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Where love burns and crime festers, some shadows follow you home.
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The thing about investigative journalism is that it teaches you to see patterns where others see coincidence. To notice the truth hiding in plain sight. To trust your instincts when something feels wrong.

Monewa Tau's instincts are screaming right now.

She sits in Café Paparazzi—Westdene's only decent jazz venue, where Bloemfontein's progressive crowd mingles over craft beer and pretentious conversations about art. The live band plays Miriam Makeba covers, and normally Monewa would be swaying along, letting the music soothe the frustration of another dead end in her investigation.

Instead, she's hyperaware of the man who just walked in.

Tall—easily six-foot-two. Dark skin that gleams under the amber lighting. Sharp features, intelligent eyes that scan the room with more than casual interest. Expensive clothes that fit too well—designer jeans, tailored shirt, leather jacket that probably costs more than her monthly rent.

He moves like someone who's used to being watched but pretending not to notice. Controlled. Deliberate. Dangerous in a way that has nothing to do with physical threat and everything to do with secrets.

Their eyes meet across the room. Hold for a beat too long.

Then he's moving toward her table, confidence radiating from every step, and Monewa's pulse quickens despite herself.

"This seat taken?" His voice is deep, cultured, with the faintest hint of coastal accent. Durban, maybe. KwaMngomezulu-Natal sophistication mixed with something rougher underneath.

"Yes. By my solitude." She doesn't look up from her whiskey—Jameson, neat, the only thing keeping her from screaming after today's disaster at the newspaper.

"Solitude is overrated." He sits anyway, uninvited, and signals the bartender. "Especially for someone drinking alone on a Friday night, looking like the world just disappointed her."

"Presumptuous much?"

"Observant. There's a difference." He studies her openly, and she fights the urge to squirm under his gaze. "Let me guess—journalist. Investigative, based on the cynicism in your eyes and the notebook peeking out of your bag. Currently working on something that's hitting walls. Frustrated because you know the truth but can't prove it."

Monewa goes very still. "How do you—"

"Lucky guess." His smile is slow, devastating. "Plus, I recognize dedication when I see it. Takes one to know one."

"Dedication to what? Looking mysterious and annoying women in jazz clubs?"

"Something like that." The bartender arrives with his drink—whiskey also, but expensive single malt. He raises his glass. "To frustrating investigations and the truths we chase despite impossible odds."

Against her better judgment, Monewa clinks her glass against his. "To impossible odds." She takes a sip, then asks: "Do you have a name, mysterious stranger? Or should I just call you 'guy who crashes other people's solitude'?"

"Lwazi. Lwazi Ndlovu." He extends his hand across the table.

When she shakes it, electricity jolts up her arm. His grip is firm, warm, lasting a beat longer than professional courtesy requires.

"Monewa Tau. And I'm still not sure why you sat down."

"Because you looked like you needed company. And because I overheard you on the phone earlier—something about Mangaung municipal corruption and tender fraud?" He leans forward, voice dropping conspiratorially. "I might be able to help with that."

Every alarm bell in Monewa's journalist brain starts ringing. "You were listening to my private conversation?"

"Hard not to when you were having it three feet from the door I walked through. You're passionate when you're angry—voice carries." No apology, just observation. "But I'm serious about helping. I know things about Mangaung's tender system. Things you'd find very interesting."

"Why would you help me? You don't know me."

"Don't I?" His eyes hold hers, and she feels seen in a way that's both thrilling and unsettling. "Monewa Tau, twenty-nine, investigative reporter for the Free State Times. Grew up in Rocklands township, journalism degree from UFS, five years building a reputation for going after stories no one else will touch. Currently investigating Mayor Thulani Nkuna's administration for siphoning millions from service delivery tenders. Am I close?"

Her mouth goes dry. "You researched me."

"I pay attention to good journalists. You're one of the best." He sips his whiskey, casual despite dropping this bombshell. "Which is why I'm here. To help you take down Nkuna before he destroys more lives."

"And why would you want to do that?"

"Because I have my own reasons for wanting him exposed. Reasons I'm not ready to share with someone I just met in a jazz club." His smile returns, charming and evasive. "But we could help each other, Monewa. You have access, public platform, investigative skills. I have inside information, documents, connections that can break your story wide open."

It's too convenient. Too perfect. Every instinct says this is a trap, a setup, a mistake waiting to happen.

But God, she needs a break in this investigation. Three months of hitting walls, watching evidence disappear, sources going silent. She's so close to exposing Nkuna's corruption—millions stolen from township development, services that never materialize, communities suffering while politicians get rich.

One good source could change everything.

Even if that source is a mysterious stranger who knows too much and says too little.

"What kind of information?" she asks carefully.

"The kind that ends careers. Bank records, offshore accounts, communications proving the fraud. Everything you need for a conviction, not just allegations." He pulls out a phone—burner, she notes—and shows her a photograph. Financial documents, clearly official, showing massive transfers.

Her journalist heart pounds. "Where did you get these?"

"Let's just say I'm well-positioned to know where bodies are buried. Metaphorically speaking." His expression darkens. "Though with Nkuna, some bodies might be literal. He's dangerous, Monewa. Ruthless. People who've gotten too close to exposing him tend to have accidents."

"I know. My colleague—journalist who covered municipal corruption before me—died in a car crash two years ago. Single vehicle accident on a straight road. Police ruled it driver error."

"It wasn't." Lwazi's voice is flat, certain. "It was murder made to look like an accident. Nkuna's signature move—eliminate threats quietly, make it look natural."

"How do you know that?"

"Because I've been watching him for eighteen months. Building a case, gathering evidence, waiting for the right moment to bring him down." He leans back, studying her. "And I think you're that moment, Monewa. A journalist with credibility, determination, and just enough recklessness to take the risk."

"Recklessness?"

"You're here, drinking alone, frustrated because your sources dried up after you started asking the right questions. That means Nkuna knows about you. Knows you're dangerous. And yet you're not backing down." Respect colors his tone. "That's either brave or reckless. Maybe both."

"Maybe just stubborn." She drains her whiskey, signals for another. "So what's your angle, Lwazi Ndlovu? Why do you care about Mangaung's corruption? You don't live here—I can hear it in your accent. You're not local government, not a resident, not immediately affected. So why?"

"Personal reasons. Private reasons." He won't elaborate, and she respects that even as it frustrates her. "But my motivations don't change the validity of the information. I can give you everything you need to expose Nkuna. The question is whether you're willing to work with me."

It's insane. She knows nothing about this man except that he's gorgeous, mysterious, and offering exactly what she needs most.

Red flags everywhere.

But journalism requires risk. Requires trusting sources, taking chances, following leads into darkness.

"One condition," she says finally. "We meet again. Somewhere public. You show me more proof that your information is legitimate, not some elaborate con. And you tell me something real about yourself—who you are, why you care, something that lets me trust you beyond this smooth mysterious stranger routine."

"Fair." He stands, towers over her even with her sitting. "Tomorrow. Naval Hill, by the Franklin Game Reserve entrance. Two PM. I'll bring proof. You bring your journalistic skepticism."

"Oh, I'll bring that in abundance."

"Good. I'd be disappointed if you didn't." He drops cash on the table—enough to cover both their drinks plus a generous tip. "Until tomorrow, Monewa Tau. Try not to drink away all your frustration tonight. Save some of that fire for our investigation."

He's gone before she can respond, disappearing into the Friday night crowd, leaving her with racing thoughts and the lingering scent of expensive cologne.

Her phone buzzes. Text from her editor, Sipho: Any progress on the Nkuna story? Board is getting nervous. Need something concrete or we kill the investigation.

She types back: Give me one more week. I've got a new source. Could be the breakthrough we need.

Better be. We're running out of time and patience.

Monewa finishes her second whiskey, staring at the stage where the band plays on, oblivious to her internal turmoil.

Tomorrow she meets Lwazi Ndlovu again. Either he's her salvation—the source that breaks this story wide open—or he's her destruction, a trap designed to discredit her or worse.

Either way, she's committed now.

The investigation continues. With or without mysterious strangers bearing gifts of classified information.

But God, she hopes it's with him. Because something about Lwazi Ndlovu makes her feel alive in a way she hasn't in years. Dangerous alive. Reckless alive.

The kind of alive that changes everything.

Monewa walks the ten blocks from Westdene to her small flat in Waverley, too wired to take a taxi, needing the night air to clear her head. Bloemfontein at night is quiet—not like Joburg's chaos or Cape Town's energy, just small-city peaceful with streetlights casting orange pools on empty sidewalks.

She loves this city despite its flaws. Grew up in Rocklands, daughter of a schoolteacher mother and a taxi driver father. Scholarship to UFS—University of the Free State—where she discovered journalism and found her calling. Five years at the Free State Times, building reputation on the kind of stories others avoid: municipal corruption, police brutality, corporate fraud.

The work that matters. The work that makes enemies.

Her flat is modest—one bedroom, tiny kitchen, living room that doubles as home office with papers and notes covering every surface. Evidence of obsession, her friends call it. She calls it dedication.

She unlocks three deadbolts—paranoia from investigating dangerous people—and steps inside. Nothing disturbed. No signs of intrusion. Just her messy, paper-strewn sanctuary.

But on her kitchen counter: a single white envelope. Unmarked. Unsealed.

Her heart pounds. She lives alone. No one has keys except her landlord, and he's in Johannesburg visiting family.

Someone was in her apartment.

With shaking hands, she opens the envelope. Inside: a photograph of her outside Café Paparazzi tonight. Talking to Lwazi. The angle suggests it was taken from across the street, telephoto lens, professional surveillance.

No note. No threat. Just the photograph.

Message clear: We're watching you.

Monewa's phone rings, making her jump. Unknown number.

She answers: "Hello?"

Heavy breathing. Then a voice—male, electronically distorted: "Stop investigating Mayor Nkuna. This is your only warning. Continue, and you'll regret it."

"Who is this?"

"Someone who doesn't want to hurt you. But will, if necessary." The distortion makes the threat more chilling, impersonal. "You have seventy-two hours to drop the story. After that, we can't guarantee your safety."

The line goes dead.

Monewa stands frozen in her violated apartment, photograph in hand, threat ringing in her ears.

She should be terrified. Should call the police, tell her editor, back off the investigation.

Instead, fury builds. White-hot, cleansing fury.

They broke into her home. Threatened her. Tried to scare her into silence.

Big mistake.

She pulls out her laptop, opens the encrypted folder where she keeps her investigation notes. Documents every piece of evidence she has on Nkuna—bank statements from anonymous sources, testimony from frightened contractors, photographs of luxury purchases on a civil servant's salary.

Not enough for publication yet. But close. So close.

And tomorrow, Lwazi Ndlovu promises more.

She texts him—the number he gave her at the bar: They know we met. Someone photographed us. Just got threatened to drop the investigation. This real enough for you?

Response comes immediately: Are you safe? Do you need protection?

I'm fine. Angry, but fine. Tomorrow still on?

Absolutely. But Monewa—be careful. These people are dangerous. They've killed before.

I know. That's why I'm not stopping.

That's what I was hoping you'd say. See you tomorrow. And Monewa? Lock your doors. All of them.

She already has. Triple-checked. But the violation remains—someone was in her space, touching her things, delivering threats.

Tomorrow she meets Lwazi and hopefully gets the ammunition to destroy Nkuna's career and expose the corruption bleeding Mangaung dry.

Tonight, she doesn't sleep. Just sits with her laptop and her fury, documenting the threat, adding it to her evidence file.

They wanted to scare her into silence.

They just made her more determined.

—-
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Lwazi Ndlovu sits in an unmarked car three blocks from Naval Hill, watching Monewa's approach through binoculars. She's early—good tactical awareness. Scanning the area, checking for tails, moving with the caution of someone who knows they're in danger.

Even better.

He speaks into his radio: "Target approaching. Any signs of surveillance?"

"Negative," comes the response from his partner, Sechele, positioned on the opposite side of the hill. "She's clean. No one following."

"What about Nkuna's people?"

"Two vehicles circling Waverley this morning, probably looking for her. But they lost her when she took a taxi to the university, then walked from there. Smart girl."

"She's not a girl. She's a journalist with five years of hard-hitting investigation under her belt. Show some respect." Lwazi's tone is sharp. His team needs to understand—Monewa Tau is not some amateur stumbling into danger. She's a professional doing vital work.

She's also beautiful, brilliant, and completely off-limits for someone in his position.

Which doesn't stop him from noticing the way sunlight catches in her short natural hair, the determination in her stride, the curves her jeans and t-shirt can't hide.

Focus, Ndlovu. This is a professional operation, not a date.

He exits the car, walks toward the meeting point. Monewa spots him immediately, tenses slightly, then relaxes when she confirms his identity.

"You came," he says, stating the obvious.

"You doubted I would?"

"After last night's threat? Most people would've run." He gestures toward the walking path into the reserve. "Shall we? Less conspicuous than standing in the parking lot."

They walk in silence for a few minutes, entering the reserve proper. Franklin Game Reserve is modest—Bloemfontein's attempt at urban wildlife conservation—but provides adequate cover and privacy for conversations that can't be overheard.

"So," Monewa says finally. "You promised proof. And personal information. I'm waiting."

He pulls out a tablet, brings up files. "Bank records for Mayor Thulani Nkuna. Notice the regular deposits—five hundred thousand rand monthly, always from the same offshore account. That account is owned by a shell company that receives payments from construction firms doing business with the municipality."

She studies the documents, journalist brain clearly processing, cross-referencing. "These are legitimate? Not doctored?"

"Completely legitimate. Obtained through... let's say creative means."

"Illegal means."

"The legality of how evidence is obtained doesn't change its truth." He swipes to another document. "Here—communications between Nkuna and contractors. Explicit discussions of tender rigging, bribery, kickback percentages. He's not even subtle."

"Because he thinks he's untouchable." Monewa's voice is tight with anger. "How long has this been going on?"

"Five years. Since he became mayor. Before that, he was cleaner—or at least more careful. But power corrupts, and absolute power in a small municipality with weak oversight? That corrupts absolutely."

"How do you have this information, Lwazi? These are internal communications, restricted bank records. Unless you're..." She stops, realization dawning. "You're law enforcement. Hawks? SAPS Special Investigations?"

Shit. She's too smart for her own good.

"Does it matter?"

"Yes! If you're building a criminal case, you can arrest him, testify in court, do this properly. Why involve me? Why risk a journalist when you have legal authority?"

"Because legal authority isn't always enough." He stops walking, faces her directly. "Nkuna has connections—politicians, judges, police commanders. Evidence has a way of disappearing, cases collapsing, witnesses recanting. We need public pressure, media attention, a story so explosive that they can't bury it. That's where you come in."

"So I'm your insurance policy. The public face while you work behind the scenes."

"You're more than that. You're the catalyst." He steps closer, and he sees her pulse jump in her throat. "A corruption investigation can be shut down, reassigned, defunded. But a major newspaper exposé? That's harder to contain. Public outrage demands action. And once you break the story, we move in with arrests, freezing assets, building the criminal case while the spotlight's on."

"We. So you are Hawks."

He shouldn't confirm it. Operational security dictates maintaining cover. But looking into Monewa's eyes—intelligent, determined, demanding truth—he can't lie.

"Yes. Directorate for Priority Crime Investigation. I've been undercover in Bloemfontein for eighteen months, posing as a businessman with interests in municipal contracts. Building relationships, gathering evidence, waiting for the right moment."

"And that moment is now?"

"That moment is you. Your investigation provides the perfect cover for accelerating ours. We feed you information, you publish, public outcry forces action, and we swoop in with arrests before Nkuna can flee or destroy evidence."

Monewa processes this, pacing along the path. "You used me. Last night at the jazz club—that wasn't coincidence. You targeted me specifically."

"Yes."

"Because you need a journalist naive enough to work with a mysterious stranger offering classified information."

"Because I need a journalist brave enough to take the risk, skilled enough to write the story properly, and credible enough that people will listen." He catches her arm gently, stops her pacing. "Monewa, I didn't choose you randomly. I've been watching your work for months. You're the best investigative journalist in the Free State. Maybe in the country. And you care—genuinely care—about exposing corruption and helping the communities being victimized. That's rare."

"Flattery won't make me forget you manipulated me."

"I'm not flattering. I'm stating facts." He releases her arm, gives her space. "And yes, I manipulated the situation. I needed your involvement, so I created circumstances that made partnership mutually beneficial. But Monewa—everything I said is true. Nkuna is dangerous. People have died investigating him. And I can't take him down alone. I need you."

She's quiet for a long time, studying him with those sharp eyes that miss nothing. "You know what bothers me most? Not that you're using me for your investigation. Not even that you manipulated our meeting. It's that despite all of that, I still want to work with you."

"Because the story matters more than my methods?"

"Because you're offering me the biggest exposé of my career, a chance to make real difference, and access to evidence I'd never get otherwise. How can I say no to that?"

"You can't. Which is why I chose you." He allows himself a small smile. "But for what it's worth, the attraction is real. Not manufactured for operational purposes."

Her eyes widen. "Attraction?"

"Come on, Monewa. We're both adults. I noticed you the moment I walked into that club—not because you're part of my investigation, but because you're stunning. And when you talked, when I saw that fire in your eyes, that dedication to truth? I was gone."

"That's extremely inappropriate. You're law enforcement, I'm a source—"

"You're not a source. You're a partner. And partners can be honest with each other." He steps closer, drawn by the pull he's been fighting since last night. "I'm not asking you to act on it. I'm just being truthful. You demanded honesty—there it is."

"Honesty." She laughs, slightly bitter. "You, an undercover operative who's been lying for eighteen months, want to talk about honesty?"

"I've been lying to criminals and corrupt officials. Not to you. With you, I'm being completely real." More real than operational guidelines allow, but he's past caring. "Ask me anything. I'll answer. No cover story, no deception. Just truth."

She considers this. "Why do you care so much? About Nkuna, about corruption, about Mangaung? You're from Durban—I can hear it. This isn't your city, not your fight. So why?"

The question cuts deeper than she knows. Lwazi is silent for a moment, debating how much to reveal. Then decides—she deserves the truth.

"Three years ago, I was on a different case. Human trafficking ring operating out of Mpumalanga. We spent months building evidence, identifying victims, preparing for arrests. Then a journalist broke the story early—incomplete information, wrong connections, tipped off the criminals." His voice hardens with memory. "They scattered. Destroyed evidence. Killed two key witnesses to eliminate testimony. And the victims—mostly young women trafficked from Zimbabwe—disappeared. We never found them. Probably dead or moved to operations in other countries."

"Oh God."

"The journalist won. Got a big scoop, awards, recognition. Never had to face the consequences of publishing prematurely. But I did. I face them every day—knowing those women are still enslaved or dead because someone prioritized a story over lives."

"That's why you need to control my reporting. Make sure I don't publish prematurely."

"That's why I need to trust you. To know you understand that timing matters, that publishing too soon destroys investigations and gets people killed." He meets her eyes. "Can I trust you, Monewa?"

"Yes." No hesitation, just certainty. "I won't publish until you confirm it's safe. Until we have enough to bury Nkuna so completely he can't retaliate or escape."

"Then we're partners." He extends his hand. "Real partners this time. No manipulation, no deception. Just collaboration toward a shared goal."

She shakes his hand, and that electricity is back—stronger now, charged with honesty and mutual respect. "Partners. But Lwazi? About the attraction thing—"

"We table it. Until after the investigation concludes and Nkuna is arrested. Then, if you're interested, we revisit. Deal?"

"Deal." But she doesn't release his hand immediately, and neither does he.

They stand there, hands clasped, possibilities hovering between them, until Sechele's voice crackles through Lwazi's hidden earpiece: "Boss, we've got movement. Two vehicles entering the reserve, heading your direction. Might be Nkuna's people."

Lwazi's entire demeanor shifts—from romantic interest to tactical operator in a heartbeat. "We need to move. Now."

"What's wrong?"

"Possible tail. Could be nothing, but I don't take chances." He leads her off the main path, into denser vegetation. "Stay close, stay quiet. If shooting starts, you hit the ground and don't move until I say."

"Shooting? Lwazi, what—"

"Shh." He pulls her behind a large rock formation, positions himself between her and the path. Draws his weapon—Glock 19, standard Hawks issue—and waits.

Two minutes later, two men pass on the path. Casual clothes, but moving with purpose, scanning the area. One speaks into a radio: "No sign of her. Check the eastern section."

They move on. Lwazi waits another five minutes before relaxing slightly.

"They're looking for you. Nkuna's people, trying to find you after last night's threat."

"How did they know I'd be here?"

"They probably didn't. But Naval Hill is public, popular weekend spot. They're checking everywhere you might go." He holsters his weapon. "Monewa, you're not safe at your apartment. They've already broken in once. They know where you live, where you work, probably where your family lives."

"I'm not running. Not abandoning my life because some corrupt asshole wants to scare me."

"I'm not suggesting running. I'm suggesting strategic relocation until we're ready to move on Nkuna." He pulls out his phone. "I have a safe house—clean, secure, unknown to anyone except my team. You stay there while we finalize the investigation. A few weeks, maybe a month."

"A month? I have a job, deadlines, a life—"

"You also have a target on your back. They threatened you, Monewa. People who threaten don't stop there. Next comes escalation—violence, disappearance, another convenient accident. I've seen it too many times."

She's scared—he can see it in the tension of her shoulders, the way her hands shake slightly. But she's also stubborn, determined not to show weakness.

"If I disappear to a safe house, Nkuna wins. He scares me into silence, the story dies, nothing changes."

"If you're dead, you can't write the story at all. Nkuna wins bigger." He gentles his voice. "I'm not asking you to hide forever. Just long enough to build an airtight case. We work together from the safe house—you write, I provide evidence, we prepare the exposé that destroys him. Then we publish simultaneously with arrests. He doesn't see it coming."

"And what about my editor? My family? They'll worry."

"Tell your editor you're going deep undercover, following a lead. Give him minimal details but assure him the story's progressing. As for family—do they live nearby?"

"My parents are in Rocklands. My younger brother is at UFS."

"We put protection on them. Discreet surveillance, make sure Nkuna's people don't target them to get to you."

"This is insane. My entire life disrupted because I'm doing my job."

"Welcome to investigative journalism in a corrupt system." His smile is sympathetic. "But Monewa—you're not alone in this. I've got you. My team's got you. We protect you, provide resources, help however we can. This is what we do."

She studies him for a long moment, then nods slowly. "Okay. The safe house. But I need my laptop, my files, my research materials."

"We'll retrieve them. Tonight, after dark, with full security. You don't go back to your apartment—too dangerous."

"So what now? Where do we go?"

"Now I take you to the safe house, get you settled, brief you on operational security. Then tomorrow, we start building the case that ends Thulani Nkuna's career and sends him to prison for the next twenty years."

"Sounds like a plan." She straightens her shoulders, fear transforming into determination. "Let's do this."

They make their way carefully out of the reserve, avoiding the main paths, Lwazi's training keeping them invisible to casual observation. His car is parked three blocks away—unremarkable sedan, switched plates, no distinguishing features.

As they drive toward the safe house on Bloemfontein's outskirts, Monewa asks quietly: "The women from the trafficking case. Do you think about them often?"

"Every day. They're why I do this job—to make sure no more victims slip through the cracks because of bureaucratic failure or premature publicity."

"I understand. And Lwazi? I promise—I won't let you down. Won't publish early, won't compromise the investigation. Those women deserve justice. So do the people Nkuna's been stealing from."

"I know. That's why I chose you."

He reaches across, squeezes her hand briefly. Professional reassurance, except it doesn't feel professional at all.

It feels like promise. Like possibility. Like the beginning of something that could be amazing or disastrous.

Probably both.

—-
[image: ]


	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

CHAPTER 3


[image: ]


The safe house is nothing like Monewa expected. She pictured something run-down and temporary—a hideout, barely furnished, purely functional.

Instead, it's a modest but comfortable home in Universitas, the area between UFS campus and Bloemfontein's northern suburbs. Three bedrooms, secure yard, high walls, security system that would make a paranoid billionaire jealous.

"Home sweet temporary home," Lwazi says, unlocking multiple deadbolts. "It's registered under a shell company, utilities paid through untraceable accounts, neighbors think it's owned by a businessman who travels frequently. You're completely off-grid here."

The interior is surprisingly cozy—lived-in furniture, stocked kitchen, WiFi router, even artwork on the walls. Not a sterile safe house, but an actual home.

"You've used this before? For other operations?"

"A few times. Hawks maintains several safe houses across the province for witness protection, undercover operations, emergency extraction. This one's my favorite—good location, solid security, and Mrs. Khumalo next door makes excellent vetkoek." He sets down the bag of supplies they picked up. "You take the main bedroom. I'll use the second bedroom when I'm here, but I'll mostly be at my cover apartment maintaining my businessman persona."

"So I'm alone here?"

"Mostly. But Sechele will be in the third bedroom—full-time security, former Special Forces, good guy. You'll like him." As if on cue, the back door opens and a man enters—stocky, muscled, friendly face that doesn't quite hide his lethal competence.

"Sechele Mvubu, meet Monewa Tau. Our journalist partner."

"Ma'am." Sechele extends a hand, his grip gentle despite his size. "I'll be your shadow for the duration. Anything you need, any concerns, you come to me."

"Thank you. Though I'm not used to having bodyguards."

"Think of me as security-conscious roommate." His smile is genuine. "I cook, clean, and happen to be excellent at close protection. Plus, I make a mean bunny chow if you're missing Durban food."

Despite the surreal situation, Monewa finds herself smiling. "I've never actually had authentic Durban bunny chow."

"Then you're in for a treat. Tomorrow's lunch is sorted." Sechele heads toward his bedroom. "I'll give you two space to discuss operational details. Holler if you need anything."

He disappears, leaving Monewa alone with Lwazi in the cozy living room. Evening light streams through security-frosted windows, creating an intimate atmosphere that feels dangerous given their agreement to table attraction.

"So," she says, settling on the couch, "what now? How do we build this case?"

Lwazi sits across from her—maintaining distance, staying professional. "We start by mapping Nkuna's entire operation. Every contract, every payment, every connection. I have eighteen months of surveillance, but you have journalist access—ability to request public records, interview people openly, connect dots I can't without blowing my cover."

"What's your cover exactly? You mentioned businessman."

"Lwazi Ndlovu, investment consultant specializing in infrastructure development. I've been courting Nkuna's circle, attending functions, expressing interest in municipal contracts. They think I'm a potential partner—corrupt businessman looking for opportunities. It's given me access to conversations and events where they speak freely."

"And they don't suspect you're investigating them?"

"They suspect I'm corrupt like them. Which makes me trustworthy in their eyes." He pulls out his tablet, brings up organizational charts. "Here—Nkuna's network. The mayor himself, obviously. His deputy, Thandeka Mngomezulu—also corrupt, handles enforcement and intimidation. CFO Patricia Nkosi—manages the money laundering. And about a dozen contractors, council members, and accomplices."

Monewa studies the chart, journalist brain cataloging connections. "This is extensive. How much money are we talking?"

"Conservative estimate? R500 million over five years. Stolen from service delivery, infrastructure projects, housing development. Money that should've built RDP houses, fixed water systems, paved roads in townships. Instead, it bought luxury cars, overseas vacations, property portfolios for Nkuna and his cronies."

The scale of it makes her sick. "While people in Mangaung live without proper sanitation, clean water, electricity. While children go to schools without books or desks. While clinics lack basic medicine."

"Exactly. That's the real crime—not just stealing money, but stealing hope from communities already struggling." Lwazi's voice is tight with controlled anger. "That's why this matters. Why we can't fail."

"We won't." She meets his eyes, making a promise. "I'll write the story that ends him. Every detail, every stolen rand, every lie he's told. The public will know exactly who Thulani Nkuna is and what he's done."

"Good." He stands, starts pacing—energy with nowhere to go. "Tomorrow we start interviews. I've arranged for several former municipal employees—people who witnessed the corruption firsthand—to meet with you. They're scared but willing to talk if promised anonymity."

"I can do that. Source protection is sacred." Monewa makes notes on her phone. "What about documentation? Bank records, contracts, communications?"

"I'll provide everything electronically—encrypted files, secure transfer. You analyze them, verify authenticity, build the narrative. By the time we're done, you'll have a fifty-thousand-word investigative piece that's bulletproof."

"Fifty thousand words? That's not a newspaper article—that's a book."

"Then we publish it as a series. Five or six major pieces over two weeks, each one revealing another layer of corruption. Build momentum, keep the pressure on, make it impossible for them to contain." He stops pacing, looks at her. "Can you do that? Write that much, that well, under deadline pressure while essentially under house arrest?"

"Watch me." The challenge excites her more than it should. This is the story she's been chasing her entire career—the kind of exposé that changes laws, ends careers, makes real difference. "I'll need coffee. Industrial quantities."

"Already stocked. Sechele drinks it by the gallon—military habit." Lwazi checks his watch. "It's nearly seven. I should head to my cover apartment, maintain appearances. But I'll be back tomorrow morning with the first batch of files and to brief you on the interview subjects."

"Okay." She stands, suddenly not wanting him to leave. The safe house feels secure with him here, uncertain without him. "Lwazi? Thank you. For protecting me, for trusting me with this, for being honest about the manipulation. That actually helps—knowing you respect me enough to tell the truth."

"I've got nothing but respect for you, Monewa. Your work, your courage, your principles." He moves toward the door, hesitates. "And when this is over, when Nkuna's in prison and the story's published and you're safe again—I'd like to take you to dinner. Proper dinner, no investigations or ulterior motives. Just us, getting to know each other without corruption and threats looming."

Her heart does a stupid flutter. "I'd like that."

"Good." His smile is warm, genuine, nothing like the smooth mystery from the jazz club. This is real Lwazi—the dedicated investigator, the man who carries the weight of lost trafficking victims, the person who cares deeply despite professional detachment. "Get some rest. Tomorrow we start taking down an empire."

He leaves through the front door, and she hears his car start, pull away. The house settles into quiet evening sounds—Sechele moving around in his room, the hum of the security system, her own breathing.

Monewa explores her bedroom—comfortable bed, decent closet space, attached bathroom with good water pressure. Someone stocked it with toiletries, fresh towels, even pajamas in approximately her size.

Thoughtful. Professional. Kind of invasive but also kind of sweet.

She showers, changes, settles on her bed with her phone. Texts her editor: Going deep undercover on the Nkuna story. May be out of contact for a few weeks but following major leads. Trust me.

Sipho responds immediately: Define 'deep undercover.' Are you safe?

Safe as I can be. Can't give details yet but this is big. Potentially career-defining big.

Fine. But Monewa—be careful. I can't lose my best investigative reporter to some corruption scandal.

You won't. I'm protected. More soon.

She texts her mother next: Mama, working on important story. May not visit for a few weeks. Don't worry about me. Love you.

Her mother's response is slower: Baby girl, you're scaring me. What kind of story requires you disappearing?

The kind that makes a difference. I promise I'm safe. Will explain everything when it's done.

Your father says be careful. We're proud of you but we want you alive more than we want you to be a hero.

I'm being careful. Very careful. Kiss Papa for me.

Finally, she texts her younger brother, Tshepo, at UFS: Hey bratface. If anyone asks about me, just say I'm on assignment out of town. Don't give details. And Tshep? Stay alert. If anyone approaches you asking about me, tell Lwazi Ndlovu immediately. She includes Lwazi's contact number.

Who's Lwazi Ndlovu? Your new boyfriend? Typical Tshepo—joking even when she's being serious.

He's protection. And no, not my boyfriend. Just... trust me on this. Stay safe.

You're freaking me out, sisi. What's going on?

Can't explain yet. Just trust me and be careful. Love you.

She puts her phone aside, stares at the ceiling. Twenty-four hours ago, she was drowning frustration in whiskey at a jazz club. Now she's in witness protection, partnering with an undercover Hawks investigator, preparing to write the exposé of her career.

Life moves fast sometimes.

A knock on her door. "Monewa? It's Sechele. Just checking you're settled."

"Come in."

He enters, carrying a tray—tea, biscuits, friendly gesture. "Thought you might need this. First night in a new place can be disorienting."

"Thank you. That's kind." She accepts the tea gratefully. "How long have you worked with Lwazi?"

"Three years. We were in Special Forces together before he went Hawks and recruited me for security work. He's the best investigator I know—thorough, smart, actually gives a damn about victims. But he's also..." Sechele hesitates, clearly weighing how much to share. "He carries a lot of guilt. That trafficking case he told you about—it broke something in him. Made him obsessive about protecting sources, about timing, about making sure investigations don't cost lives."

"I can understand that."

"Good. Because he's going to be intense about your safety. Probably overprotective. Don't take it personally—it's trauma response."

"I'll try not to." She sips the rooibos tea—perfect temperature, slight sweetness. "Sechele, honest question. Do you think we can actually take down Nkuna? He's powerful, connected, been getting away with this for years."

"Honestly? With you and Lwazi working together? Yeah, I think you can." He grins. "Lwazi's got the evidence and tactical mind. You've got the platform and the writing skills. Nkuna's never faced opposition like this—someone who can expose him publicly while law enforcement moves simultaneously. He's outmatched; he just doesn't know it yet."

"I hope you're right."

"I'm always right. Ask Lwazi." Sechele stands, heads for the door. "Get some sleep. Tomorrow starts early—Lwazi's planning breakfast briefing at seven."

"Seven AM? Is everyone in law enforcement a morning person?"

"Military training. Sleep is for the weak." He grins. "Actually, it's because the first interview subject can only meet early—works construction, starts at eight. So we adapt."

After he leaves, Monewa finishes her tea, brushes her teeth, climbs into bed. The mattress is comfortable, the room dark and quiet, security system beeping softly.

She should sleep. Should rest before tomorrow's intensity.

Instead, she lies awake thinking about Lwazi Ndlovu—his intensity, his honesty, his admission of attraction. The way electricity sparked when they touched. The promise of dinner after the investigation concludes.

Dangerous territory. She's partnering with him professionally, living in his safe house, dependent on his protection. Getting romantically involved would be messy, complicated, potentially disastrous.

But God, the possibility is tempting.

She falls asleep thinking about strong hands, dark eyes that see too much, and a voice promising truth in a world full of lies.

—-
[image: ]


	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

CHAPTER 4


[image: ]


Lwazi arrives at the safe house with breakfast—vetkoek from Mrs. Khumalo next door, fresh fruit, excellent coffee from his favorite Bloemfontein roaster. He lets himself in with his key, finding Sechele already up, reading on the couch.

"She awake?"

"Heard the shower twenty minutes ago. Should be out soon." Sechele eyes the food. "Mrs. K's vetkoek?"

"Three dozen. I'll take some to the surveillance team later." He unpacks in the kitchen, starts brewing coffee. The domestic ritual is soothing, normal, a counterpoint to the intensity of undercover work.

Monewa emerges from her bedroom looking refreshed—jeans, UFS t-shirt, natural hair still damp from the shower, no makeup. Completely different from the polished journalist at the jazz club, and somehow more appealing.

"Morning. Is that vetkoek I smell?"

"Mrs. Khumalo's finest. Help yourself." He pours coffee for all three of them. "Sleep okay?"

"Surprisingly yes. Despite being in witness protection and preparing to take down a corrupt mayor." She takes a vetkoek, bites into it, closes her eyes in appreciation. "Oh my God. This is amazing."

"Mrs. K could sell these commercially, but she prefers making them for neighbors and friends. Says it keeps her connected to community." Lwazi spreads files across the dining table. "Ready to work?"

"Let me finish this first. I don't want to get powdered sugar on classified documents."

They eat in comfortable silence—odd how natural it feels, three people who barely know each other sharing breakfast like old friends. Or family. Or something.

When they're done, Lwazi briefs them on the day's plan: "First interview is with Sipho Mahlangu, former municipal engineer. He witnessed contract fraud firsthand, kept copies of documents showing how tenders were rigged. He's willing to talk on record but needs anonymity protection."

"I can do that. Use a pseudonym, obscure identifying details, protect his identity while preserving the story." Monewa makes notes. "What time?"

"Eight-thirty. He'll come here—safer than meeting publicly. Sechele will do security sweep before and after." Lwazi slides a folder across the table. "Here—background on Sipho. Education, work history, what he witnessed, why he's coming forward now."

She reads quickly, journalist mind processing information. "He tried reporting the corruption through official channels. Got ignored, then threatened, then fired on false charges. Classic whistleblower retaliation."

"Exactly. Now he's unemployed, blacklisted in the industry, but ready to tell his story if it means stopping Nkuna." Lwazi pulls up documents on his tablet. "After Sipho, we have two more interviews this afternoon—Patricia Dlamini, former housing project manager, and Marcus Sithole, contractor who refused to pay bribes and lost his business because of it."

"Three interviews in one day? That's a lot."

"We're on a clock. Nkuna knows you're investigating, knows you're missing from your apartment. He'll escalate—searching for you, pressuring your family, trying to derail the investigation before you publish. We need to move fast."

"How fast?"

"Ideally, we publish in ten days. Two weeks maximum." He sees her eyes widen. "I know that's aggressive. But the longer we wait, the more danger you're in and the more time Nkuna has to cover his tracks or flee."

"Ten days to write fifty thousand words plus conduct interviews, verify facts, coordinate with your investigation, and prepare for publication?" She doesn't sound daunted—excited. "Challenge accepted."

Sechele laughs. "I like her. She's got your intensity, boss."

"My intensity is trauma-induced hypervigilance. Hers is genuine passion for journalism." But Lwazi smiles despite himself. "Okay, Sipho arrives in an hour. Monewa, you'll conduct the interview while I observe. Sechele handles security. After, we transcribe, analyze, integrate into the larger narrative."

Sipho Mahlangu arrives exactly on time—late thirties, engineer's precision in his movements, fear poorly hidden beneath professionalism. Sechele escorts him in after checking for surveillance devices or tracking equipment.

"Mr. Mahlangu, thank you for coming." Monewa's journalist persona is confident, trustworthy. "I'm Monewa Tau from the Free State Times. Everything you tell me will be protected—I'll use a pseudonym, obscure identifying details, but the information will be published. Are you comfortable with that?"

"Yes. As long as Nkuna can't trace it back to me." Sipho glances at Lwazi. "Are you...?"

"I'm with law enforcement. Here to verify your testimony for our criminal investigation." Lwazi keeps his tone neutral, non-threatening. "But Ms. Tau's in charge. This is her interview."

They settle in the living room—Monewa with her recorder and notebook, Sipho on the couch, Lwazi and Sechele positioned unobtrusively. She starts with easy questions—background, education, how he came to work for Mangaung Municipality.

Then deeper: "When did you first notice irregularities in the tendering process?"

"About three years ago. I was assigned to evaluate bids for a major water infrastructure project in Mangaung township. The technical specifications were very specific—clearly written to favor one bidder. When I pointed this out to my supervisor, he told me to approve the preferred bidder anyway."

"Who was the preferred bidder?"

"Themba Construction, owned by Godfrey Motaung. He's Nkuna's brother-in-law." Sipho pulls out documents—copies he'd kept, evidence of the fraud. "Here—original tender specifications. Notice how they require equipment that only Themba Construction owns? It's designed to exclude legitimate competition."

Monewa examines the documents, cross-references with information Lwazi provided. Everything matches. "What happened with the project?"

"Themba won the contract for R80 million. Did about R20 million worth of actual work—substandard, failed inspections I was told to overlook. The rest of the money disappeared. Meanwhile, Mangaung's water system still doesn't work properly. Residents have intermittent service, contaminated water, constant failures."

"And when you tried to report this?"

Sipho's expression hardens. "I went through official channels. Filed reports with my supervisor, the municipal manager, even tried contacting provincial oversight. Nothing happened. Then I was called to a meeting with Deputy Mayor Mngomezulu. He was... very clear. Either I stop making noise or I lose my job. Maybe worse."

"Did he explicitly threaten you?"

"Not explicitly. Just said accidents happen to people who don't understand how things work. That my wife and kids live in a nice neighborhood—would be a shame if anything happened to them." Sipho's hands shake remembering. "I got scared. I have two children, a mortgage. I couldn't risk them."

"But you're here now. What changed?"

"Nkuna got too arrogant. Started showing off—R2 million Mercedes, vacation home in Mauritius, sending his kids to private schools in Cape Town. All on a mayor's salary. And meanwhile, people in Mangaung are suffering. I couldn't stay silent anymore. Even if it costs me everything, at least my conscience is clear."

They continue for two hours—Sipho providing meticulous detail about multiple fraudulent tenders, rigged contracts, kickback schemes. He's a goldmine of information, technical knowledge making his testimony bulletproof.

When they finish, Monewa promises: "Your story will be told, Mr. Mahlangu. Anonymously but powerfully. People will know what you witnessed, what you tried to stop, what Nkuna did to silence you."

"Thank you. And please—be careful. These are dangerous people. They've hurt others who tried to expose them."

After Sipho leaves, Lwazi and Monewa compare notes. "That was excellent. He's credible, specific, has documentation. His testimony alone could support a full article."

"He's just the beginning." Monewa's eyes shine with excitement. "If the other interviews are half as good, we'll have enough to destroy Nkuna completely."

Patricia Dlamini arrives at two PM—former housing project manager, middle-aged woman with determination etched in every line of her face. Her story parallels Sipho's: RDP housing projects awarded to connected contractors, substandard construction, missing funds, retaliation when she complained.

"I was fired for refusing to sign off on houses that weren't habitable. Roofs that leaked, walls that cracked, electrical systems that were fire hazards. But Nkuna didn't care—he got his kickbacks, the contractor got paid, and poor families got death traps instead of homes."

Marcus Sithole comes last—contractor who played by the rules, refused to pay bribes, watched his business collapse as a result. "I bid honestly on projects. My quotes were competitive, my work quality excellent. But I never won tenders. Always lost to companies paying bribes. Eventually, I couldn't compete. Lost everything—my business, my savings, my reputation."

By evening, Lwazi and Monewa have eight hours of recorded testimony, hundreds of pages of documentary evidence, clear patterns of corruption spanning five years.

They order pizza—Sechele's insistence on keeping energy up—and spread everything across the dining table, building the narrative.

"It's systematic," Monewa says, pacing while she thinks aloud. "Not isolated incidents but organized crime. Nkuna and his inner circle control the entire municipal process—from tender specifications to evaluation to oversight. They've essentially privatized corruption."

"And profited massively while communities suffer." Lwazi adds financial records to the pile. "I've traced approximately R500 million stolen over five years. R500 million that should have built houses, fixed water systems, paved roads, funded clinics. Instead, it bought luxury for Nkuna's circle."

"How do we structure the series? What's the most effective way to reveal this?"

"Start with human impact. Lead with Mangaung residents—broken water systems, inadequate housing, failed infrastructure. Make readers care about real people suffering real consequences. Then pull back to show why it's happening—the corruption, the theft, the systematic fraud. Name names, show money flows, prove the connections." Lwazi's been thinking about this for months, waiting for the right journalist to tell the story properly. "End with a call to action—demanding accountability, arrests, systemic reform."

"Five articles," Monewa decides. "Article one: The human cost—feature Mangaung residents and their suffering. Article two: The mechanics—how tenders are rigged, contracts awarded, fraud executed. Article three: The money—follow the financial flows, offshore accounts, luxury purchases. Article four: The enablers—name everyone involved, from Nkuna down through his network. Article five: The solution—recommendations for reform, accountability, justice."

"Perfect structure. Can you write that in ten days?"

She grins—fierce, determined. "Watch me."

They work until midnight, outlining articles, organizing evidence, planning the investigation's final phase. Sechele eventually declares mandatory sleep, threatening to confiscate their laptops if they don't rest.

"He's not joking," Lwazi warns as they pack up. "Former Special Forces drill sergeant. He will physically remove your technology."

"Fine. Sleep. But we start again at seven tomorrow."

"Six. We have more interviews scheduled."

"Six AM? Are you trying to kill me?"

"I'm trying to save Mangaung. Sleep deprivation is a small price for justice."

She laughs despite exhaustion. "You're terrible. But I like your intensity."

"My trauma-induced hypervigilance intensity?"

"That one." She moves past him toward her bedroom, pauses. "Thank you, Lwazi. For trusting me with this, for protecting me, for being as obsessed with getting this right as I am."

"Thank you for being brave enough to write it. And for not publishing prematurely like that other journalist."

"Never. We do this right or not at all." She yawns, covering her mouth. "Good night. See you at stupid o'clock in the morning."

She disappears into her room, leaving Lwazi and Sechele in the living room.

"You're falling for her," Sechele observes. "Operational nightmare, by the way."

"I know."

"But you're doing it anyway."

"I know." Lwazi runs a hand over his face. "She's brilliant, brave, passionate about the work. How am I supposed to not fall for her?"

"By remembering you're undercover, she's a source, and personal relationships compromise investigations."

"She's not a source—she's a partner. And the investigation won't last forever. After we arrest Nkuna, after she publishes, after the trial—then we're just two people who worked well together and might work even better together romantically."

"Optimistic."

"Realistic. I'm not acting on it now—maintaining professional boundaries. But Sechele? I'm planning for after. Planning for a future where she's not in danger and I'm not undercover and we can explore this thing between us properly."

"Fair enough. Just don't let planning for after distract you from surviving the now. Nkuna's dangerous. He's already threatened her, broken into her apartment, put surveillance on her family. He'll escalate."

"I know. Which is why she stays here, protected, until we're ready to move. And when we do move, it'll be fast and complete—arrests, asset seizures, publication, maximum pressure from all sides. He won't have time to retaliate."

"I hope you're right."

"Me too." Because if he's wrong, if Nkuna moves before they're ready, Monewa pays the price.

And that's unacceptable.

He leaves for his cover apartment around one AM, maintaining his businessman persona, making sure no one suspects his real activities. But his mind stays at the safe house, with the journalist who's already claimed more of his heart than operational wisdom allows.

After this is over, he promises himself. After Nkuna's arrested and Monewa's safe.

Then he'll let himself fall completely.

—-
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Five days of intensive investigation have produced enough evidence to destroy Nkuna ten times over. Monewa's articles are taking shape—powerful, detailed, devastating. She's interviewed twelve people, verified hundreds of documents, traced money through labyrinthine networks.

She's also spent five days living with Lwazi and Sechele, watching Lwazi work, seeing the dedication beneath the professional exterior. The way he triple-checks every fact, protects every source, carries the weight of previous failures like penance.

She's falling for him. Completely, dangerously, inappropriately.

"You're staring," Sechele comments from the kitchen where he's cooking dinner—his promised bunny chow finally materialized.

"I'm thinking."

"You're staring at Lwazi's bedroom door and thinking. There's a difference." He grins, stirring curry. "Want to talk about it?"

"Absolutely not."

"Healthy emotional repression. Classic journalist move." He plates food, calls toward the bedrooms: "Dinner's ready! Come before I eat it all!"

Lwazi emerges from his room, hair still damp from the shower, wearing casual clothes that should be illegal—fitted t-shirt showing his lean strength, jeans that fit perfectly, bare feet that somehow seem intimate.

Monewa looks away quickly, busies herself getting drinks.

They eat at the dining table—now covered with evidence instead of the polished wood underneath. The bunny chow is spectacular, spicy and rich and authentic.

"This is amazing," Monewa says around a mouthful. "You weren't exaggerating about your cooking skills."

"Former military. We either learned to cook well or suffered through terrible food. I chose cooking." Sechele looks pleased at the compliment. "Tomorrow I'm making bobotie. Traditional Cape Malay recipe my grandmother taught me."

"I'm going to gain so much weight living here."

"Better fat and safe than thin and dead," Lwazi comments. "Though you're neither fat nor dead, so the system's working."

"Smooth, boss. Really smooth." Sechele shakes his head. "And they say romance is dead."

"We're not—" Monewa starts.

"It's not—" Lwazi says simultaneously.

They stop, look at each other, and Sechele laughs. "Right. Not romantic at all. Just two people who can't stop looking at each other when they think the other isn't watching. Completely platonic."

"You're enjoying this too much," Lwazi accuses.

"I get very little entertainment on protection detail. Let me have this." Sechele finishes his food, stands. "I'm going to check the perimeter, give you two some privacy to continue not being romantic."

He leaves through the back door, and suddenly the house feels too small, too intimate, charged with everything unspoken.

"He's not subtle," Monewa offers.

"He's former Special Forces. Subtle isn't his default mode." Lwazi clears dishes, and she helps, their movements synchronized from days of shared routine. "But he's not wrong. About the looking at each other thing."

Her pulse quickens. "No?"

"No. I look at you constantly. Watch you work, watch you think, watch you get that expression when a story element clicks into place. It's..." He stops, hands on the sink edge, not facing her. "It's distracting. And inappropriate. And I should stop."

"But you don't want to stop." It's not a question.

"No, I don't want to stop." He turns, and his eyes are intense, honest. "Monewa, we agreed to wait. Until after the investigation, after Nkuna's arrested, after you're safe. And I'm trying to honor that. But living with you, working with you, seeing your passion and brilliance every day—it's getting harder to maintain professional distance."

She should step back. Should reinforce boundaries. Should remember that she's in witness protection, he's her protector, mixing romance with investigation is a terrible idea.

Instead, she closes the distance between them. "What if I don't want professional distance?"

"Then I'd remind you that you're vulnerable right now. Dependent on me for safety, for information, for everything. That makes any romantic advance potentially coercive, even if unintentional."

"What if I told you I've been attracted to you since that first night at the jazz club? Before I knew you were Hawks, before the safe house, before any vulnerability. Just pure attraction to a mysterious, intelligent, frustratingly intense man who saw me as an equal partner, not a damsel to rescue."

His jaw clenches. "Then I'd say the attraction is mutual. Has been from the start. And waiting until after the investigation is becoming torture."

"So we wait?" She's close enough now to feel his body heat, to see the pulse in his throat. "Keep pretending we're purely professional while Sechele makes jokes and we both suffer?"

"That was the plan. The sensible, appropriate plan."

"I'm tired of sensible." The words surprise her—she's always been sensible, cautious, professional. But five days of living on the edge, of danger and intensity and adrenaline, has burned away her usual caution. "I'm tired of waiting for the perfect time that might never come. Nkuna could retaliate tomorrow. This investigation could go wrong. I could—"

He kisses her. Cuts off her spiraling thoughts with his mouth on hers, hands cupping her face, body pressing her gently against the counter. The kiss is everything—hunger, promise, months of attraction compressed into one perfect moment.

She kisses him back desperately, hands fisting in his shirt, pulling him closer. He tastes like curry and coffee and want, and she's drowning in sensation, in the rightness of this despite every logical argument against it.

When they finally break apart, both breathing hard, he rests his forehead against hers. "We shouldn't have done that."

"Probably not."

"Operational security, professional boundaries, my responsibility to protect you without exploiting vulnerability—"

"Lwazi." She puts her finger on his lips. "I'm an adult making an informed choice. I want this. Want you. Not because I'm vulnerable or dependent, but because you're extraordinary and I'm tired of pretending I don't feel it."

"You're extraordinary too. Brilliant and brave and so damn beautiful I can barely think straight when you're around."

"Then stop thinking. Just for tonight. Let's have this one night before we go back to professional distance and waiting for after." She kisses him again, softer this time. "Please."

His control is fracturing—she can feel it in the tension of his body, see it in his eyes. "One night. Then tomorrow we're back to professional. Agreed?"

"Agreed."

"And if you change your mind at any point—"

"I won't. But I'll tell you if I do." She takes his hand, leads him toward her bedroom. "Now stop being noble and make love to me before Sechele comes back from his perimeter check."

He laughs, follows her, and she feels the shift—professional protector becoming potential lover, investigator becoming man, barriers dropping away.

Her bedroom is dark except for moonlight through the curtains. Lwazi closes the door, locks it—security habit even now—then returns to her, hands gentle on her waist.

"We do this slow. Take our time. No rushing." His voice is rough with want but controlled. "I've waited this long—I'm going to savor every moment."

"I can work with slow." She pulls his shirt over his head, reveals lean muscle and scars mapping a history of service and sacrifice. Her fingers trace a bullet wound on his shoulder. "Special Forces?"

"Durban gang task force. Wrong place, wrong time, right body armor." He shivers under her touch. "Your turn."

He removes her shirt carefully, reverent, and his eyes darken seeing her. "Hayi, Monewa. You're perfect."

"I'm really not—"

"You are to me." He kisses her again, walking her backward toward the bed. "Smart, strong, sexy, everything I never knew I needed."

They fall onto the mattress together, hands exploring, learning each other's bodies with attention and care. He maps her curves, finds sensitive places that make her gasp. She traces his scars, kisses each one, honors the violence he's survived.

"Ke a go rata," he whispers in isiMngomezulu against her throat. (I love you.)

She doesn't speak isiMngomezulu fluently but understands enough. "Already? We barely know each other."

"I know enough. Know you're dedicated to truth, brave despite threats, kind to interview subjects even while extracting difficult testimony. Know you take your coffee black with one sugar, prefer savory to sweet, think best while pacing. Know you hum Miriam Makeba songs when you're concentrating and swear in Sesotho when frustrated." He raises his head, looks into her eyes. "I know enough to know I'm falling. Fast and hard."

"Ke a go rata, nna le." (I love you too.) The Sesotho feels right, native language for native truth. "This is crazy and reckless and probably a mistake. But I don't care. I want this. Want you."

"Then you have me." He kisses her deeply, thoroughly. "For tonight. For after. For as long as you want me."

They make love slowly, learning each other, finding rhythm and connection that goes beyond physical. When he finally enters her, moving carefully, watching her face for any hesitation, she feels complete in a way she's never experienced.

"Nto yam'," (my person) he breathes as they move together. "Ke a go bona." (I see you.)

"I see you too," she gasps, pleasure building. "All of you."

They fall over the edge together, bodies and hearts synchronized, and in the aftermath, lying tangled in sweaty sheets, Monewa feels safer than she has in weeks.

"That was worth breaking professional protocol," she murmurs against his chest.

"Absolutely worth it." He strokes her hair, holds her close. "But Monewa? I meant what I said. I love you. This isn't just physical for me."

"Good. Because it's not just physical for me either." She tilts her head up, kisses his jaw. "Though the physical is pretty spectacular."

"We can explore that more in about twenty minutes. After I recover from how thoroughly you destroyed me."

She laughs, content and sated and happy despite everything. "Deal."

They doze together, wrapped in each other, professional boundaries obliterated. Tomorrow they'll deal with consequences, with Sechele's knowing looks, with returning to investigator and journalist roles.

Tonight, they're just Lwazi and Monewa, falling in love in the middle of danger, finding joy despite threats.

Monewa wakes to dawn light and Lwazi's arms around her, his breathing steady against her hair. For a moment, she lets herself exist in this perfect bubble—warm, safe, loved.

Then reality intrudes. She's in witness protection. He's undercover. They have an investigation to complete and a corrupt mayor to destroy.

Sleeping together probably wasn't the smartest tactical decision.

But God, it felt right.

"You're thinking too loud," Lwazi mumbles, still half-asleep. "Can hear your brain spinning."

"Sorry. Journalist hazard."

"What are you thinking about?" He's awake now, propped on one elbow, studying her with those intense
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