livid with rage, but she didn’t let it show. The native tracker had negotiated an outrageous fee to take her to the Warrior, and now he wanted more. She studied his face closely. He wasn’t frightened as he claimed to be. He was simply greedy. 
 
    She reached into her backpack and pulled out the gun Kyle had procured for her. Aiming it directly at his head, she stated clearly in his tribal tongue, “I have paid you more than a fair price and you will fulfill your end of the bargain.” She wasn’t certain whether the man looked so surprised because she had spoken his language, or because she countered with a gun. 
 
    “If you shoot me, you’ll be lost in the jungle forever.” 
 
    She shrugged. 
 
    He studied her eyes for a moment and seemed to accept this unexpected turn of events. They continued through the vague jungle trail for several miles. As they moved deeper into the jungle, Carmella sensed they were not alone. Something followed them. 
 
    The native’s pace quickened, and his trail became confused. He would walk a hundred feet north, then turn west then turn south. He was running her in a circle! 
 
    She called for him to hold up as she stopped to get her compass out of the pack. She steadied the round cylinder in her hand and watched the dial swing. She was right: they were now heading south. She put the compass in her pocket and pulled out the gun, cocking it for immediate use. The native would honor his contract, or he would die right along with her. 
 
    Or not… 
 
    The man was gone. She studied the area she had seen him last, but there was no sign as to what direction he had disappeared. The sensation that someone or something was watching her intensified. In one fluid motion she raised the gun above her head and fired into the thick green canopy of the vine covered trees. 
 
    The gunshot thundered, followed by screeching birds escaping the area, and then utter silence reigned. 
 
    She listened, waiting for any clue of her watcher, her gun darting from side to side, up to the canopy above and back to another side as little noises erupted around her. A clear snap of a twig turned her north, but before she could fire into the foliage, a giant blackness struck her from the side with a force strong enough to send her into oblivion. 
 
    *** 
 
    She awoke choking from the smoke-filled air. Every nerve in her body screamed for her to run. Unfortunately, the cutting pain in her wrists and ankles indicated that was not possible. She opened her eyes a tiny slit to see if she were alone. She appeared to be lying on the dirt floor of a native hut. The only light came from the small crawlspace opening by her feet and the rays of light filtering through the slates of bamboo on the sides and roof. 
 
    The stench of rotting flesh was overwhelming, making her stomach heave. She forced herself to re-swallow the bile rising in her throat. This was no time to be gagging and coughing. She needed to escape before they realized she had awakened. 
 
    Her backpack lay a few feet away. It appeared undisturbed. If she could get to it and find her pocket knife, she might have a chance. Slowly she wiggled and rolled toward the backpack. She was almost there when the darkness in the corner spoke. 
 
    “You would escape without seeing the man you’ve come so far to see?” 
 
    She froze for a moment, then shuffled herself so she could see better into the dark corner. A giant man stepped forward and knelt beside her. His skin was true black. His long straight hair streamed down upon his shoulders like streaks of black rain. He was without question the most beautiful creature she had ever seen. 
 
    “You are the Warrior.” 
 
    He smiled, exposing his sharp pointed canines which glowed with whiteness. “I am sometimes called that.” He held a small sliver of metal in his giant hands. Her pocketknife. He pried the blade open and leaned forward deftly slicing the leather straps binding her hands and legs. 
 
    Released from the bondage, she pushed herself into a seated position and continued to study him as he studied her. Neither spoke for several minutes. 
 
    “Where are you from?” she asked. 
 
    He looked surprised by her question. “You come to my jungle and ask me where I live?” 
 
    “No, before that. What planet? Is it in our galaxy?” 
 
    Her question surprised the Warrior. He leaned back on his haunches and studied her a bit more. He had planned to kill her for his evening meal since she was much too small to bear him offspring. However, she intrigued him. She entered the jungle in search of him. She awoke a prisoner yet showed no fear. And now she wanted to know what planet he called home. 
 
    “I was born on a ship. This is the only planet I have known.” 
 
    Her lovely doe eyes studied him. “Besides your offspring, are there others like you on this planet?” 
 
    She knew of his offspring? He leaned forward and studied her. She was a clever young thing, a pity she was so small. “No.” He found pleasure in discussing his life with someone intelligent enough to understand what he really was. “At least, not that I am aware. My ship only carried myself. I traveled two galaxies before the guidance system located a planet capable of supporting me.” 
 
    “What was the purpose of your journey?” 
 
    He again seemed surprised by her question. “My purpose?” 
 
    “Yes…the reason why you were traveling in the ship.” 
 
    He frowned. “I don’t know. My first memories are as a cub, living in the ship.” 
 
    “Alone?” 
 
    “Yes,” he replied, his voice guarded now. 
 
    “No Mother, no other cub?” 
 
    “No,” he replied with terseness. 
 
    *** 
 
    Carmella studied his face. Had that been guilt she saw flash upon his expression? 
 
    “It seems odd, that they would put you in a ship all alone, with no parent nor mate.” 
 
    He turned away from her gaze for a moment. When he turned back, his eyes dilated with anger. “It seems odd someone who is going to soon be eaten alive would bother herself with my cubhood.” 
 
    She seemed unperturbed by either his anger or her impending death. “I’m a researcher. I collect facts and try to make sense out of them.” 
 
    “And you have come to collect facts about me?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    He studied her further. When he finally spoke again, sadness replaced his anger. “It seems a high price to pay for knowledge.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Your life. You do realize I will never let you leave here alive?” 
 
    “I knew it was a possibility.” 
 
    “But still you came.” 
 
    “I had to. It was the only way to discover the truth about you. I could not sort facts from fantasy.” She rubbed her eyes. The smoky air burned them. 
 
    “Come.” He grabbed her arm and pulled her from the hut into the fresh air. 
 
    The clean freshness of the air shocked her system, sending her body into racking coughs as it desperately tried to rid itself of the smoke and replace it with fresh air. 
 
    He waited until she stopped coughing and then pulled her through the huts of the village and into the jungle. He never released his iron grip on her wrist, except in several instances where he lifted her onto his shoulders, so he could leap across impossibly wide gaps in the rocky ledge of the river cavern. 
 
    His final leap brought them onto a large flat rock that seemed to teeter on the edge of a hundred-foot waterfall. With white water roaring around them, he released her and sat on the warm rock, indicating for her to do the same. 
 
    “So, little researcher, ask me your questions. Since you’ll pay the ultimate price, I will tell you what I can.” 
 
    Carmella had no desire to die, but her best chance of surviving was to form a bond with this alien. If it didn’t work, at least she would die discovering the greatest secret on earth. “Did you program the ship to find this planet, or was it pre-program to do that?” 
 
    “I did not program it, so perhaps it was pre-programmed.” 
 
    “And they gave you no instructions, no indication of what you were supposed to do when you arrived?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    Carmella frowned. “That doesn’t make any sense. Why would they send a single cub out into space?” 
 
    His eyes narrowed, while his hands furled and unfurled. “Perhaps there was only me.” 
 
    She could tell by his agitation he was not telling her something important. “Doubtful. Someone put you in that ship.” 
 
    “True, but it could have been a different species.” 
 
    “I don’t think so. Your species is designed to be dominant. A competing species would kill you, not send you into space looking for a new planet to occupy.” 
 
    His eyes widened in surprise. “So what do you think happened?” 
 
    “Insufficient data for speculation,” she replied. “Is your ship still intact?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “What happened to it?” 
 
    “The jungle devoured it.” 
 
    Carmella sat up. “Can I see it?” 
 
    “There’s nothing to see.” 
 
    She didn’t believe him. “It might help me to determine why you are here.” 
 
    “I do not need to know why I am here. I only need to know that I am here; a god among animals,” he raged. His voice echoed through the canyon. 
 
    She remained quiet for several moments, and then observed, “That must be hard.” 
 
    “What?” His eyes narrowed in suspicion. 
 
    “To spend hundreds of years among creatures so far beneath your intelligence.” 
 
    He nodded and closed his eyes. “You are very different from other humans.” 
 
    “Besides your tribesmen and Dr. Taylor, how many humans have you known?” 
 
    The Warrior opened his eyes in surprise. “You know Dr. Taylor?” 
 
    “I know of Dr. Taylor. I have never met him, personally.” 
 
    “He is still alive then?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    The Warrior considered the implications of this statement. 
 
    “As are your children,” Carmella added, suspecting that was what had set his face into such deep thought. 
 
    He leaned forward. “You know of my children?” 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    He smiled, displaying his white sharp teeth. “You are a very good researcher. Who else knows what you have discovered?” 
 
    Carmella shrugged. “Suffice it to say, that killing me won’t stop the investigation.” 
 
    The Warrior did not waste his effort extracting the names of the others from this doe-eyed human, he would get that soon enough. She would give them away when the agony of being eaten alive became an excruciating reality. 
 
    “So, what do you know of my offspring?” He stared out across the water, attempting to disguise the level of his true interest. 
 
    Her head tilted to one side and then she smiled. “I will trade you, truth for truth.” 
 
    The Warrior tensed in fury. He was not accustomed to bartering with humans. Didn’t she realize his power and strength? He stared at her, so fragile, but so calm. She showed no fear, only intellectual curiosity. It was a shame she was so small. He would certainly like a cub with her intelligence. 
 
    She was also very beautiful. He moved closer to her and smelled her sweet scent. He had planned to kill her for his dinner, but if he did so, he would lose her company. If he mated her, she would remain alive much longer, and while he considered it a near impossibility she would ever bear him a cub, at least he would have her company until she died. 
 
    “You please me.” His hand stroked her elegant cheek bones. “That is my first truth.” 
 
    She smiled. “And you are very powerful.” 
 
    He frowned. “You do not think me handsome then?” 
 
    “The word handsome does not describe your alien magnetism.” 
 
    His eyes narrowed. “You use words that I do not understand. What is magnetism?” 
 
    Her head tilted. “That’s right. The only man who spoke English to you was Dr. Taylor. Given your limited exposure to our language, I am surprised that is the first word you have not recognized.” 
 
    “It is not the first, but usually I can follow the jest of the topic. This time I cannot.” 
 
    She nodded. “Well, in the future, if I say a word you do not know, give me a sign—a flick of your index finger—and I will elaborate on the meaning.” 
 
    Her offer surprised him. Dr. Taylor had used his knowledge as a point of power. The Warrior had to gather the words until Dr. Taylor had finished his long-winded speeches and then ask their meaning. The offer to supply the meanings in context would greatly enhance his ability to learn. 
 
    “Magnetism is the attraction of two forces. In this context, I was saying that physical features did not entirely explain the attraction people feel towards you. Thus, calling you handsome seemed inadequate.” 
 
    The Warrior leaned forward, so his breath felt hot against her face. “So, you are attracted to me?” 
 
    Carmella swallowed hard and looked down, seeming to study the rock upon which they sat. “From the research I’ve done on you and your offspring, you should be aware of your seductive abilities.” 
 
    The Warrior smiled and leaned back. “So, my offspring are the same?” 
 
    “Yes. I believe it is hormonal.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” 
 
    When Carmella explained, the Warrior looked offended. “Then it is not my charm that seduces you?” 
 
    Carmella looked up. “No. Evidence supports a hormonal influence.” 
 
    “What evidence?” 
 
    “The women, whom your son has impregnated, also display the same seductive abilities.” 
 
    The Warrior leaned forward, intensely interested in this news. “Has he been successful?” 
 
    Carmella smiled. “My turn. May I see the remnants of your ship?” 
 
    The Warrior shrugged. “If you wish.” He stood and held out his hand to help her up. Pulling her close to his side, he leapt across the river, landing in the soft moss on the bank. He pointed into the dark tangle of the jungle. “It crashed there.” 
 
    *** 
 
    If this was the crash site, then the Warrior was correct, the jungle had devoured it. Nothing remained to indicate a space ship had landed here. Carmella made her way through the tangle, using a large two-pronged stick to disrupt the undergrowth looking for any remnants. However, the disturbance of the heavy undergrowth brought to surface a large quantity of insects and reptiles ranging from the moderately poisonous to the extremely venomous. Still she worked on. “This is going to take a while, so why don’t we continue with the questions while I search.” 
 
    The Warrior was intrigued. Was she blind or ignorant to the danger she was in, or merely disinterested? “The scorpion nest you are dislodging is quite deadly.” 
 
    “I see it. Unfortunately, I have no choice. Every piece of the site must be examined for clues.” 
 
    “Then we had best talk fast, because I don’t expect you will remain alive for more than five minutes. Tell me about my son’s attempts to bear children.” 
 
    “Except for one, they’ve all been unsuccessful.” 
 
    “He has a live cub?” the Warrior asked in pleasure. 
 
    Carmella stopped working for a moment. “No. The cub was accidentally killed soon after its birth.” 
 
    “Where was Tiburon? He should have been there to protect it!” The Warrior reached down and snapped in two a scorpion approaching Carmella’s ankle from behind her. 
 
    “The woman had escaped Tiburon and went to a doctor for a late trimester abortion. Evidently, sensing danger, the cub tore open her womb and birthed itself.” She paused. “I’m assuming that is an anomaly of cross species breeding. Do the female of your species normally survive pregnancies?” 
 
    The Warrior paused before answering. “I don’t know.” 
 
    Carmella sighed. “We promised to answer truthfully.” 
 
    His eyes narrowed. “Why do you think I’m lying?” 
 
    “A change in your voice. I’m good at detecting alterations. Your mother was on that ship, wasn’t she?” 
 
    He did not answer for several minutes. “Yes. She and another cub.” 
 
    “Do you know what happened?” 
 
    “I remember growing strong in the womb and when I was strong enough, I ripped open the soft walls and entered the world. A terrible force of hunger was upon me. I turned to see my sister following me out through the ripped flesh. Blood covered her, and she mewed so pitifully. I still remember the wonderful taste and yet terrible remorse I felt as my teeth sunk into her back. I had quenched my hunger but even then, I knew I destroyed something valuable in the process. I had destroyed the one meant to be my life companion. I had destroyed my future.” 
 
    “And your mother?” 
 
    “She provided sufficient food until I could make sense of my environment and locate the food sources.” 
 
    “That doesn’t make sense. Why would a species destroy the female during childbirth?” 
 
    “I do not know. Maybe it is not a flaw of my species, but of me which I pass to my offspring.” 
 
    “Found something.” Carmella pulled a long cylinder tube from the soil. She turned and held it out to the Warrior. “Do you recognize it?” 
 
    The Warrior studied the object for several minutes before answering. “There was a wall of these in the navigation room. I think they were part of the pre-programed mechanism.” 
 
    Carmella set it gently down, side-stepping a small brown spider she knew had enough venom to drop an elephant. She continued the excavation, discovering seventeen more of the tubes and portions of what appeared to be plastic rings. 
 
    She reassembled her findings on the leafy floor of the jungle and sat on her heels studying the items. “Why do you think these were part of the computer system?” 
 
    “Because just before the ship would make navigation changes the tubes would fog up and glow with power.” 
 
    “What sort of power?” 
 
    “Light. They would get very bright.” 
 
    “Were they hot to the touch?” 
 
    “No. However, I perceived heat within. I remember touching them once. I expected my paw to burn, but the tube was room temperature, nothing more.” 
 
    “Light,” she murmured. “These must be the equivalent of our giant fiber cables, transmitting data at the speed of light. We discovered the concept twenty years ago. While we haven’t yet reached true speed of light transmissions using fiber cable, our newer technologies can get very close to the speed of light.” 
 
    “I don’t understand what you are saying.” 
 
    Carmella turned. “No, of course you don’t. Dr. Taylor would have had no knowledge of these things. They had not been invented at the time of his visit. In fact, they had not even been conceived.” She jumped up and slapped at her leg. “Shit!” 
 
    The Warrior followed her look and saw the tiny red mark upon her leg. She held out her palm and showed him the brown spot. 
 
    “Well, if you plan to eat me alive, I would say you have about five minutes to do so.” 
 
    Rage built up within him. “You did this on purpose. You want to die.” 
 
    “No. I wanted to find out about your ship and your origin. I had hoped to learn more before my death, but I always knew I would probably die. I had just hoped it wouldn’t be this soon.” 
 
    The Warrior sensed her waning strength and caught her just as her legs gave way. 
 
    He carried her back to the rock in the river. It was clean and free of insects and viruses that thrived in the jungle. He laid her down and sliced the tiny wound with his nail. As he leaned down to suck the poison, her hand touched his arm. 
 
    “Don’t,” she whispered. “It may kill you, and it can’t save me. The venom is too strong and already in my blood stream.” 
 
    “I know that, but it will improve my chances of saving you.” Ignoring her continued protest, he sucked the venomous tainted blood and spat it out into the water. Once she was too weak to protest further, he released her leg and moved so her head rested on his leg. Using his sharp incisors, he forced a deep puncture on his finger. As the blood swelled on its tip, he placed it in her mouth, forcing the wound to remain open and flowing. She choked and gagged. “Swallow!” he demanded. “This liquid will save you.” 
 
    She stopped fighting him and obediently swallowed. He was amazed. So, she really did want to live. He had become convinced her apparent bravery was not bravery at all, but rather a need to die. But now it seemed to be neither. Could a human’s curiosity be so strong as to override even the need to survive? While he would not want such a character in his cub, to have a touch of this character in himself would not be a terrible thing. 
 
    Had she found herself born in a spacecraft, she would not have been satisfied to accept its path without question. She would not have left it to rot in the jungle. She would not have been content to live in a remote jungle among savages. 
 
    She would have traveled the world, inquiring, and gathering information. She would have probably learned to fly the spacecraft, so it would have remained functional upon landing. 
 
    He continued to feed her his blood as the night grew dark and the jungle became alive with the night movers. He was aware of all movement and sounds in the area. A panther was stalking a monkey on his left. An anaconda was slithering across the fiber tubes they had left at the crash site. Her breathing was softer now, but it still sent out signals of weakness, attracting predators in the jungle. A large lion coughed near the edge of the water. Only his scent kept the animal at bay. He laid her head down gently on the rock and turned himself into his natural shape. He faced the lion across the water and sent a mighty roar of anger in its direction. The lion responded in a similar roar but made his way down the river. The black panther was well known in the jungle and even the largest of the predators gave way to him. Those that failed to do so were all dead. 
 
    *** 
 
    Carmella woke in the morning. Her body ached from laying on the hard rock, but other than that, she felt remarkably well for someone who should be long dead. She sat up, and the world twirled. 
 
    “Lay down.” the Warrior pushed her down. “You are better, but not well yet.” 
 
    “I should be dead. What did you give me?” 
 
    He stared out at the crash site. “Don’t you know?” 
 
    She considered it for a moment. “We are alone on this rock. You did not bring medicines with you, and you had access to this medicine without leaving the rock. I therefore must conclude you fed me your blood.” 
 
    He nodded. “And how do you feel about that?” 
 
    Carmella considered this. “Appreciative, I suppose. Although you have stated your intention is to kill me in a far more painful manner, at least now, I shall have the opportunity to further investigate the site.” 
 
    “You plan to go back there and be bitten again?” 
 
    She could hear the exasperation in his voice. “Well, I’ll try to be more careful this time.” 
 
    He sighed heavily. “Don’t bother. With my blood inside you, you now have a natural anti-toxin in your system.” 
 
    Carmella sat up again. “Really? Then can we return to the site?” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 25 
 
    Before Cat arrived at the address Jason had provided, she dropped Milo off so that he wouldn’t be involved. 
 
    A man named Carl waited to help her get Jason and Winston inside. 
 
    “They’ve lost a lot of blood,” she said as he opened the car’s back door and studied the carnage. 
 
    The man didn’t ask any questions, he just lifted Winston in his arms, entered the building and then returned for Jason. 
 
    Once the medical staff attended to the injured men, Carl turned to Catina. “How did you know to call that number?” 
 
    “Jason gave it to me. He thought I was going on without him, but I doubled back. I thought he might need help.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Carl studied the blonde several moments. God, she was pretty. In fact, she was the most beautiful woman he’d ever seen. She looked incredibly sexy, even wearing a blood-soaked nightgown. 
 
    Catina noticed the hungry stare and crossed her arms in front of her breasts. “Do you have somewhere I might shower and get some warmer clothes?” 
 
    He forced himself to stop looking at her breasts. “Yeah. The locker room is down the hall. The last aisle is for the women doctors. There are showers and dressing rooms. Grab a pair of scrubs.” 
 
    Carl wanted to follow her down the hall and into the locker room. God, he couldn’t remember a woman ever impacting him so intensely. He stepped into the operation viewing room and watched as two teams simultaneously worked on Jason and Winston. What the hell had happened to them? 
 
    He was shocked he didn’t know the answer to that question. He had intended to grill the woman for answers, but somehow, he had completely lost his purpose when he saw her. He would try again when she was dressed in scrubs. The see-through nightgown must have addled his brains. 
 
    The doctors patched-up Jason fast enough, but, a solid pound of flesh was missing from Winston’s thigh. It looked like something had torn a bite out of him. Something large. Carl couldn’t even imagine a dog big enough to do that. He really needed to quiz the blonde. 
 
    *** 
 
    He entered the locker room. The nightgown lay in a heap on the floor. It was torn and bloody and he wondered why he had ever thought it sexy. “Hello?” he called out. “Ma’am are you in here?” 
 
    He walked toward the running shower. “Ma’am?” he repeated. “Are you all right?” 
 
    When she didn’t answer, he opened the shower door. She turned in surprise to face him. Her body almost glowed with sensuality, her breasts full, her stomach round and swollen. 
 
    She’s pregnant, he realized. Inexplicably, it only made him want her more. He slammed the door closed and leaned against the wall. “Sorry ma’am. I was afraid you were hurt.” 
 
    The water stopped. “It’s okay.” Her voice almost reverberated in his chest, low and sultry. 
 
    It’s not okay, Carl thought. It’s not okay at all. He watched the blue shirt and trousers disappear from the door where she had hung them. She’s dressed now. It’ll be better now. 
 
    She opened the door, her hair in a white towel and her body hidden beneath the blue scrubs. God, she even made scrubs look sexy. 
 
    He breathed in to steady himself. “I need to ask you some questions.” 
 
    “Okay.” She moved toward him. 
 
    He stepped back, fearing the lack of control her proximity seemed to cause. “Follow me. We can talk in an office.” 
 
    He led her to the interrogation room. When she brushed past him as she entered the room, he felt his member stiffen to an excruciating level of need. “I’ll bring you some coffee.” He escaped the room and leaned against the hall outside. 
 
    He knew if he returned to the room he was going to destroy his career. Raping witnesses was definitely crossing the line. He needed to calm down. He went for the coffee but lost his nerve as he returned to the room. If he went in, he was done for. His career was over. 
 
    He entered the observation room and studied the woman who was about to destroy his immaculate record. She looked up at him and smiled. Carl suddenly felt chilled. She shouldn’t be able to see him, yet she was looking right at him. He moved across the room, wondering if she just happened to be staring in his direction. Her eyes followed him as he moved. He sat in the front row and turned on the two-way intercom. 
 
    “You can see me?” 
 
    “Yes, but just barely.” 
 
    He turned up the lights in the observation room. 
 
    “That’s better.” 
 
    He noticed she was looking at the coffee in his hands. “I’m sorry, I didn’t bring you coffee.” 
 
    “I understand. It’s safer for you to be in there.” 
 
    Again, his blood chilled. “What do you mean?” 
 
    She pulled at the neckline of the scrub shirt, as if it constrained her. “My feelings are difficult to control since I became pregnant.” 
 
    “What feelings are you talking about?” 
 
    The look she gave him was so sultry his member stiffened again. 
 
    “I think you know. I think you felt the same for me. If you had returned to this room, there would have been no stopping what we both wanted.” 
 
    “I don’t even know your name,” Carl replied. He was glad no one was around to witness the dampness around the crotch of his pants. 
 
    “Catina Nelson.” 
 
    “And how do you know the men you brought in?” 
 
    “I don’t know the blond man, personally, but he’s a friend of Jason’s.” 
 
    “And how do you know Jason?” 
 
    “He was my…” she paused and then continued, “savior. He helped me escape.” 
 
    “Was he injured while doing this?” 
 
    “Yes. He sent me down the mountain and returned to help his friend. He gave me your name and number and told me to call you, but I turned around. I knew he was in danger.” 
 
    “In danger from whom?” 
 
    “Tiburon, and his sister.” 
 
    “Who’s Tiburon?” 
 
    “My husband.” 
 
    The words were like daggers to Carl’s heart. Fool, he chided himself. You knew she must be married. She appears to be six months pregnant, for god’s sake! Getting a grip on himself he continued, “So you returned up the mountain. What happened then?” 
 
    “They were in the back, by the cat cages. Tiburon was locked inside, but he had a gun aimed at Jason. I called out as he was about to fire, making him miss his mark.” 
 
    “Jason’s got a pretty nasty wound for a ‘miss.’” 
 
    “Tiburon was aiming at his heart.” 
 
    “Maybe he’s a lousy shot…” 
 
    “You don’t know Tiburon.” 
 
    “True enough,” Carl conceded. “Then what happened?” 
 
    A man opened the door to the observation room, interrupting the interview. Carl turned off the intercom upon seeing Barry. “What?” 
 
    “Why are you in here?” 
 
    “I don’t want to go into it. Did you check out the place?” 
 
    “Something went down there. Blood everywhere. Winston’s gun couldn’t be located. The perp must have taken it with him. The back is filled with animal cages. All sorts of wild cats. They all seemed agitated, but given the smell of blood in the air, I’m not surprised. There may be one out. One of the cages was torn apart. Blood both inside and in front of the cage. We’re having it tested, but I suspect it’s Winston’s.” 
 
    “It is,” Catina replied. 
 
    Both men looked at her in surprise. 
 
    “Shit, I thought you had that thing off,” the man whispered. 
 
    Carl double-checked the switch. “I do. Mrs. Nelson, am I to understand you can hear me?” 
 
    “Not as well as I could before, but yes, I can hear you.” 
 
    “This is supposed to be a sound proof room!” the man insisted. 
 
    Carl shook his head in disgust. The government couldn’t do anything right. “Call someone and get it fixed.” 
 
    “We’re going to step outside for a moment. I’ll be right back.” 
 
    *** 
 
    The men walked twenty feet down the hall and raided the vending machines. “That was spooky,” Barry said. “Are you sure you didn’t screw up the intercom?” 
 
    “Positive. And you want to know something even more disturbing. She could see us too.” 
 
    “No way!” 
 
    “Yep. I walked around the room. Her eyes followed me everywhere I went.” 
 
    “You might convince me the intercom is broken, but I’ve been in that room and there is no way you can see anything through that mirror.” 
 
    “She can.” 
 
    “Which reminds me. Why aren’t you in the interrogation room?” 
 
    Carl didn’t respond. 
 
    “Carl?” 
 
    Carl shook his head. “Barry, there’s something strange about that woman. I don’t want to be anywhere around her.” 
 
    “Strange how?” 
 
    Carl shook his head. “She gets to you. What was your impression of her looks?” 
 
    Barry shrugged. “She was okay. With makeup, she’s probably pretty.” 
 
    “If you were to walk in that interrogation room and give her this cup of coffee, you would think her the most desirable woman in the world.” 
 
    Barry scoffed. “Not likely.” 
 
    Carl handed him the cup. “Then take her a coffee, Barry. But I’m not going in to retrieve you, so I strongly suggest when the mood hits you, you get control of yourself and get out of there.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Barry opened the door. She seemed to be waiting for him and smiled in appreciation, holding out her hand to accept the coffee. 
 
    “Thought you might care for some…” 
 
    “Thanks. That was very thoughtful of you.” Catina rose and took the cup. He seemed mesmerized by her. 
 
    She looked at him for a moment and then touched his forehead. “Barry, are you all right?” 
 
    Her touch seemed to send an electric shock through his system. He staggered back and hoarsely replied, “I’ve never been better.” 
 
    She could feel the heat pulsate from his body. She could hear the pounding of his heart. “Just stay calm,” she advised him. “Carl has gone for help.” 
 
    Barry smiled and stepped forward. “We don’t need any help do we?” 
 
    Catina stepped back, putting the table between them. “Are you married?” 
 
    “What? Yeah…I guess.” He slowly moved around the table after her. 
 
    “Do you love your wife?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Got kids?” She had now gone completely around the table and was back to the other side. 
 
    “Two.” Barry lunged across the table and snared her arms. “Easy, I’m not going to hurt you. I promise.” 
 
    Just then, the door burst open and Barry was held down on the table by two nurses. One rammed a needle into his rear. They held him still until he relaxed, then carried him out of the room. 
 
    *** 
 
    “Ms. Nelson, are you all right?” Carl asked from the observation room. 
 
    Catina had moved into the farthest corner. 
 
    “Yes.” She looked up at Carl. “You shouldn’t have dared him to come in. You knew what would happen.” 
 
    “I didn’t dare him. He was simply bringing you a drink.” 
 
    She repeated his exact words. “Then take her a coffee, Barry. But I’m not going in to retrieve you, so I strongly suggest when the mood hits you, you get control of yourself and get out of there.” 
 
    Catina stared up to the mirror. “Except he couldn’t, could he? If you hadn’t gotten those nurses, he would have raped me. His career would have been over, and it would have been your doing.” 
 
    How the hell had she heard what he had said to Barry in the hallway? Was he bugged? He left the room and posted a guard—forbidding any entrance. He then walked down to security, demanding they run their scanners on him. 
 
    “You’re clean,” the guard assured him. 
 
    “Are you sure?” 
 
    Obligingly, the guard ran the wand up and down him again. “As a whistle.” 
 
    Carl returned to the medic ward. Hopefully, Jason was awake by now. He needed to understand what the hell was going on with that woman before he allowed anyone further access to her. When she called on the phone, she had said Jason had told her to call. She claimed Jason and a man named Winston were hurt and needed help. Carl had given her escort and clearance to the Gateway. Now he wondered if he had been rash in doing so. The Gateway fronted as a Medi-mart but had on-site surgeons capable of handling almost any crisis or, if needed, plastic surgery. It also had the best surveillance and counter surveillance equipment available, three interrogation rooms and a suite of secured rooms in the basement. 
 
    Through the Gateway, they processed hundreds of people who needed new identities, sometimes first saving them from near death occurrences before giving them a new face. Third world dictators, Russian ex-patriots, ex-Mafia bosses and the like had come through the Gateway. It was not the place for a disruptive force like Catina Nelson. So why had Jason told her to call here? Why didn’t he ask for the nearest general hospital? 
 
    He was relieved to find Jason awake when he entered the room. The nurse cautioned him not to stay long and then left them alone. 
 
    He studied the bandage wrapped around Jason’s shoulder. “A few inches to the center and you would have been dead.” 
 
    “I know. I’ve no doubt his aim would have been dead center had Catina not called out just as he pulled the trigger,” Jason said. “How’s Winston?” 
 
    “He’s alive. The doctors are a bit at odds on how to repair the leg. Not much flesh left to work with. You want to tell me what happened?” 
 
    Jason sighed. “I left him, Carl. I was so distracted in rescuing Catina, I forgot Winston entirely. I was halfway down the mountain when I remembered he was still up there. God! To forget him like that. I don’t know how it happened.” 
 
    “That lady was in the car?” 
 
    “Yes, of course…” 
 
    “Then I understand exactly how it happened. I’m surprised you could even remember you had a friend with her about. She messes with your mind.” 
 
    “I know. Her pheromone levels are off the chart. We need to keep her isolated until we can abort her pregnancy.” 
 
    “Abort the child?” 
 
    “If she carries to term the thing within her, she’ll die.” 
 
    “The thing? Do you mean the child?” 
 
    Jason closed his eyes and sighed. “Carl, you’re going to think me insane when I tell you this, but I’ve got to try, because without your help, we are all in serious danger.” He took a breath and told his story. 
 
    Carl listened in stunned silence. Had he not experienced the woman himself, he would have called the nurse and demanded a sedative for his friend, but despite the insane impossibility of what Jason told him, he did believe him. For one thing, it was the only explanation that actually fit all the evidence at hand, including what had attacked Winston. 
 
    “So, this thing is still out there?” 
 
    “Yes. But with his sister dead, he will undoubtedly come after the cub.” 
 
    “Does he know of this place?” 
 
    “No…but he found his sister without knowledge of her location. Their hearing is very acute.” 
 
    “So, I’ve discovered,” Carl replied. 
 
    “They may also have other sensory awareness that we don’t possess.” 
 
    “How do we kill it?” 
 
    “Shoot his hands and feet.” 
 
    “No, the cub. How do we kill it without killing the woman?” 
 
    “I don’t know. If the cub senses danger, he will leave the womb.” 
 
    “What do you mean ‘leave the womb’?” 
 
    “I mean it will rip open her stomach and crawl out before we have the chance to save her.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 26 
 
    By evening, Carmella had located over two hundred tubes, but little else. 
 
    “It makes no sense that the remainder of your craft disappeared. What would make it do that?” 
 
    The Warrior considered this for a moment. “I don’t know. Once I left it, I couldn’t get back in, so I moved on. When I returned a month later, it was melted.” 
 
    “Could water be to your metals as acid is to ours?” she speculated aloud while she studied a tube. Placing two tubes end to end, she was stunned to see a spark of light within. “Jeez, these things still have power inside.” 
 
    The Warrior shrugged. “I never found them useful on the ship. I can’t imagine I will find them useful now.” 
 
    “If I could take these to a fiber optics lab, I might be able to determine their purpose.” 
 
    The Warrior laughed. “And where might this lab be located?” 
 
    “In Washington DC.” 
 
    The Warrior shook his head. “You’ll not be seeing Washington DC again, my inquisitive rabbit. While I do find your company most stimulating, I also grow hungry.” 
 
    She looked at him in shock. “You would rather fill your stomach than to possibly learn where you came from and if there are more like you?” 
 
    The Warrior smiled, his sharp teeth removing any sense of friendliness from the action. “Instead of begging for your life, you chide me for a lack of curiosity. You are so different from Dr. Taylor. Tell me, are others like you or Dr. Taylor?” 
 
    “We are all different, but I would say in general we are a curious species. Even Dr. Taylor crossed half a continent to seek you out.” 
 
    “Is that what he says? He came upon us by accident while looking for the white crystals you call diamonds. The entire time he was here, he filled the air with the stink of his fear. I would have removed his disgusting presence the first night, had I not found his mind so much more intelligent than my tribesmen. And now you come, and I find that Dr. Taylor was a mere chimpanzee compared to you. So, I ask, in our truth for truth, are you the norm or special?” 
 
    “I believe I am a bit unusual.” 
 
    The Warrior studied her for several moments. “I believe you are. It’s a shame you are so small.” 
 
    “Yes, I suppose I’m hardly worth eating.” She continued to study the tubes. 
 
    He softly laughed. “I had another purpose in mind.” He studied her closely, wondering if her clever mind would derive his purpose. 
 
    “Mating?” She set down the tube and looked at him. 
 
    He smiled at the correctness of her response. “Yes. But you are so small the act of mating might kill you.” 
 
    “And the alternative is being eaten alive?” She rose and walked towards him, unbuttoning her shirt and letting it fall on the ground. 
 
    He did not move until she was completely naked. “In all my years, I have never had a woman come to me willingly.” 
 
    She tilted her head. “That is odd. Given the pheromones your species exudes, I would have expected all women to be willing.” 
 
     He remained seated on the grass and slowly reached out to her. He let his hand run over her exquisitely beautiful yet unbelievably small body. His hand span was wider than her waist. He pulled her to him and pressed his face into the softness of her breasts. “Why do you smell like this?” 
 
    “Smell like what?” 
 
    “Like honeydew vines.” 
 
    “It’s probably the lotion I used to repel bugs.” She laughed. “Odd that my bug repellant turns out to be an alien attractant.” 
 
    Her sense of humor confused him. “Do you understand what is going to happen?” His face looked dark and serious. 
 
    “You are going to mate with me. Despite my unfortunate size, you like my mind.” 
 
    He smiled. “I like your mind very much.” Then he frowned, “but this body…” 
 
    Her eyes saddened. “You do not like it?” 
 
    “It is beautiful, but it is like a child’s plaything, much too small. I do not see how you will survive the mating.” 
 
    She looked at his loincloth. “Are you that much larger than human men?” 
 
    He pulled aside the loincloth for her inspection. 
 
    “It is large, but not so large that I think it will harm me.” 
 
    “It is not as a man that I mate.” 
 
    “As a panther?” 
 
    He nodded. 
 
    She frowned. “Cats have a barbed penis.” 
 
    He nodded. “I will give you blood before we begin, but I fear I will rip you beyond healing. It has happened before, with women much larger than you.” 
 
    She considered this. “It is clear you can achieve arousal in your current form. Have you ever tried to mate in human form?” 
 
    “No, it has never occurred to me to try.” 
 
    “Then I suggest an experiment.” She straddled his erection and lowered herself upon it, grateful that his pheromones had activated her body sufficiently to soften and lubricate her. 
 
    He allowed her to move at her own pace up and down upon him until her gentle teasing was more than he could bear. When he felt he was about to explode, his giant hands grasped her small hips and he drove himself deep into her repeatedly. He heard her scream just before his body exploded his sperm inside her. He felt her body go limp. Biting his finger, he forced it into her mouth. “Drink.” 
 
    At first, she did nothing, but then a soft pressure formed about his finger and, as she lay still, impaled by his organ, she suckled him like a tiny child. He did not dare pull from her, fearing his member was the only thing that held back the hemorrhaging within her. Yet, the evening was coming fast. The native beasts would be attracted to the scent of blood that oozed around his member and dripped upon the ground. 
 
    Holding her tightly against himself, he rose from the ground, and returned to the river. Unable to leap, he waded in the rapid currents and walked to the rock in the center. Holding her against him with one arm, he pulled himself onto the rock. 
 
    Safely on his rocky island, he checked to see if she had survived the journey. The water had chilled her to a dangerous level. He reopened his wounded finger and reinserted it into her mouth. 
 
    She pulled it out of her mouth. “How much can I safely take from you?” 
 
    “I have known bigger mosquitoes,” he assured her, placing the finger back in her mouth, curling his arms about her to keep her warm. 
 
    The sensation of her suckling, wrapped so deeply in his arms, aroused him and he gently moved inside her. When he did not sense any pain or bleeding as a result, he increased his movements until once again his sperm released. When he relaxed from the stimulating experience, he studied her beautiful face resting peacefully against his chest. Her heartbeat was strong and her breathing good. Whatever he had injured in their first mating appeared to have healed with the aid of his blood. 
 
    She slept now, so he left her in his lap. It was a strange sensation to have a woman impaled upon his penis for his continual pleasure. As a cat, he would mate and leave. But as a man…he could enjoy her throughout the night, simply by moving her up and down. He had never thought of mating as a man before. He wondered if the results would be as successful. A mating as a cat always resulted in pregnancy, if the woman survived the mating. 
 
    *** 
 
    Carmella awoke in the morning feeling warm and contented. When she opened her eyes, she was surprised to find herself still straddled upon the Warrior’s member, wrapped securely in his arms. 
 
    “Have we been like this all night?” She tried to stand and pull herself off of him. 
 
    “Yes.” He grasped her waist and pulled her down firmly around his member. “I find it pleasant.” 
 
    “Have you been erect the entire time?” 
 
    “Yes. However, it takes a short while for my sperm to regenerate, so we have only mated sixteen times.” 
 
    She blinked several times taking in his words. “You mated me sixteen times while I slept?” 
 
    “Yes, well the first time you were injured, so you slept while your body healed. After that I became more careful.” 
 
    She was not on birth control pills, so in all probability, he had impregnated her. She needed time to come to terms with what this meant. “May I get up and relieve myself now?” 
 
    With reluctance, the Warrior released his grip upon her and let her rise. His member felt cold and lonely without her. He did not like this sensation at all! Somehow, she had gone from a small meal to what he most desired in the world. He crossed the water with her, so he would be nearby in case danger arose. 
 
    When she returned from her task, she gathered her clothes from where she had dropped them. 
 
    “No.” He pulled the clothes from her grip. “I like you as you are.” 
 
    “Well, I can’t go around naked, wearing nothing but my boots.” 
 
    “Why not? There’s no one around but me.” 
 
    “Because I am not accustomed to it. My people wear clothing.” 
 
    He pulled her to him, lifting her up so her face was level to his. “You have no people —only me. Now straddle my waist. I will have my manhood within you.” 
 
    *** 
 
    He moved swiftly through the jungle despite the additional eighty pounds he now carried. Only on occasion would he stop his progress and push her deep upon him as he released more sperm inside her. 
 
    He had traveled for most of the morning in this manner when she insisted to be let down. 
 
    “Why?” he asked holding her securely against him. 
 
    “My legs and arms hurt. I need to walk on my own for a while.” 
 
    He lifted her off his member and set her on the ground. She almost fell when she first tried to walk. 
 
    “You will grow accustomed.” 
 
    “Did you bring my clothes with us,” she asked in distress, seeing he had not. 
 
    “You will grow accustomed,” he repeated. 
 
    He left her in a tall tree as he went in search of food. When he returned, he found her dressed in leaves attached to a vine about her waist and neck. 
 
    “You look like a bush,” he laughed, plucking the leaf that covered her right breast, and then plucking the one covering her left. 
 
    An hour later she was sitting on his member again, all the leaves plucked from the lonely vines that twined her waist and neck. Her arms entwined about his neck as she moved up and down upon him. When she had succeeded in bringing him to ejaculation, he rewarded her with his bloodied finger, while he enjoyed the raw strips of antelope flesh he had killed that day. He did not try to feed her meat. He knew her body craved his blood to nurture the cub within her. 
 
    He had not told her she carried his cub, because she might then inquire why he continued to mate, if the mating was already successful. As a cat, he mated only for impregnation. If a female already carried his seed, he would not mate her again. To do so was a waste of sperm and effort. Yet, as a man, he found pleasure in the mating which did not diminish just because the reason for mating was fulfilled. 
 
    Neither did he mention the other life she held within her—the human embryo—already planted when she arrived. It would only cause her sorrow. By the second or third month, his cub would undoubtedly kill it, so there was no need to tell her about a child she could not possibly save. 
 
    “If you allow me to start a fire, I will cook some of that meat,” she suggested as he leaned her back, so he could lick away the blood he had dribbled upon her chest when he consumed his meal. 
 
    “I prefer it raw.” His tongue rolled over her nipples, teasing them into tight knots. 
 
    “But I prefer it cooked.” 
 
     “But I feed you with something much better.” 
 
    “Can I live on it?” she asked. “With nothing else to eat?” 
 
    “For humans, it is the blood of life. You will be stronger than you ever thought possible.” 
 
    She laughed. “Will it make me grow?” 
 
    He pulled her to him, nuzzling her neck. “I like your size. You fit me nicely.” 
 
    She stroked his hair and looked into his dark cat eyes. “Why did you carry me away from the tubes?” 
 
    He did not reply. He rocked her up and down upon him. 
 
    She placed her hand on his chest and resisted the rocking of her body. “Answer me,” she said softly. “Don’t you want to know more about who you are?” 
 
    He stopped. “I know who I am. I am the Warrior.” 
 
    “But where are you from? Why were you on that ship?” 
 
    His eyes narrowed. “You have piqued my interest in the topic.” 
 
    “Then why did you take me away from the tubes?” 
 
    He stared at her doe eyes for several minutes. “For the same reason, I continue to mate with a female already carrying my cub. Because I enjoy you.” 
 
    She paused, assimilating what he had said. “I don’t understand,” she finally responded. 
 
    “You are having my cub. I can sense his presence.” 
 
    “That I understood. What I don’t understand is how the tubes would interfere with you enjoying me.” 
 
    “You wanted to return to a lab in Washington DC.” 
 
    She nodded. “I understand why you would fear other people learning about who you are.” 
 
    The Warrior could have told her it was not the other people that concerned him but losing her. However, he did not want her to know the power she now welded. “If you are satisfied with studying the tubes on your own, I can arrange that, I suppose.” 
 
    The smile she gave him was reward enough for the effort it would take to create a laboratory in the middle of the jungle. 
 
    *** 
 
    It had been two months since the Warrior promised her a lab, and now he led her to the clearing in the jungle. Before her stood a small prefab concrete building and a generator shed attached to its side. Inside she found a laboratory, filled with some of the most advanced scientific equipment in existence. 
 
    “But how did you do this? Some of this equipment is custom made and cost a fortune.” 
 
    “There are men who will do or pay anything for a serum to cure their cancer or strengthen their heart.” 
 
    “You sold them your blood.” She stared at him in amazement. 
 
    The Warrior smiled. “Only a capsule. It will give them one or two additional years, and then they must return for more. I have been doing this for a very long time. However, I think this was a challenge for my business partner. Some of these pieces are very rare.” 
 
    “Can I start working on this now?” She picked up a stack of operational documents for the equipment. 
 
    “Do you wish me to leave, so you may concentrate?” 
 
    Carmella looked at the giant warrior. Two months ago, he would not have asked her that. What she wanted had been irrelevant. Now, he was often considerate of her wants and needs. He would bring her exotic flowers and place them in clay pots acquired from the nearby villages, solely because she liked them. He would climb dangerous cliffs with her on his back, just so she could witness a spectacular view. 
 
    She had sought him out to solve her intellectual curiosity. She had offered herself freely to him to prolong her life and provide her time to study him. Yet even as she willingly gave her body to him, she never considered the possibility that some day she would love him. 
 
    She smiled at her fierce warrior, knowing to leave her even for a few hours would be hard for him. His attraction to her was so constant and strong that she wondered if he was as addicted to their lovemaking as she was reliant upon his blood for her survival. 
 
    “A few hours and I will have read the manuals. Then you can help me put the equipment together.” 
 
    She could see the strength it took for him to tear himself away from her. We need each other, she thought and felt comfort that the need was not hers alone. She touched her stomach, already beginning to swell slightly with the cub. She needed his blood, and he needed her company. 
 
    *** 
 
    The moment she closed the last operational manual, the Warrior reappeared through the door. His large hands rubbed the stiffness from her neck. “You need to relax before we start.” He gently tugged at the clothes he had acquired for her a month ago when he realized that she still did not like being naked. He had been reluctant to do this, but her happiness upon sight of the khaki pants and long sleeve cotton blouse made him glad he had done so. Besides, he discovered he enjoyed removing the garments to expose her lovely body. 
 
    She helped him uncloak his member and smiled as he lifted her onto it. As he drove deep within her, he could sense the stirring of his cub. Already he could tell it was alert and its intelligence was growing. This cub would be far superior to his other offspring. 
 
    Such thinking should have filled him with pleasure, but it did not—could not. The longer, the cub grew within her womb, the shorter time remained for his beloved. He had mated over a hundred women and watched them all die during the birthing process. He knew it was a horrible death, worse than anything he could devise for his worst enemy. The thought of his beloved dying in such a manner tore at his heart and built an angry fire within him. Yet, there was nothing he could do to save her—nothing at all. 
 
    After their mating, he released her with reluctance and watched as she put on her clothing and returned to the equipment. Her excitement was contagious, and he pushed aside his dark thoughts of the future and assisted her most willingly. 
 
    He watched as she placed the first tube in the machine and attempted to execute her test. 
 
    “Are you a doctor such as Taylor?” 
 
    “No. I normally do research.” 
 
    “A research scientist?” he clarified. 
 
    “No. I’ve only read about this type of testing. There! It’s able to measure the activity within!” She sat down in front of the computer and typed. 
 
    The Warrior moved behind her and watched the screen before her. 
 
    “I do not recognize this language.” 
 
    “It’s called mathematics. Amazingly, it seems to be a common language of science. While on Earth over two hundred languages and dialects are spoken for social communication, there is only one language for mathematics and it appears that this holds true for your race as well. This is a binary system, similar to our computer. If I can reassemble these tubes in their correct structure, I might be able to activate the memory banks and discover your purpose.” 
 
    The Warrior held his breath. “How long will that take?” 
 
    “I can’t say. A month…a year. It depends how lucky I am.” 
 
    He laid his hand on her curly short hair. “Let us hope then for a month.” 
 
    Carmella felt her skin chill. Although she had been trying not to think about it, she knew what was concerning the Warrior. She didn’t have a year. In seven months, if it waited that long, the cub would rip open her stomach and leave the womb. 
 
    That night as she lay in the Warriors arms, she found her mind turning with thoughts. 
 
    “Do you not sleep, my little one?” the Warrior asked. 
 
    “I was wondering why I am able to work.” 
 
    “I don’t follow you.” 
 
    “The research I’ve done indicated that the pheromone levels you exude should incapacitate mental acuity. Yet, I did some of my best work today.” 
 
    He stroked her like a kitten. “Yes, well your research was done on human women carrying cubs, if I’m not mistaken.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “I can control the level of pheromones I exude. And since I have always enjoyed your mental acuity, I have never used my scent glands at all. That is why I once said you were the first woman to come to me on her own accord.” 
 
    She sat up in shock. “But my response was…well let’s just say, I’m not usually that forward.” 
 
    He smiled and pulled her tight against him, pleased by her admission. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 27 
 
    Kyle, sat at the bar, slowly nursing his drink. He had received a courier letter today ordering him to return to the States. He knew Winston had used the courier as a last resort. Kyle had stopped calling in almost a month before, when he sensed that Winston was about to recall him. He didn’t care what Winston wanted. He couldn’t leave—not with Carmella still out there. 
 
    Following Carmella into the jungle turned out to be harder than he anticipated. It took a week to determine no amount of money or coercion would get him a tracker willing to go after the Warrior. How the hell Carmella had done so in a day, he still couldn’t figure out. 
 
    It was still early in the morning, but the heat had grown oppressive. He downed the last drop in his glass and was about to order another when a hand reached out and pushed aside the glass. 
 
     “A cup of coffee for my friend here,” the man said. “He’ll be wanting his wits about him, if he has any left.” 
 
    Kyle narrowed his eyes until he could focus on Tom Schuler, the tracker that had originally worked for Catina Nelson. He had approached him during those first weeks, trying to find anyone who would take him into the jungle. 
 
    “Ah jeez, not another one,” Schuler had bemoaned. “Ain’t there no ladies that just stay at home and bake cookies anymore? Why do they have to be traipsing out through a jungle anyway?” 
 
    “Well, she has, and I need to bring her back. Can you take me?” Kyle had asked. 
 
    “Where’s she headed?” 
 
    “Central portion.” 
 
    Schuler froze. “What the hell for?” 
 
    “She’s looking for the Warrior.” 
 
    Schuler crossed himself. “How long she been gone?” 
 
    “Three months.” 
 
    “Who took her?” 
 
    “Rumors say the Tangubi tribe, but they deny it.” 
 
    Schuler shook his head. “If they took her, there’s a high probability she found what she was looking for. Is she pretty?” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “If she’s pretty, she has a chance of still being alive. Not a great one though. The Warrior’s tribe only has men now. All the women are dead. The Warrior evidently doesn’t practice safe sex.” 
 
    “She’s very pretty. How soon can you leave?” 
 
    “Hold on. I’ve already risked my life once this year for a crazy American woman. I’m not doing it again.” 
 
    Kyle sighed. “How much do you want?” 
 
    “Money doesn’t do me much good if I’m dead. Let me talk to the tribes involved without you. If they know I’m looking for the girl, they won’t help. The Warrior pays a high bounty for women. However, I’ve done some trading with the tribes, so I do have friends. I’ll see what I can find out for you.” 
 
    “When?” Kyle demanded. 
 
    “Within a month or so,” he promised. 
 
    “Within a month!” Kyle bellowed. “How about today? In a month, she could be dead.” 
 
    Schuler sighed. “I can’t go in there right now, you’ve muddied the waters with your questioning. I gotta let things settle. As for your lady friend, she’s either already dead, or she’s with the Warrior. He don’t kill the women he buys, though it’d probably be better for her if he did.” 
 
    “What are you saying?” 
 
    “Story goes that he impregnates them, but they all die in labor. So, we’ve got a little time to sort this out.” 
 
    Kyle attempted to threaten and bully the tracker into leaving immediately, but Tom Schuler refused to budge. 
 
    *** 
 
    A month later... 
 
    Kyle glared at the tracker. “What the hell do you want?” 
 
    Tom pushed the coffee closer to him. “Drink your coffee. You’re presently too drunk to remember anything I might want to tell you.” 
 
    Kyle took a sip of the bitter coffee and glared at the tracker. “You finally decide to get off your worthless ass?” 
 
    Tom snorted with contempt. “I’ve been off my ass for several weeks now, but you’ve been too drunk to notice.” He looked around the bar, relieved to see it was empty. “I think we might have something.” 
 
    “The Tanubi tribe?” Kyle asked. 
 
    Tom scowled. “They aren’t talking, and they will never help us. But the Warrior is known to do trades with other tribes as well, and recently he had them bring to him some large and heavy materials.” 
 
    “So?” 
 
    “So, tracking through the jungle with large equipment leaves a pretty big trail.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 28 
 
    Catina paced the length of her isolation chamber. She understood why they had put her in this chamber, but it did not make the pain of isolation any easier to bear. It tore at her like an unfed addiction. She needed to be with someone, to touch and speak to them. At least in the interrogation room she could see them on the other side of the mirror and hear them talk. She looked at the camera. She assumed they still saw and heard her, but the camera revealed nothing in return. 
 
    “If you can hear me, please don’t leave me here. I can’t bear it. The life within me can’t bear it. If you leave me here much longer, I will die. I’m certain of this. I need contact with people. I need Jason. Please tell him. I know he’ll come if you tell him.” 
 
    The researcher took a snapshot of her face and compared it to the image taken last week. “She’s not going to last another week if she keeps this up. She hasn’t eaten a thing since we put her down there. She’s tried, but she’s thrown up everything we’ve given her.” 
 
    “Who’s the guy she keeps asking for?” the other researcher asked. 
 
    “Head of the FBI. She evidently came in with him.” 
 
    “I think we should let him know she’s asking for him.” 
 
    “We haven’t got clearance to do that.” 
 
    “You need clearance to tell the head of the FBI something?” 
 
    “I’m not telling nobody nothin’. I just run the booth.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Jason was in a lot of pain, but he had refused anything but Tylenol 4 since he learned Carmella was missing. He wasn’t going to risk being under the influence of drugs when she might need his help. If he relinquished control to his second in command, she was as good as dead. 
 
    However, the intense pain made him extremely irritable and he noticed most of the nursing staff now avoided his room. He had been buzzing for an attendant for nearly an hour when the young man came in. He blistered the fellow up one side and down the other for being so late. 
 
    “Where’s my breakfast?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” the young man stuttered. “Would you like me to call a nurse?” 
 
    “No, I don’t want a nurse. I want breakfast. Now turn around, go to the cafeteria and get me a goddamn breakfast!” 
 
    Jason watched with satisfaction as the kid turned and left. Ten minutes later, he returned with a plastic wrapped Danish and a coffee. 
 
    “What the hell is this?” 
 
    “The cafeteria hasn’t opened yet, so I used the vending machines.” The young man bit his bottom lip. “They didn’t have much of a breakfast selection. If you like I could go out and get you something from the diner, but it might take a while, going through clearance and all.” 
 
    Jason looked at the young man. He was wearing a lab coat, but Jason felt certain this was not a nursing attendant. “You’re not part of the staff, are you?” 
 
    “Not the hospital staff. I’m in research. Harold Capper.” 
 
    Jason tore open the Danish and wolfed it down. “Sorry for yelling at you, but I’m not exactly pleased with the care I’m receiving here. I suspect they are trying to modify my behavior with starvation. Anytime I yell at one of them, I notice my next meal is forgotten.” 
 
    Harold smiled sheepishly. “That would explain why they all left the station when I went out and told them you were hungry.” 
 
    “So, if you’re part of research, why are you here?” 
 
    “That woman that brought you in?” 
 
    “Catina Nelson?” 
 
    “Yeah. She’s in isolation. She hasn’t eaten for a week. We keep trying different foods, and she tries to eat them, but she always throws it up.” 
 
    “Have you tried intravenous feeding?” 
 
    “Can’t. No one is allowed in the room. That seems to be distressing her more than the hunger. She says we’re killing her. She keeps calling for you.” 
 
    “Why haven’t I been told this?” Jason asked, trying to curb the anger rising in his blood. 
 
    “I don’t know. We reported it up the channel, but I got this feeling maybe you didn’t know. So, I came over here just in case.” 
 
    Jason could see the young man was terrified he had done the wrong thing and needed positive reinforcement. “Harold, you did the right thing. Help me up. You’re going to take me to Catina right now.” 
 
    Now Harold looked terrified. “I can take you to the observation booth, but no one is allowed in that room.” 
 
    “Harold, do you work for the FBI?” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Harold answered weakly, as if wondering if that situation might be changing very soon. 
 
    “And am I the highest authority of the FBI?” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Harold replied with more confidence. 
 
    “Then as the Chief of the Bureau, I command you to take me to that isolation chamber.” 
 
    “Yes, sir!” Harold replied with happy fervor. “Shall I get you a wheelchair, sir?” 
 
    “Please do.” 
 
    Jason disconnected all the various wires and tubes from his body and sat up. He and Harold were in the elevator headed to the basement research facility by the time the nursing staff discovered his absence. 
 
    Two armed agents stopped Jason as they left the elevator. 
 
    “No one is allowed beyond this point, sir.” 
 
    “Do you know who I am, agent?” Jason asked. 
 
    “Yes, sir. You are Jason Connors, sir.” 
 
    “Very good. So, unless the head of Home Security or the President of the United States has given you explicit orders not to let me by, I suggest you stand aside right now.” 
 
    The agent considered this for a moment and stepped aside, opening the door for Jason’s admittance. 
 
    Jason had to admit that there was little likelihood of Catina escaping or Tiburon breaking in. 
 
    They stopped at the last post, unguarded. “She’s in there, sir.” 
 
    “Open the door,” Jason commanded. 
 
    “I don’t have a key, sir. It’s remote controlled.” He looked at the camera. “If you’ll command Mark Simpson to open the door sir, I’m sure he will.” 
 
    Jason turned to the camera, identified himself, and commanded the door to be open. For a moment he thought his order was going to be ignored, but finally the light on the door turned green. He turned to Harold. “I want you to stay out here. Don’t let anyone else in for the next hour. That is an order, do you understand?” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    He rolled the wheelchair into the room. At first, he thought Catina had managed to escape, since he saw no one in the room, but then he saw her in the far corner, curled into a ball, rocking. 
 
    “Catina?” He moved his chair towards her. When she looked up at him, he was shocked at her state. She was dying. Why couldn’t they see she was dying? 
 
    She stared as if she could not comprehend the vision. “Jason…is that really you?” Her voice was hoarse and low. 
 
    He leaned over to touch her forehead. She was cold as ice. “What’s wrong with you?” 
 
    “I’m starving,” she whispered. “And I dare not ask them for what I need.” 
 
    Jason knew what she needed. “Does it have to be human blood?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I don’t think so, but it needs to be fresh.” She laid her head on his lap and ran her hands across his legs. 
 
    “Oh God.” He felt a surge of passion go through him. “Harold, get me out of here,” he called even as his hands pulled her face to his mouth and kissed her hard. 
 
    Harold burst through the door and pulled the wheelchair back. Jason tried to rise and go to her, but Harold grabbed him by his bed gown and yanked him back to the chair as he pulled Jason from the room and slammed the door behind him. With relief, Harold watched the light go to red. 
 
    “No!” Jason screamed, rising from the chair, desperately trying to open the door. “No!” he sobbed, collapsing to the floor. 
 
    Harold lifted him back to the chair and rolled him down the hall. The further away from the room they got, the better he seemed. At the elevator, he finally spoke. “I’m all right now, Harold. It was stupid of me to enter the room without the antidote. I’ll be sure not to make that mistake again. I think it’s time we speak to your boss.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Laurel Engels was very surprised when her secretary said that Jason Connors was in her reception area in his hospital gown. She clarified she had heard correctly before she told her secretary to let him pass. 
 
    Jason Connors might be wearing a silly gown, but he was still a man very much in control of his environment. As soon as Harold left, he spoke. “I understand you are responsible for the placing of Catina Nelson in isolation.” 
 
    “I am. It is the only way I could contain her without jeopardizing the security and safety of the people here.” 
 
    “I understand she has been asking for me, yet I was not notified.” 
 
    Laurel paused. “That is true. I made a judgment call on this. You needed your rest. Besides I feared you would do exactly as you did today, which was walk right in and fall under her control.” 
 
    He nodded. “That was stupid on my part, given I actually have an antidote to her sex hormones.” 
 
    Laurel looked excited. “You have an antidote? Where is it? I’ll have my people bring it to you immediately.” 
 
    “It’s already here. It’s in the pocket of the shirt I wore when I arrived at the hospital. The antidote taste worse than shit, but it works. I’ve already tested it.” 
 
    “That’s a relief. I wanted to examine her, to understand what is happening to her, but I can’t get close.” 
 
    Jason sighed. “What I’m going to tell you is going to make you question my sanity. You aren’t recording this conversation, I hope.” 
 
    “No. There are no monitoring devices in my office.” 
 
    “The reason no one can get close to her without becoming physically obsessed is due to the very high level of pheromones she exudes. It’s actually weaker today because she’s near death. That’s why I was able to call for help before I lost focus.” 
 
    “She’s starving to death, but I don’t know why. I’ve tried various meats, grains, fruits… her body rejects them all.” 
 
    “Try fresh blood.” 
 
    She looked at him as if he were mad. “Are you saying she’s a vampire?” 
 
    “No. She’s human, but the fetus inside of her isn’t. It has somehow altered her body. She will die if she doesn’t get fresh blood.” 
 
    “And how am I to do that?” 
 
     “I suppose you can send someone to go out to a farm and buy a few chickens. Bring them back and we’ll slaughter them, drain the blood into a glass and give it to her.” 
 
    Laurel looked relieved. “I thought you were saying she needed fresh human blood.” 
 
    “She doesn’t think so. However, she had been living on human and alien blood, not chickens, before she came here, so this may not work. Still, I’d like to start with a chicken and see if it will do the trick.” 
 
    “I’ll take care of it,” Laurel assured him. “Can I walk you back to your hospital room and pick up that antidote?” 
 
    “Of course. However, I want to personally supervise this.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Both Jason and Laurel applied the antidote before they entered the room. Jason was prepared for exactly how vile ‘vile’ was, however it was the first time for Laurel. 
 
    “My God that is more horrible than words can express. How could you take it again, knowing how bad it is?” 
 
    “You really have to want to. Ready?” 
 
    He nodded at the camera and the door unlocked. Both he and Laurel entered. Jason rolled his wheelchair to Catina and fed her the blood. They all waited to see if her body would accept it. 
 
    “It’s okay,” she said. “I think it’s okay.” 
 
    “Good, we’ll bring you more.” 
 
    She looked up at the woman. “Are you a doctor?” she asked, noticing the stethoscope around her neck. 
 
    Laurel nodded and came closer. “Yes. I’d like you to sit on the table, so I can examine your child,” she said softly. 
 
    Catina nodded but looked as if she would cry. 
 
    “What’s wrong,” Laurel asked as she led her to the table and helped her lay down. 
 
    “It’s not a child, it’s a cub,” she whispered. “I can hear it in my mind. Its thoughts are so strange; so primitive. It dreams of hunting and killing. It seems nothing at all like Tiburon.” 
 
    “Who is Tiburon?” she asked as she listened to Cat’s womb through the stethoscope. 
 
    “My husband…the father.” Cat looked at Jason. “I’m sorry for your friend, and I’m glad my husband did not kill you.” 
 
    “So am I,” Jason replied with a smile. 
 
    “The heart beat sounds unusual. I’d like to bring some x-ray equipment down here. Would you mind?” 
 
    Cat looked to Jason, her eyes filled with fear. 
 
    “It’s best if we see what’s in there. How else can we help you?” 
 
    “And I’d like a blood sample…don’t worry, just a small one,” Laurel added. 
 
    When she had her sample, she looked to Jason. “Are you ready?” 
 
    “No don’t go yet!” Catina begged. “I can’t stand hearing the cub. Talk to me Jason. Talk to me so I hear only you.” 
 
    Jason looked at his watch. “You go on. I’ll stay for another twenty minutes.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” Laurel seemed reluctant to leave him. 
 
    “Consider it an order.” He looked at Catrina. “And send down another glass.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 29 
 
    It took Kyle and Schuler two weeks to reach the trading village on the outskirts of the area considered taboo by all rational human beings. Schuler hoped his old friend was still alive and could provide more information than the villagers would tell strangers. 
 
    Kabatha was indeed alive, and happy to see his friend. Kyle was equally welcomed, as a friend of a friend. Schuler waited patiently as they were welcomed into Kabatha’s hut and fed a freshly killed chicken. After their meal was finished, the old tracker told the old man about the girl and her intent to find the Warrior. 
 
    “I believe your friend has found what she wanted. There are stories of a tiny woman, the size of a child who rides upon the great warrior’s spear.” 
 
    Kyle clenched his fist in pain. “She is dead then?” 
 
    Kabatha laughed. “No, no. Not a spear…the spear.” He pointed between his legs. “They say she is a witch and conjures great power over the Warrior, for he does her bidding without question.” 
 
    “Do you have a description of the woman?” Kyle asked, dreading the possibility it might be her, but relieved to know she lived if it was. 
 
    “She’s black, very tiny, but very much a woman. Not a child at all. He has built her a building with much equipment all run by a generator.” 
 
    “How do you know this?” Kyle asked. 
 
    Kabatha stiffened with pride. “These machines were brought to our village to be delivered to the Warrior. He knows we are an honest tribe and will not take that which is not ours.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Kyle slept very poorly that night. The image of Carmella, naked, straddled upon this creature would not leave his mind. A witch… He felt betrayed and angry, angry at her for going, for allowing herself to be used by the Warrior, angry at himself for not going with her and protecting her from harm. 
 
    In the morning, with their supplies refreshed, they journeyed into the center of the jungle. They traveled alone, because none of the village men dared risk the anger of the Warrior. Fortunately, small signs of the tribes’ prior journey remained. Kyle couldn’t see the signs, but that wasn’t important. What was important was that Schuler could. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 30 
 
    Carmella had been working long hours for almost a week on the equipment when she was able to translate her first tube. The Warrior watched in amazement as she explained the purpose of the tube. “It’s a computer, using light wave speed to transmit data. This end portion is a storing device. I’ve finally found the frequency range used in the transmission. It’s very high, partly out of my equipment’s range. So, I can only read portions of the data.” 
 
    “So, what does that part say?” The Warrior was surprised at how important discovering his past had become to him. 
 
    Carmella sighed. “It is not that I lose a part of the story, but that I lose a part of every word. Thus, it’s almost encrypted.” 
 
    “Then we have failed.” He tried not to let his disappointment show. 
 
    Carmella stroked his cheek gently. “Not yet. Let me try to decrypt it.” 
 
    The Warrior stared at her in wonder. “How do you know so many things?” 
 
    Carmella shrugged. “It is easy for me. Everything I read, I remember.” 
 
    “This is unusual for a human, no?” the Warrior asked, suddenly uncertain of his superiority. Perhaps the humans about him did not represent their species. 
 
    “My memory is,” Carmella conceded. “But all this equipment,” she said, looking across the room, “was created by other humans. There is more to intelligence than just memory. Creativity and imagination are critical elements to our advancement over time.” 
 
    “How many humans do you think are smarter than you?” He watched her fidget and smiled. She was never comfortable with discussions about her intelligence. 
 
    Carmella rose and moved away from him. “Many. You overrate my gift. As I said there is more to intelligence than memory.” 
 
    “You do not like this discussion?” 
 
    “It’s a distraction from the task at hand. I need to write an encryption program now.” She sat down at the computer. “I will need a few hours.” 
 
    The Warrior rose and left the building. He needed time to hunt. He breathed in the air catching the scent of his next dinner and headed off into the jungle. Miles ahead he scented a herd of antelope, unaware that within the hour there would be one less in their group. 
 
    When he returned, sated and full, he found her sitting outside on a log. He had never seen her so sad before. 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “I can’t do it.” She cried softly. 
 
    He took her into his arms and held her close against him. Her tears caused him unbearable pain. “It doesn’t matter. I don’t need to know what is in the tubes. All I need is you, my love,” he whispered. 
 
    “It does matter. I could have given you something that would last. I could have given you the knowledge of your past, a gift you could pass on to your son. Something from me, when I’m gone.” Her sobbing increased as she spoke. 
 
    Her words tore into the Warrior like daggers. When she was gone. The thought of life without her was unbearable. He had to distract her. If she continued to cry, it would surely kill him in grief. “What stops you from decrypting the message?” 
 
    “I’m trying to reconstruct a triangle with one stick. I cannot decrypt a language if I don’t know anything about that language. I could decrypt it perfectly and still not understand what was said. I have two unknowns in my equation.” 
 
    “How much of my language would you need?” 
 
    Carmella looked up at him in surprise. “You know your language?” 
 
    He nodded slowly. “I think I do. I believe it is the language of my thoughts. As our cub grows, you should also be able to hear it.” 
 
    Carmella turned to him. “Teach me,” she whispered. “Teach me everything you know.” 
 
    The Warrior spent the next week teaching her his thinking language. It felt strange for him to make these sounds out loud. Never before had there been anyone with whom he could share his language. 
 
    Carmella struggled with the sounds alien to her voice, but soon she was able to make sounds close enough the Warrior could understand her. After lovemaking one afternoon, she laid her head on his shoulder and stated in his language that she loved him. A sense of completeness swept through his body. Never had life been so perfect. 
 
    With her new knowledge, Carmella resumed her attempts to decrypt the message. Since the Warrior had never learned the written language, she still had multiple variables to trial and error through. The efforts were frustrating and frequently disappointing, yet her morale never failed as it had that first day. Now that she understood the Warrior’s language, she could hear her cub. His mind was already forming thoughts. 
 
    He dreamed of hunting. His focus was tenacious as he followed alien quarry through an alien landscape. The details of his thoughts were amazing, given this cub had never seen any creature at all. The memory of hunting was pre-programmed into its DNA. 
 
    The Warrior watched her as she sat so peacefully before the computer. “Sleeping?” he teased. 
 
    “I am listening to our son,” she replied without opening her eyes. “He is hunting in a strange land. Do you dream of this land as well?” 
 
    “I do.” He knelt behind her and wrapped his arms around her stomach. 
 
    “I wish I could hear your dreams.” 
 
    The Warrior frowned. The memory of his birth had been coming to mind all too frequently. That was a memory he would never share with his beloved. 
 
    Carmella frowned in confusion and touched her stomach. 
 
    “What is it?” the Warrior asked in concern. 
 
    “He sees another child,” she whispered. “A human child.” 
 
    “Dreams are strange things,” the Warrior replied. 
 
    She opened her eyes and looked at him. “It’s not a dream. There’s another embryo in there.” She studied his face for several moments. “You knew this,” she said, her voice flat. 
 
    He could see the pain of betrayal in her eyes, and it seared like fire. “I have known this since the beginning.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you tell me?” 
 
    He stared deep within her injured eyes. Nothing he could say would hurt her more than his evident betrayal. “I wanted to protect you from the pain of knowing.” 
 
    “Why would…” She stopped and looked up at him in understanding. “You think our cub will kill the baby?” 
 
    He nodded and pulled her into his arms, praying she would not push him away. 
 
    She held on tight as she cried for her human child who would never see his first day. The Warrior was right. His cub dreamed of hunting. Now that he had spotted a strange creature in his womb, how long would it be before he attacked it? 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 31 
 
      
 
    With the change of diet and company, Catina showed some improvement, but Jason was still worried. She seemed stretched to her limits. He feared she walked a fine line between sanity and madness. 
 
    Jason had her room fitted out with soft colors and flowers to erase the white sterile environment, but he adamantly refused her constant requests to leave the room. Then one day she stopped asking. He also noted a sense of resignation in her behavior. Her change did not bring him comfort. 
 
    “Cat, what’s wrong?” he asked one day as he sat brushing her hair. He knew she enjoyed tactile contact, and with the cameras on twenty-four hours a day there was a limit to the type of contact he could provide. 
 
    “What’s right?” 
 
    “You used to ask to leave here, you don’t anymore…” 
 
    “No use,” she muttered. 
 
    “Why’s that?” 
 
    “He’s gone.” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “Tiburon. He had found me, but he couldn’t get in. I tried to get to him, but I couldn’t.” 
 
    “Tiburon was here?” Jason tried to hide his alarm. 
 
    “Yes, but he’s gone now. They must have gotten him. He would have never left without me, otherwise. He wanted my cub more than anything in the world.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you tell me?” Jason asked, unable to hide his anger. 
 
    Catina turned and looked at him. “Why would I tell you anything? I saved your life and in return you’ve imprisoned me.” 
 
    “Just until the child is born.” 
 
    “It’s not a child, and we both know I won’t live through the birthing process.” 
 
    “How do you know that?” He had never told her. 
 
    “My dreams. I’m standing talking with you, speaking words of love, when suddenly my stomach is torn from within and a black cub pushes its way out.” 
 
    “That’s just a dream, Catina,” he whispered. 
 
    “No, it’s not. It’s the truth. My child will kill me.” 
 
    “We won’t let that happen,” Jason assured her, pulling her into his arms, not caring what the cameras recorded. 
 
    “There’s nothing you can do.” Catina rested her head against his shoulder. “With Tiburon gone, there is no hope for me.” 
 
    “You trust him more than me?” Jason asked, unable to stop his words. 
 
    Catina pushed away from him and laughed bitterly. “This is not a matter of trust. It is a matter of blood. He could give me the blood of life, and you provide me the blood of chickens.”


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 32 
 
    Carmella stared at the text before her. It appeared to be a conversation between the ship and the Warrior’s mother. There were several words untranslatable but the computer appeared to have finally found the decryption algorithm. 
 
    1//*** **** this is ********* you are not a hunter. Return to den now. 
 
    2// Overtake hunting law. Must leave den now. Provide hunting ground *******. 
 
    1//Overtake accepted. Hunting Ground ******* now in hunting pod. 
 
    2//Ready for leap. 
 
    1//*** ****has leapt. 
 
    1//*** **** this is *********. Return to Den now. Hunting law broken. 
 
    2// Hunting law was overtaken. Hunt continues. 
 
    1//Hunt is ended by call of ****. Return now. 
 
    2//Hunt must continue. 
 
    1// Hunt has ended. Return at once. By call of ****. 
 
    1//**** this is ****. Return now. 
 
    2// **** mew for me, slash at me, but I cannot leap back. I must go forward for the cubs. 
 
    3// Love, don’t do this. 
 
    2// I can only do this. There are no other paths. 
 
    3// You will destroy our tribe. 
 
    2// I will save our cubs. That is a mother’s first law. 
 
    3// Leap well my love. You carry our tribe with you. I wish you great hunts. 
 
    2// Do not give up the hunt my love. Our tribe will return in future and make **** our den again. 
 
    *** 
 
    Carmella cried as she read the words. His mother had escaped her planet to save her cubs. She reached down and stroked her stomach. Her cub had been sleeping but was now awake. He was sad and searching to understand why he was sad. 
 
    “It is nothing little one,” she thought to him. “Just a sad story.” 
 
    “What is a story?” the cub asked in return. 
 
    Carmella froze for a moment. “You can hear me?” 
 
    “Yes,” the cub replied. “Who are you?” 
 
    “I am your mother.” 
 
    “What is a mother?” 
 
    “One who creates you from her own blood. Who holds you within her. One who loves you very much.” 
 
    “What is love?” 
 
    “It is the surging of my heart when I think of you. It is the sense of joy and happiness that I feel now.” 
 
    “I like that feeling. I am glad you love me.” 
 
    Suddenly the love was washed away with anguish and pain. “What is it?” the cub cried. “Make it stop!” it mewed. 
 
    *** 
 
    Carmella turned to the source of the pain. The Warrior was reading the screen. She had not realized he could read. Yet, by the pain on his face, it was all too apparent he could. 
 
    “I killed her,” he whispered. “She left her world to save me and my sister. And I killed them both.” 
 
    “My love, you didn’t know. You were just a cub.” 
 
    “Was I why she had to leave? Did they know there was something wrong with me?” 
 
    “Love, please, you’re upsetting our cub,” Carmella soothed. “It’s the past, forget it.” 
 
    The Warrior looked at her. “But it’s not the past, is it? It’s going to happen all over again. He’ll kill you, just as I killed my mother.” 
 
    “No. This time it’s different. I can talk to him. I can tell him to wait, and not to use his claws.” 
 
    The Warrior stopped. “What do you mean you can talk to him?” 
 
    “Our cub. He can hear me. He can understand me. He’s so wonderful. He won’t hurt me. He knows I love him.” 
 
    “Apparently my mother loved me…” 
 
    “But she never spoke to you. If she had, you would have told me.” 
 
    He gasped in pain. “You’re right. She never spoke.” 
 
    *** 
 
    “What is wrong? Why am I so hurt?” the cub mewed. 
 
    “You are feeling your father’s pain.” 
 
    “Why does he hurt so?” 
 
    “When he was born, he did not wait for his mother to bring him out into the world. Instead, he tore his way out, never realizing that in doing so, he hurt his mother so badly she died and was no more. What you feel is his sorrow of not waiting.” 
 
    “I do not like this feeling.” 
 
    “Nor I. So, you must promise me, when the time comes for you to be born, you will hold your claws tightly in a ball and wait for me to bring you out into the world.” 
 
    “And then I will not feel this pain?” 
 
    “You will only feel great love if you do this.” 
 
    *** 
 
    When she repeated their conversation, the Warrior stood in wonderment. Was it possible that she might live beyond the birthing? He knew hoping was dangerous, but he had to hope. It was all that he had left. 
 
    Carmella had also turned to hope as she now resumed the analyzing of further data on the tube. Much of the data, had to do with astronomical coordinates, and without knowing the point of reference, the coordinates were meaningless. It was boring work, but she stubbornly made her way through the data to make certain there were no other diamonds among the coal. While she might possess such patience, the Warrior did not, so she sent him away. “Take a very long hunt. Your mood is disturbing our cub.” 
 
    She had just finished translating a section when the door behind her crashed open and two men rushed within with guns aimed directly at her. 
 
    She stared into the eyes of a familiar face. “Kyle?” 
 
    Kyle mouth opened in shock as he noticed her swollen stomach. “Oh God,” he whispered and pulled her to him. “I’m so sorry,” he said repeatedly as he held her against him. 
 
    “It’s okay,” she assured him. “I’m okay.” 
 
    “You have an odd definition of okay.” He glanced around the room. “Where is he?” 
 
    “He’s off hunting. You two have to leave now, before he returns.” 
 
    “Won’t work. He’ll catch us within five miles. We have to ambush him when he returns,” Tom said. 
 
    “What?” Carmella asked in shock. “You can’t kill him.” 
 
    “Carmella, that’s the pheromones talking. He’s raped and impregnated you with his monster. He must die.” 
 
    “No. It’s not like that. Kyle, please. You have to listen. He’s not evil. He was just lonely, but now that he has me. He’s okay.” 
 
    “Carmella, yesterday we came upon the remains of one of his hunts. It was a young girl no more than twelve.” 
 
    “No,” Carmella said, backing away. “He wouldn’t do that anymore. He wouldn’t…” 
 
    “Carmella, you aren’t thinking straight. Where’s my little researcher?” 
 
    “Leave me alone,” she whispered. 
 
    Kyle started to argue, but Tom shook his head and indicated they step outside. 
 
    Once outside, Tom pointed towards the generator shed. “That looks like a good place to wait for him. Stay alert and be ready to fire. The natives say he can smell a man, two miles away.” 
 
    Kyle nodded. “Remember what I said about your aim.” 
 
    “You sure about that?” 
 
    “Sure enough to bet my life on it,” Kyle replied. Carmella had shared her discovery of the Warrior’s Achilles heel with him, back when she was rational. 
 
    *** 
 
    Carmella sat before the computer. They had gone. Hopefully, they would be far away by the time the Warrior returned. 
 
    Strong emotions had woken the cub, but now that he was awake, nothing seemed out of the ordinary. He opened his eyes and stared through the film that wrapped around him. Sometimes, such as now, he felt tempted to free himself from the warm soft substance, but then he would remember his mother’s warning and curl his claws tightly. 
 
    As he stared out, he noticed movement outside the film. Like him, this creature was also in a film, but it looked very strange. Had an enemy entered his den? Instinctively his claws uncurled, and his tail twitched. 
 
    *** 
 
    Carmella was too engrossed in her own worries to realize what was about to occur within her. She planned to keep the Warrior occupied when he returned. However, she realized he would not return here first. Upon the first scent of the men, he would go directly after them and not return until they were dead. The only way she could stop him, was to find him before he caught their scent. She ran to the door. It was at that moment her cub attacked the creature within the den. 
 
    *** 
 
    The Warrior had already caught the scent of men and knew they were either in or near the house. He slowly circled the area when he heard her scream. With her cry, he broke from cover and ran full speed to the house. The first shot struck his wrist, the second solidly in his left foot. Still he moved forward. The next hit his right hand. Every survival instinct told him to turn and disappear into the woods, but he couldn’t. Nothing, not even his life was more important than Carmella. He pushed onward, hoping beyond hope, their aim had just been lucky. As the shot entered his right foot, he crashed through the door, screaming in rage and pain. She lay on the floor, blood seeping from her womb. 
 
    When she realized he was hurt, she dragged herself to him checking his hands and feet for wounds. She knows, he thought. 
 
    “Can you live with one?” she asked holding his unharmed hand in hers. 
 
    “The wrist,” he whispered. “The chord is damaged. I don’t know how they knew…” 
 
    “I’m so sorry,” she cried. “It is my fault. It is all my fault.” 
 
    He could smell her blood. “You are hurt,” he stated piercing his finger with his teeth. “Drink.” 
 
    “No! You need your blood.” 
 
    “Not anymore. Take it. When I die, drain me and take all my blood with you. If you need help, contact a man named David Ross in California. You can trust him to keep you and our cub safe from harm. Give him no more than a small vile of my blood. The rest is for you. You’ll need it if our cub is to survive. Now obey my last request, and drink.” 
 
    Sobbing, she obeyed and felt the lifesaving blood enter and heal the damage in her womb. 
 
    Moments later, Kyle and Tom burst into the room and stood like great warriors over the dead body of their quarry. 
 
    “Carmella are you hurt?” Kyle asked when he realized that she sat in a puddle of blood that appeared to be hers. 
 
    “I’m fine now.” She struggled to stand up. “Can you help me lift him onto the table?” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “To drain his blood.” 
 
    “Carmella?” Kyle asked wondering if she had lost her mind. 
 
    Carmella looked up at him. Her face looked grief stricken but sane. “His blood has healing properties that I will need to survive this pregnancy. Will you help me or not?” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 33 
 
    Carmella’s refusal to consume anything but the Warrior’s blood appalled Kyle. Yet, he soon realized she wouldn’t have survived the four-week journey without super human strength. 
 
    When he reported in to Jason that he had successfully retrieved Carmella, Jason ordered him to bring her immediately back to the states. He argued for a time to rest but was overruled. 
 
    “I need her here,” Jason explained. “Catina Nelson could go into labor any day.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Catina woke to a strange sensation of familiarity. “Tiburon,” she whispered and turned her head towards her visitor. It was not Tiburon. It was a petite, pregnant, black woman. 
 
     “Drink this,” the woman said. 
 
    Catina could tell it was not chicken blood, so she was cautious in tasting it. The sweet taste revived her body and she drank it hungrily. Only when she was done did she realize what the drink meant. She looked at the woman in horror. “You have killed Tiburon.” 
 
    “No. The blood came from the great Warrior himself.” Carmella turned her head from the camera, so it would not record her tears. 
 
    “Why are you here?” Catina asked with mistrust. For how could she trust a woman who would kill her own lover? 
 
    “To help you survive the birth of your cub.” 
 
    “You cannot help me. There is no hope without Tiburon.” 
 
    Carmella started to lay her hand on Catina’s belly, then paused. “May I?” 
 
    Upon Catina’s nod of approval, she rested her hand upon the womb and reached out to the cub. 
 
    “Your cub is frightened and alone. Her thoughts are incoherent.” She pulled away and shook her head. “I cannot help her in this state of mind. You must calm her and let her know you love her.” 
 
    “I don’t want to love her,” Catina whispered. 
 
    “How can you not love her? She is so wonderful.” 
 
    “I have seen what she will grow to be,” Catina replied, the image of Morta coming to her mind. 
 
    “You are wrong. Morta was half-animal, and that is what you fear. This cub is nothing like that. She is kind and gentle. However, you are hurting her with your sadness and misery. You must talk to her, even if she doesn’t understand your words, she will understand the feelings.” 
 
    Catina studied Carmella’s swollen stomach. “You also?” 
 
    Carmella nodded happily and caressed her stomach. 
 
    *** 
 
    Carmella could tell this meeting was not going to be good for her cub, but it was too important for her not to attend. Catina and her cub’s lives depended upon it. 
 
    Laurel Engels glared at Carmella as she sat down. “I would like to go on record that this woman should not be in this meeting. In fact, she should be in quarantine.” 
 
    “But I do not exude pheromones,” Carmella replied. “Therefore, I pose no danger to those around me.” 
 
    “And she is our expert in this field,” Jason added. 
 
    “She’s not an expert. She’s a woman impregnated with God knows what. And I don’t think we should be letting her run about loose. She is a security risk.” 
 
    “Agent Ginkabo is not a security risk. She is one of my top agents. And she knows more about these aliens than any other person alive, so she is most certainly an expert,” Jason snapped. “Now can we settle down and let her give us a report.” 
 
    Carmella took a breath and began her report. “It’s my opinion that neither Catina Nelson nor the cub will survive if you continue to hold them in isolation until the birth of the cub. The cub is highly sensitive towards emotions. While Catina’s cub appears to be gentle, Catina’s state of mind has it so frightened it is highly likely that it will try to escape early, causing a trimester spontaneous miscarriage, killing both of them.” 
 
    “You do not have the expertise to make these judgments,” Laurel objected. 
 
    Carmella stared at her for a moment. “I may lack the degree, but I do have the knowledge, and will be willing to discuss it with any qualified person you choose. You are a psychiatrist, which means you should be able to understand the dangers of isolation, since that is a well-documented field of study.” 
 
    “Even if what she says is true, the pheromones risk still remains.” 
 
    “I can teach her not to exude pheromones.” She realized she had not told Jason that before. She had not trusted him since returning from the field and seeing what they had done to Catina. 
 
    Jason looked surprised and disturbed by this revelation. “Thank you, Agent Ginkabo. Now if you’ll excuse us, we’ll let you know our decision.” 
 
    Carmella nodded and left the room. She tried very hard to remain calm. To her estimation, she only had fifteen minutes or less to make her escape, but she knew that she had to take Catina with her or her son would never have a mate. 
 
    She entered the security room and created a patch-loop, which would continue to play Catina’s last thirty minutes. This should give her some time before someone noticed, unless they looked at the time code on the bottom of the screen. She stepped over the grumbling body of the security guard sitting on his chair tied and gagged and opened the door to Catina’s room. Speaking in the microphone, she woke Catina from her sleep and told her the door was open and to make her way out to the fifth stairwell, to go up three flights and wait in the broom closet outside the stairwell. 
 
    From the security room, she headed down the stairwell, catching Catina as she was headed up. “Change of plan, follow me,” she ordered and continued to make her way down the stairs. 
 
    In the car park, she hotwired a car, and with Catina safely in the trunk, she pulled out. She had not driven fifty feet before she had to slam on the brakes in order to avoid running over Kyle, who appeared from nowhere. 
 
    “Hey, where you off to?” 
 
    “I don’t have time to talk right now,” she said, her voice flat and emotionless. 
 
    “That’s too bad.” He went around to the passenger’s side, opened the door, and climbed in. “Because I don’t intend to let this go for another day.” 
 
    Carmella sighed. “Get out or close the door.” 
 
    Kyle closed the door and leaned back. “Must be some trouble.” He pointed out the sharp shooters at the gate tower. 
 
    “Shit,” Carmella cursed. ‘I’m in no mood for red tape tonight.” 
 
    “Go around the back. The supply entrance is manned by a friend of mine.” 
 
    She followed his directions, wondering all the while if he was leading her into a trap. 
 
    “Stop here,” he ordered as they pulled behind a building. 
 
    “Can we talk about this later? I really don’t have time.” 
 
    “Are you in that big of a hurry to get yourself shot?” he asked softly. 
 
    Carmella froze. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “There’s an all-points bulletin out for you. Whatever you said in that meeting brought you down. Jason wants you locked up.” 
 
    “I can’t let them do that, Kyle,” she whispered, wondering if this might be a reasonable time to release pheromones. 
 
    “I agree. I’ve seen what they’ve done to Catina Nelson. I don’t want that done to you, or my child.” 
 
    She looked at him in shock. “You know?” 
 
    “Yeah. It’s in your file. Subject 2AXQ is pregnant with a human fetus, age estimate six months, and unknown species fetus, age undeterminable.” 
 
    She grabbed her stomach. “He’s still alive then?” 
 
    “Yep, and it’s mine, right?” 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    “And were you ever going to tell me?” 
 
    She could hear the pain in his voice. “If he lived, yes. If he died, no. I was going to spare you that.” 
 
    Kyle swallowed. “Look, I wasn’t lying about a friend back here. Get in the back seat and put that blanket over you. I’ll get us out of here.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Several miles later, he pulled over and helped her out of the back. She noticed the phone booth near the car. “I have to make a phone call, I’ll be right back.” 
 
    Kyle waited by the car. When she returned, she took the keys from his hands. “I really appreciate what you’ve done for me, but if you go any further, you’ll destroy your career. So you should go back now.” 
 
    “Like hell. I let you go off once without me. Never again. As for my career, I destroyed that when I went AWOL in Africa and kept trying to find you when they told me to give it up and return to the states.” 
 
    “I’m serious, Kyle. There’s no path back from where I’m headed.” 
 
    “I’m serious too. I’m going wherever you go.” 
 
    “Then you can come, but I just hope you don’t grow to hate me for ruining your life.” 
 
    “It really hasn’t been that good of a life. I’m due for a change.” 
 
    *** 
 
    She drove the car to an old shipping dock where they were met by several men in suits. 
 
    She popped the trunk and got out of the car. 
 
    “Who are these guys?” Kyle asked. 
 
    “Salvation. They are going to take us someplace safe.” 
 
    “Are you sure you can trust them?” 
 
    Carmella sighed. “I’m not sure of anything anymore. I thought I could trust Jason Connors, and we can see how wrong that was.” 
 
    Carmella walked to the back of the car and helped Catina out of the trunk. “Tell your men to stay back,” she called to the man who was walking towards her. “No one should get closer than twenty feet.” She turned to Kyle. “That includes you, Kyle.” 
 
    Kyle was speechless. He had helped her steal Catina Nelson out of the compound. She was right about no turning back. 
 
    “Who is he?” the man asked. 
 
    “He’s with me.” 
 
    “That’s not good enough.” 
 
    “He helped us escape. He has nowhere to go but with me.” 
 
    The man studied him for a moment and sighed. “Disarm him and he can come.” 
 
    Kyle reluctantly removed his shoulder arms and laid it in the trunk of the car, closing the lid with a slam. 
 
    “Get on the boat. My sources tell me your absence has been discovered.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 34 
 
    Once they boarded, The Santa Cruz quietly left shore without lights—just a dark shadow on a moonless night. 
 
    Carmella helped Catina to her bed and fed her some of the Warrior’s blood. “You are safe now.” 
 
    Catina looked around at her small depressing surroundings. “It hardly seems an improvement,” she whispered. 
 
    “You’re on a boat. According to the captain, we’ll reach our destination before morning.” 
 
    “Where’s that?” 
 
    “An island, far away from everything. Somewhere we can raise our children in safety.” 
 
    “How do you know?” 
 
    “The Warrior promised me.” 
 
    Catina studied her. “You loved him, but did you trust him?” 
 
    She nodded. “He gave his life for me. He gave his blood for us. I trust him.” 
 
    *** 
 
    She left Catina sleeping and returned to Kyle, sulking in his cabin. 
 
    “Do you know where we are going?” Kyle demanded. 
 
    “No, but it will be somewhere safe, somewhere where we aren’t locked up like criminals, isolated from human contact.” 
 
    Kyle sighed and patted the bed beside him. “Sit down, you look exhausted.” 
 
    Carmella sat beside him and did not resist when he placed his arm around her. “I’m sorry I let you come. I should have sent you away, but I couldn’t.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Why what?” 
 
    “Why couldn’t you send me away?” 
 
    “Because I need you.” 
 
    Kyle tightened his grip on her and sighed. “Well, I’m here for you.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Carmella spent the early morning working with Catina, teaching her how to control her pheromones. By the time they disembarked the freighter and switched to a Porsche speed boat, men could actually stand in moderate proximity to her. 
 
    Still Carmella kept her as far away from the captain and his crew as possible for the short ride to the island. When they disembarked, the crew remained on the boat while the captain led them down the jetty and showed them to the grand house that was now to be their home. 
 
    “Mr. Ross has asked me to tell you to make yourself at home. There are plenty of supplies, and every month I will bring anything you wish from the main island.” 
 
    “Will you give Mr. Ross my gratitude and thanks?” 
 
    “I will certainly do that.” The captain frowned as his eyes shifted to Catina. “Will she be all right?” 
 
    “She’ll be fine now.” Carmella smiled. “We’ll all be fine now.” 
 
    *** 
 
    The house was open and spacious. When Catina saw the beautiful bedroom that was to be hers, she burst into tears of happiness and relief. Carmella held her until her sobbing subsided. 
 
    “It’s really over, isn’t it? The nightmare is gone, and a beautiful day is upon us.” 
 
    “Yes,” Carmella replied. “We will raise our children in safety here.” 
 
    Catina’s smile disappeared. “Do you really believe we will live to see them?” 
 
    “I’m sure of it. My own cub lives as one with my son. I explained to him he must not harm the other and he does not. I will tell your little cub to pull her claws tightly in, and she most certainly will. She is as sweet and gentle as any mother could hope for.” 
 
    “When will you do this?” 
 
    “Over the next few weeks, once you have calmed and soothed her. For the time being, just be happy, and all will be well.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 35 
 
    Catina screamed in pain as the labor process moved into its fifth hour. 
 
    “Give her more blood,” Carmella ordered. 
 
    “She’s had enough. We can’t afford to waste it.” 
 
    “Kyle!” 
 
    “Carmella, you’ll need blood too. Now let her suffer pain. It’s a natural part of childbirth.” 
 
    Finally, a furry head of the cub appeared and with several pushes it was out, alive and well. 
 
    “We did it! Catina. She’s beautiful. She is alive and beautiful!” After Carmella cleaned the blonde cub, she handed her to Catina with a bottle of warmed blood to feed her cub. 
 
    Exhausted, Carmella let Kyle lead her to their room and undress her for bed. 
 
    “You see, everything will be fine. Michael and Mechal will be fine.” 
 
    Kyle kissed her forehead as he held her tight. “And you. You’ll be fine.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 36 
 
    Catina lay on the beach, enjoying the warmth of the sun on her naked body. Katspaw scampered about chasing everything that moved. Carmella had been right. Catina’s cub was nothing like Morta. Her cub was full of joy and playfulness. 
 
    Soon Carmella would give birth. She hoped her male cub would be as wonderful as Katspaw, so they would always have each other. She wanted to help her daughter preserve the joy of life so apparent in her every move. 
 
    A warning cry from Katspaw caused her to open her eyes. She noticed the man leaning against a nearby palm tree. Sitting up, she pulled the towel around her, eyeing him closely, trying to determine if he meant her daughter harm. 
 
    “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to frighten you. You must be Catina Nelson.” 
 
    “Who are you?” His knowledge of her name left her more frightened than ever. Had the FBI tracked them down? 
 
    He came towards her and kneeled beside her, holding out his hand. “I’m David Ross.” 
 
    Her heart calmed a bit. “The man who owns this island?” 
 
    He smiled. “That would be me.” His eyes turned to the cub. “And this must be Katspaw.” 
 
    “Yes,” Catina replied. 
 
    “She is very beautiful. May I touch her?” 
 
    Catina was sorry she had lost her pheromones, because she desperately wanted to distract him from her daughter. She pushed herself up, letting her towel fall to the ground. “You may touch me.” She pulled the man to his feet and led him toward the house. 
 
    He stopped. “Why do I get the feeling you are just trying to get me away from your little girl?” 
 
    “Please don’t hurt her,” Catina whispered. “I will do whatever you want.” 
 
    David frowned. “I wouldn’t hurt her. However, I also don’t think you should leave her unattended on the beach. She’s still very young. So why don’t you go back and take care of your daughter and I’ll meet her later, when you decide you can trust me.” 
 
    Catina stood for a moment, frozen by his words. Then as their meaning sank in, she ran to her daughter and cradled her tightly in her arms. 
 
    David Ross smiled and let himself into his house. 
 
    He could hear the piano in the music room. He followed his way to the haunting tune. A very pregnant, small, black woman sat before the instrument. 
 
    She stopped playing and turned to face him. “Mr. Ross, I assume.” 
 
    He smiled. “A pleasure to finally meet you, Miss Ginkabo.” 
 
    She rose and waddled to him. She took his hand. “Call me Carmella.” 
 
    “Then call me David.” He studied her stomach. “How soon?” 
 
    “Any moment now.” 
 
    “Would you mind if I attend when you give birth?” 
 
    Carmella studied him for a moment. “It’s a reasonable request, and I don’t mind. But I suspect Kyle and Cat will have different opinions.” 
 
    “Cat…yes, I just met her on the beach. She is a bit more cautious than you.” 
 
    Carmella shrugged. “It’s not that I’m not cautious. Cat fears the unknown. But you aren’t unknown to me.” 
 
    David raised his eyebrows. “How could you possibly research me from here? The only connection to the outside world is my captain, and I’m quite certain he would never talk.” 
 
    Carmella smiled. “I did my research before I came here. Several years ago, in fact.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “It was when I was in college. I was trying to figure out where all the oil was going. As you know, there is a huge discrepancy between the quantity of oil pumped compared to the amount held in known oil reserves, less the amount being consumed.” 
 
    David shook his head and smiled. “I’ve heard about that mathematical conundrum, but I hardly see what it has to do with me.” 
 
    “As you wish,” she smiled and started to walk away. 
 
    “Wait.” David frowned. “Did you write this up in a paper for college?” 
 
    “No. And I’ve told no one. Not after I researched you. It was my belief that you are hoarding large quantities of oil, but not to the detriment of any country or person, so I’ve just kept up to date on you throughout the years. Thus, when the Warrior told me to call you if I needed help, and that I could trust you, I knew he was right. I knew you perhaps better than he did.” 
 
    “The Warrior, yes. I never met him. Always wanted to, but not enough to trudge halfway through a jungle to find him. Besides, I wasn’t certain I wouldn’t be dinner if I did.” 
 
    Carmella frowned. “He was a good man. If he promised safe haven, you would have had no need to fear.” Carmella turned and left the room. She passed a man who leaned against the door without speaking. 
 
    “You must be Kyle.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “My captain couldn’t tell me your last name, but it was easy enough to find. There’s a warrant for your arrest out in thirty-two countries. I think the CIA is a bit angry with you.” 
 
    Kyle shrugged. “That’s just their reward system for loyalty and hard work.” 
 
    “Bitter?” 
 
    “Just glad I’m out of it.” 
 
    “Are you out of it, or just deeply undercover?” 
 
    “Out of it. When it came between the job or Carmella and my son, the choice was easy.” 
 
    “That’s right. You are the presumed father of the human child.” 
 
    “Scratch the presumed, I am the father.” 
 
    “How do you know?” 
 
    “I’m the only human lover she ever had. Cuts the odds down.” 
 
    “But I understand that the women are rather promiscuous during pregnancy.” 
 
    “You just met her. Did you think her promiscuous?” 
 
    “No,” David stated in surprise. “Why is she different?” 
 
    “She’s different in a lot of ways. And she’s mine, so you can look elsewhere.” 
 
    David had to smile. Here the man was wanted in thirty-two countries, sitting in David’s house, eating David’s food, and instead of gratitude, he just threatened David away from his girl. Such grit impressed him. 
 
    A cry from the other room brought both Kyle and David running. Carmella looked down at the fluids on the floor and then at them. “Well, Mr. Ross, if you want to see my childbirth, it seems you have come at the right time.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 37 
 
    Carmella was following her birthing through the eyes and mind of Mechal, her cub. Since her human son, Michael was lower in the womb he would naturally be the first out, but Mechal was impatient. 
 
    “Let your brother go first, Mechal,” Carmella advised. 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because if I grow too tired to push you out, you can climb your way out. Michael would not be able to save himself. So, let him go while I am still strong.” 
 
    Mechal was not happy with the wait but found the explanation logical. 
 
    He watched his brother with impatience. “He is ready, why doesn’t he go. Perhaps I can push him by his head.” 
 
    “His head?” Carmella asked. “His head should go out first.” 
 
    “Well, his feet are in the way.” 
 
    “The baby is breached,” Carmella announced to her attendants. “Catina, you’ll have to turn him.” 
 
    Catina nodded. “Give her some blood.” She pushed her hand up into the uterus. 
 
    “Mechal, we are trying to turn Michael, so he comes out head first, can you help?” 
 
    Mechal gave his brother a hard wallop with his hind feet. “No, there’s a cord about his neck.” 
 
    Carmella cried in despair. “Cut me open Catina, the cord is around Michael’s neck.” 
 
    “I can’t do that. I don’t know how.” 
 
    “Then I’m going to tell Mechal to rip me open. When he does, reach in a grab Michael.” 
 
    “No,” Kyle demanded. “You’ll tell him nothing of the kind. There has to be another way. I will not lose you, Carmella. I love you. Do you hear me? I love you.” 
 
    “I know you do, but it’s nice to hear you say the words.” She focused her mind to the problem. Finally, an impossible, but in this case possible solution came to her. “Catina be prepared to deliver them both in rapid succession after we turn Michael.” 
 
    “But the cord…” 
 
    “Just wait for my command,” she gasped. 
 
    “Mechal, I need your help, when I say go, I need you to rip your sack and bite off the cord around your brother’s neck. Then turn him around and help push him out of the womb. Then get yourself out after him.” 
 
    “You are frightened?” 
 
    “Yes. However, you must be brave for me. Now rip the sack!” 
 
    Carmella screamed in pain as her cub ripped out of his sack. The pain broke her concentration and she lost contact with him. 
 
    “I see the head,” Catina cried. “Push, Carmella, push!” 
 
    With all her might, she pushed until she had no strength left. 
 
    “One more push, Carmella,” Kyle insisted. 
 
    She pushed with strength she didn’t know she had. 
 
    “He’s alive,” Catina announced as she helped pull the baby out and cleared his mouth of fluids. Handing him to Kyle, she looked for the head of Mechal. “I see Mechal’s head. Carmella, give me a push, for your Warriors’ son.” 
 
    Carmella gritted her teeth and pushed beyond endurance. She would bear this cub who had saved his brother. She screamed as she felt Mechal’s back claws dig into her womb, pushing himself out as she had told him. Dear God, the pain! Finally, he was out and Catina announced him alive and well. 
 
    She gave the cub a bottle of blood, and Michael a bottle of nursing formula. Kyle was already providing Carmella with the last of the Warrior’s blood. He only hoped it was enough to save her. 
 
    The cub had David mesmerized. Mechal was solid black, his paws wrapped greedily around the bottle he suckled, using his back paws to tip the bottle up as the liquid emptied. His green cat eyes watched David with amazing intelligence. When David approached the cub, he showed no fear. 
 
    “May I touch him? 
 
    “No,” Catina replied. “You’ve seen what you’ve wanted, now go away.” 
 
    David smiled. She wasn’t nearly so meek, now that her cub was safely tucked away. 
 
    “Cat, it’s all right. He won’t hurt my cub,” Carmella assured her. 
 
    With reluctance, Cat stepped back and let him approach the suckling cub. 
 
    Mechel’s fur was soft as silk. “Amazing,” David whispered. “Utterly amazing.” He looked at Carmella. “Will you be all right?” 
 
    She smiled weakly. “I must. I have two sons to raise.” 
 
    David Ross nodded. “You do, and they will need your intelligence and guidance as they grow. This is the beginning of a new world, Carmella, and you are needed to make it a success.” 
 
    She met his eyes as her hand gripped Kyle’s. “You can count on me, sir.” 
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    Artificial Intelligence Series 
 
    Sci-Fi/Romance 
 
    Public Secrets 
 
    Birth of Adam 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    The SkyRyders Series 
 
    Sci-Fi Romance 
 
    Scavenger’s Mission 
 
    Scavenger Falters 
 
    Scavenger Vanishes 
 
      
 
    The Enemy Within – Coming Dec 2, 2019 
 
      
 
      
 
    The Titan Series 
 
    Sci-Fi Soap Opera 
 
    Destination: Titan  
 
    Arrival: Titan  
 
      
 
    Songbird 
 
    Sci-Fi Romance 
 
    Coming Sept 1, 2019


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    CONTEMPORARY 
 
    A Long Road to Love Series 
 
    Humorous Contemporary Disaster Romance 
 
    Worst Week Ever 
 
    Oh Stupid Heart 
 
    Coming to Reason 
 
    Climbing Out of Hell 
 
    The Hardest Love 
 
      
 
    CONTEMPORARY SUSPENSE 
 
    White Oak Series 
 
    Snarky, Romantic, Suspense Thriller 
 
    A Fortune to Die For 
 
    Unexpected Love  
 
    Dance or Die  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Requires Rescue Series 
 
    Often Humorous, Contemporary, Romance/Suspense 
 
    Standalone books with a special twist 
 
    Even the strong can use a helping hand when life gets hard. 
 
    Saving Casey 
 
    Saving Molly 
 
    Saving Sentry – Dec 7 
 
    Proud Mary 
 
      
 
    ANGEL SERIES 
 
    Spicy, snarky, sensual, and, on occasion, disturbing 
 
    Angel of Mercy  
 
    Easy Love  
 
    A Better Life – Coming Jan 4, 2019 
 
      
 
    DAVY’S SAGA SERIES 
 
    Contemporary Western/Bull Riding Life Story 
 
    Slammed 
 
    Slammed Again 
 
      
 
    LITTLE FALLS SERIES 
 
    Find True Love – bk 1 Coming May 1, 2019 
 
    Lost Love Returned – by 2 Coming June 6, 2019 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    SINGLE CONTEMPORARY BOOKS 
 
    With Suspense/ Romance 
 
    Lessons from Wabbaseka 
 
    A Strange & Wacky Suspense Romance  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    HISTORICAL 
 
    The Adventures of Xavier & Vic 
 
    Humorous, Late Victorian Sleuth Series 
 
    The Troublesome Apprentice 
 
    The Missing Partner 
 
    A Right to Love (a romantic spinoff) 
 
    The Mesmerist 
 
    Well Kept Secrets 
 
    Pack of Trouble 
 
    The Darkest Days 
 
    The CrimeLords’ War 
 
    Toxic Diamonds 
 
    A Despicable Crime 
 
      
 
    Other SPIN OFFS FROM X&V Coming Soon! 
 
    1893 
 
    Lady Anne Book One 
 
    Ruined 
 
    Coming March 1st 2019 
 
      
 
    1894 
 
    Lady Anne Book Two 
 
    Redeemed 
 
    Coming April 1st  2019 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



SPINOFF FROM JANE AUSTEN’S 
 
    PRIDE & PREJUDICE 
 
    Untamed & Unabashed 
 
    The Duchess Lydia  
 
      
 
    THE EXTRAORDINARY LIFE OF AMY WINSTON 
 
    Pure Innocence  
 
    Love’s Betrayals  
 
    Lies & Deceit  
 
    The Unexpected Spy- Coming July 5, 2019 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    SINGLE HISTORICAL NOVEL 
 
    Six Sisters of Shame 
 
    Victorian Romance/Suspense/Jack the Ripper  
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