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  Chapter one
Chapter 1


The moment the plane descended over South Luangwa, Kat understood why people spoke about the place the way they did. 
The vast landscape stretched endlessly beneath them.
Golden grasslands.
River channels glimmering beneath the afternoon sun.
Scattered trees twisting across the terrain.
Her younger brother pressed his face against the airplane window dramatically.
“Are those elephants?”
Her father glanced over calmly. “Those are definitely elephants.”
“Oh my goodness,” her younger sister whispered. “This is insane.”
Kat smiled softly despite herself.
It really was breathtaking.
The entire trip had been her parents’ idea after graduation.
A family vacation.
A reward.
A celebration.
After years of sleepless nights, engineering exams, internships, presentations, research projects, and graduating Summa Cum Laude from Georgia Tech, her parents had insisted the entire family disappear somewhere beautiful before the next stage of life began.
And apparently that somewhere beautiful was South Luangwa National Park.
The Valley of Leopards.
One of the most prestigious safari destinations in the world.
Her mother had spent weeks planning the vacation.
Her father had upgraded nearly everything possible.
And now here they were.
Somewhere deep in Zambia surrounded by luxury safari lodges and wilderness so beautiful it almost looked unreal.
Her phone vibrated. 
Jack.
Kat sighed quietly.
Jack: Can I fly out there?
She rolled her eyes immediately.
Another message appeared before she could even respond.
Jack: I miss you.
Kat locked her phone without answering.
The breakup with Jack had been exhausting.
Not because it had been dramatic.
Because it had been repetitive.
Cheating.
Apologies.
Promises.
More cheating.
More apologies.
At some point exhaustion had finally outweighed love.
Or maybe pride had.
Either way, she was done.
Completely done.
Even if Jack clearly had not accepted that yet.
The moment they stepped outside, warm air wrapped around them instantly.
Luxury safari vehicles waited nearby for arriving guests.
The drive toward the lodge was almost surreal.
Animals casually moved through the landscape as though humans barely existed.
Kat spotted impalas first.
Then zebras.
Then a herd of elephants in the distance.
Her younger siblings lost their minds every few minutes.
“Oh my goodness.”
“LOOK.”
“Did you see that?”
Her mother was equally excited honestly.
By the time they arrived at the resort, the sun had begun lowering across the horizon in streaks of gold and orange.
The lodge itself was stunning.
Large open decks overlooked the riverbanks.
Elegant wood architecture blended into the landscape naturally.
Lanterns lined the pathways.
Soft music floated through the open reception area.
Somewhere nearby, she could hear water moving slowly.
The place looked expensive in the quietest way possible.
Not flashy.
Intentional.
Beautiful.
“This is incredible,” her father admitted while looking around.
Her mother immediately started taking pictures.
The younger kids had already run ahead before being called back.
“Walk,” their father warned firmly.
The receptionist welcomed them warmly while staff collected luggage.
Kat had just reached for her room key when she heard a familiar voice behind her.
“Hi Kat.”
She turned immediately.
For a second she looked genuinely shocked.
“Stacy?”
The other woman gasped dramatically before laughing.
“I cannot believe this.”
Kat laughed too.
“What are you doing here?”
“What are YOU doing here?”
The two hugged quickly.
Stacy looked exactly how Kat remembered.
Pretty.
Energetic.
Stylish.
Bright personality practically radiating from her.
They had attended Georgia Tech around the same time.
Not close friends exactly.
But familiar.
Everyone knew Stacy.
And apparently everyone had known Kat too.
“It’s such a small world,” Stacy said while shaking her head.
“You have no idea.”
Their families naturally drifted toward each other during introductions.
“This is my mom and dad,” Stacy said warmly. “And my younger sisters. And my little brother who acts like he owns the world.”
“I do own the world,” the little boy replied confidently.
Everyone laughed.
“And this is my boyfriend, Aaron.”
Aaron greeted everyone politely.
Then Stacy motioned toward the tall man standing slightly behind them.
“And this is my brother Derek.”
Kat looked up.
And for some reason, her stomach tightened unexpectedly.
He was taller than she remembered.
Calm.
Quiet.
Sharp-looking.
He wore a simple black shirt with neutral trousers, one hand casually in his pocket while the other held his phone.
There was something intensely composed about him.
Like the type of man who observed everything before speaking.
He nodded politely.
“Hi.”
His voice was calm. Deep.
For some reason she suddenly became hyper aware of herself.
“Oh—hi.”
She immediately felt ridiculous afterward.
Why did she suddenly sound awkward?
Stacy continued talking before the silence could stretch.
“Derek also went to Georgia Tech.”
Kat blinked. “You did?”
He nodded once. “Civil Engineering.”
“Oh.”
That explained a lot actually.
She vaguely remembered seeing him around campus now.
Not directly.
Just… around.
The type of person people naturally noticed.
“I’m surprised we never talked,” Stacy said.
Kat laughed softly. “Honestly same.”
Their mothers had already started talking by then.
Her father and Stacy’s father shook hands while discussing the trip.
Within minutes the adults were already chatting comfortably like people who had known each other longer than ten minutes.
Successful people always found each other quickly.
Especially people from similar worlds.
“We should do some activities together,” Stacy suggested excitedly. “The more the merrier.”
Kat smiled.
“That actually sounds fun.”
“Perfect.” Stacy immediately pulled out her phone. “Give me your number.”
Kat exchanged numbers with her while the staff finished checking everyone in.
Her phone vibrated again.
Jack.
Jack: Please stop ignoring me.
Kat exhaled slowly and slipped her phone back into her purse without responding.






  
  Chapter two
Chapter 2


The next morning felt slow in the best possible way. 
South Luangwa seemed designed for rest.
Everything about the resort encouraged people to breathe slower.
The mornings were quiet except for distant birds and rustling trees.
The open-air decks overlooked endless stretches of wilderness.
Soft wind moved through the lodge naturally.
Even breakfast somehow felt peaceful.
Fresh fruit.
Hot coffee.
Warm pastries.
Her younger siblings had already started arguing over which safari activity looked the coolest while their parents casually discussed the itinerary.
Kat mostly just listened.
Her body still felt exhausted from travel.
Between graduation, family celebrations, packing, flights, and emotional stress from the breakup with Jack, she felt like her brain had finally crashed.
After breakfast everyone disappeared back to their rooms to recover from jet lag.
Her mother announced she planned to nap.
Her father said he planned to “rest his eyes,” which everyone knew meant sleeping for at least three hours.
The younger kids somehow still had energy and disappeared toward the pool area with one of the resort attendants supervising them.
Kat finally returned to her suite.
The room itself looked unreal.
Large open windows overlooked the riverbanks.
Neutral luxury decor.
Soft cream linens.
Natural wood finishes.
An outdoor soaking tub.
A private viewing deck.
She dropped backward onto the bed dramatically.
“This place is insane,” she muttered to herself.
Her phone vibrated almost immediately.
Jack.
She stared at the screen for a few seconds before opening the messages.
Jack: Are you seeing someone else?
Kat frowned immediately.
Kat: No Jack I am not.
The typing bubble appeared instantly.
Jack: Then why won’t you take me back?
Kat closed her eyes briefly.
Of course.
Always this conversation.
Always circles.
Always guilt.
Always pressure.
Kat: Jack are you seriously asking me this?
Jack: I told you I changed.
Jack: I said I was sorry.
Jack: I did not mean to hurt you.
Kat sat up slowly against the pillows.
Her exhaustion immediately returned.
Kat: You cheated on me three times.
A long pause followed.
Then:
Jack: I know.
Jack: And I regret it every day.
Jack: Please stop acting like I never loved you.
Kat laughed softly to herself in disbelief.
That was always his strategy.
Turn pain into philosophy.
Turn betrayal into emotional speeches.
Kat: I already told you it’s over.
Jack: I want you to tell me that in person.
Kat stared at the message.
The audacity genuinely exhausted her.
Kat: Jack I already did.
Jack: Tell me again.
Kat rubbed her forehead.
Kat: No I will not.
Kat: Please stop texting me.
The typing bubble appeared again almost immediately.
Jack: Kat let me fly over there.
Her eyes widened.
Kat: No.
Jack: Please.
Kat: Do not come to Zambia.
Jack: Kat please.
She locked her phone immediately and tossed it beside her.
Silence filled the room again.
But her chest still felt heavy afterward.
That was the worst part about people who refused closure.
You kept having to relive the breakup over and over again.
No matter how clearly you ended things.
No matter how many times you explained yourself.
They kept forcing the wound back open.
Her phone buzzed again.
Kat groaned dramatically into the pillow.
But this time it was Stacy.
Stacy: We’re doing the walking safari tomorrow.
Stacy: Do you guys want to join us?
Kat smiled slightly immediately.
The energy shift between Jack’s messages and Stacy’s was almost comical.
Stacy somehow felt easy.
Warm.
Light.
Kat typed back.
Kat: Let me ask my parents but I think we were planning to do the walking safari too.
Almost instantly:
Stacy: Perfect!!!
Stacy: I’m already scared by the way.
Kat laughed quietly.
Kat: Then why are you doing it?
Stacy: Because apparently “growth” and “life experiences” are important.
Kat actually laughed out loud this time.
Then another message appeared.
Stacy: If a lion attacks me I just want you to know I always thought you were amazing. 
Kat shook her head smiling.
Kat: Please go take a nap.
Stacy: You too valedictorian queen.
Kat stared at the messages for a second longer than necessary.
For the first time in weeks, something felt uncomplicated.
No emotional pressure.
No manipulation.
No begging.
No guilt.
Just… easy conversation.
Outside her suite, the wilderness stretched endlessly beneath the afternoon sun.
Beautiful.
Quiet.
Untouched.
And for the first time in a long time, Kat felt like maybe her life was finally beginning to quiet down too.






  
  Chapter three
Chapter 3


The walking safari began just after sunrise. 
The air still carried traces of early morning coolness as the resort guides gathered everyone near the main lodge.
Golden light stretched across the landscape.
The wilderness looked endless.
Untouched.
Beautiful.
Kat adjusted the small safari hat her mother insisted she wear while one of the guides explained the rules.
“Stay close to your guide.”
“No sudden movements.”
“If we stop walking, you stop walking.”
“And please,” the guide added with a smile, “do not try to pet anything.”
That earned nervous laughter from several tourists nearby.
Especially Stacy.
“Oh my goodness,” Stacy whispered dramatically beside Kat. “Why does that sentence even need to exist?”
Kat laughed softly.
The guide continued explaining safety procedures while everyone prepared to divide into smaller groups.
Their parents naturally ended up together.
The younger siblings went with another guide and one of the resort assistants.
Which somehow left:
Kat.
Stacy.
Stacy’s boyfriend.
And Derek.
Kat noticed immediately that Derek barely spoke.
Not rude.
Not awkward.
Just… quiet.
He walked calmly beside the group while scanning the trails ahead with steady focus.
Unlike everyone else constantly reacting to every sound in the bushes, Derek looked completely relaxed.
That should not have been attractive.
Unfortunately, it was.
The trail itself looked surreal.
Tall grass shifted gently in the wind.
Ancient trees stretched high overhead.
Bird calls echoed across the open land.
The guides pointed out tracks pressed into the dirt.
Fresh ones.
Large ones.
“Lion tracks,” one guide explained.
Stacy immediately stopped walking.
“Fresh?” she asked cautiously.
The guide smiled.
“Very fresh.”
“Oh absolutely not.”
Her boyfriend started laughing immediately.
“Stacy.”
“No,” she whispered aggressively. “Because what do you mean fresh?”
The guide chuckled softly.
“They passed through here earlier this morning.”
Stacy looked personally offended by the information.
“What if one of them is having a bad day today?” she asked seriously. “Can’t they decide we look like lunch?”
Even one of the guides laughed at that.
Kat covered her smile.
Beside her, Derek glanced toward his sister briefly.
Not annoyed.
Amused.
Barely.
But Kat noticed it.
They continued deeper into the trail.
Every few minutes the guides pointed out something new.
Animal tracks.
Bird species.
Fresh markings on trees.
At one point they stopped near a distant clearing where several antelope moved carefully through the grass.
The entire atmosphere felt unreal.
No city noise.
No traffic.
No phones ringing.
Just wilderness.
Pure wilderness.
Kat found herself relaxing more with every step.
Until Stacy suddenly pointed dramatically ahead.
“Oh my goodness.”
Kat looked up immediately.
Several lions rested beneath the shade of distant trees.
Not close enough to be dangerous.
But close enough to feel breathtaking.
The guides lowered their voices instinctively.
The entire group became quiet.
Even Stacy.
Kat stared at the lions in complete awe.
Powerful.
Calm.
Beautiful.
She could not stop looking at them.
Then quietly beside her, Stacy whispered:
“Kat graduated top of our class by the way.”
Kat nearly tripped over





OEBPS/images/d9d41a9b-ab18-4f30-a9bc-e6d2d80f9b0e.png






