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Friday, August 31, 2018

Ryan held his breath as his left hand pressed gently but firmly over her small mouth. He felt the slight contact of the girl’s back against his stomach. She was amazingly calm for a thirteen-year-old as she quietly breathed through her nose. Through the slits in the closed paneled closet doors, Ryan saw the man walk into the room, pick up an empty coffee cup from the desk, sigh, and turn around to leave the room. Another boring routine check of the facilities. As he turned, he adjusted the 9mm Glock in his waistband, and his eyes swept the room quickly as if he expected nothing out of the ordinary.

Ryan met his eyes for an infinitesimal moment, but Ryan glanced down. He wondered if a human being was capable of sensing someone looking at him two feet back from the crack between two louvered closet doors?

Ryan controlled every muscle and nerve in his body as he watched the man quickly scan the room again. There was nothing to see except for a non-descript arm chair, two bookcases devoid of anything worth reading, a closet with two paneled doors, and a second door into an empty adjacent room. In the middle of the room, a small wooden box lay on an antique mahogany desk.

Typical Eastern European mix of cultures overrunning and mixing their temporary treasures, Ryan thought.

Ever so slightly, Ryan flexed his right arm. His own 9mm with an attached suppressor rested firmly in his right hand waiting and begging for a chance to fulfill its destiny. Hopefully not today, thought Ryan. The man deserved to die, but not today. Too messy. Kaylee’s life is more important than the eradication of another evil human sex trafficker. If he had to shoot the man, and if he could avoid a loud thud by grabbing the man before he hit the floor, Ryan would have a couple of minutes before the men in the hall missed their companion. More than enough time to slip through the adjacent empty room and down the stairwell one floor that opened into a crowded street. A successful mission, and not dead.

As Ryan heard the man turn toward the door that led into the main hallway, he kept looking down, just in case the man glanced around the room once more. The man shut the door. Sometimes you just get lucky.

Ryan heard one pair of steps move away from the room. He waited five more seconds. The stuffiness of the stale air invaded his nose as he silently opened the closet door, stepped into the room, and hoisted Kaylee onto his back. A split-second thought zipped through his mind. He was glad she matched her name: slender. He whispered for her to put her arms around his neck but not to strangle him. Her fear broke for a second as she stifled a chuckle.

He closed the closet door, took five long strides to the desk, grabbed the box and slipped through the adjacent room.

He slipped Kaylee off his back as they left the building and walked quickly around the corner to the waiting Volkswagen. They jumped in, and he turned down a back alley to lose anyone tailing him. He glanced at his watch: 10 a.m. He drove out of Sofia, Bulgaria, on E80 toward Niš, Serbia. They hadn’t seen him coming, and they had no idea which exit he would take.

Ryan reached into the back seat, grabbed a sack, and placed it in Kaylee’s lap. “Food, if you get hungry. In one hour we will cross the Serbian border, then it’s a one-hour drive to the airport in Niš. I have a short errand in Niš before we drive to the airport. 

“The flight to Basel, Switzerland, is a bit over two hours. Your parents will meet you at the airport. We’ll arrive around 3  p.m. You’ll be having supper with your parents."

Kaylee said nothing until they crossed the border into Serbia, then she said softly, “Thank you for saving me.”

Ryan never felt more fulfilled than when he heard those words. They eased the guilt somewhat. “My pleasure.”

“I heard them say that they were going to sell me.”

“You should probably stop thinking about it. You’re safe now. Eat something.” He pointed toward the sack in her lap.

She fiddled with it, unwrapped a candy bar, and took a bite. Before the second bite, she mumbled, “I wonder how much I was worth?”

He gripped the steering wheel tighter as anger swelled in his mind thinking about what she had been through.

“Kaylee, your value can’t be measured in money,” Ryan said firmly. His lips pressed together in a hard angry line.

She glanced at him for the first time as she said, “I’ve never known such evil people. Do you ever get the privilege of killing one of them?”

Speechless, Ryan gripped the steering wheel to keep from driving off the road.

Before he could formulate an answer, she added, “They talked about others they had sold. I would kill them if I could.”

“Kaylee, don’t let your life be shaped by this experience. You have parents who love you very much. You are going to return to a peaceful life.”

She nodded, then added quietly, almost to herself, “I’m not sure I can live with myself if I don’t do something to help others who have been stolen.”

Yes, you could wish for a daughter like Kaylee, but your lifestyle will not allow you to raise a teenager.

Stop reminding me.

Kaylee said no more and finished the food by the time they reached the center of Niš. Ryan drove two blocks off the main road and parked in front of the National Museum. He told Kaylee, “Eight minutes. Stay in the car.”

She nodded and then gazed at the Museum’s orange and white arch with two large black doors at the entrance.

Ryan put on his cap and dark sunglasses. As promised, he returned in under eight minutes.

When they entered the airport in Niš, Ryan handed Kaylee her passport. They boarded on time and arrived at the Basel airport at 3:15 p.m. After parking, they walked toward the lobby.

A man and a woman, representatives from the company that had contacted Ryan’s team, led Kaylee’s parents into the lobby to retrieve her. 

Shielded by a magazine kiosk, Ryan placed his hands on both of Kaylee’s shoulders and spoke softly. “I need a favor from you.”

Her eyes widened.

“Please never describe what I look like to anyone. Not even to your parents.”

She nodded. “If people don’t know what you look like, you can save more people like me.”

“Exactly.”

“Thank you.” She gave him a huge hug, then turned and bolted toward the lobby and her parents. Ryan relished the tears of her mom and dad when they saw her. He returned the rented Volkswagon and took a street car to the train station.

Even with every seat filled with tourists in second class, Ryan always relaxed on the one-hour train trip from Basel to Bern. He remembered his first time traveling with Lex through the Swiss Alps in August. Six or seven years ago?

As he entered the Backpackers Hotel Glocke in Bern, Herr Dordt, the proprietor, greeted Ryan, “Willkommen noch einmal, Herr Casey! Staying a week?”

“Just two days, but it’s good to be back. I can’t seem to get Bern’s Old Town out of my system.”

“May that never happen!” He handed Ryan the key to his favorite room on the top floor overlooking the gabled rooftops that stretched all the way to the far hills on the outskirts of the city. The Medieval Clock Tower, 250 meters away, sounded out 6  p.m.

Herr Dordt added, “Your favorite restaurant, the Kornhauskeller, found some ancient recipes from their early days, and they are using their customers as test cases to see which ones sell the best. Very inexpensive this whole month.”

Ryan laughed out loud. “Danke, I’ll head right over there.” The Kornhauskeller was never inexpensive, but the restaurant had inserted itself into his psyche and helped him relax after completing a mission.

As he turned to go to his room, Herr Dordt asked, “Are you ever going to visit our Einstein Museum, Herr Casey? It’s still just a five-minute walk from here, and you spend all your time in the City Center anyway.”

Ryan shook his head. “Nein, Herr Dordt. I’m still mad at Einstein for stealing Mileva’s work.”

Herr Dordt shook his head and laughed. “A good meal in our fair city will calm your anger,” he replied.

Ryan smiled and nodded as he headed toward his room. He had always been fascinated by Mileva Maric, Einstein’s first wife from Serbia. The jilted wife whose work had been stolen by her husband who would claim her fame, and then toss her away like a used rag. Even Einstein was not above theft for fame. Ryan admired underdogs, especially when they didn’t win. Whenever he was close enough to slip away from his own small world of close friends, he would place a rose on Mileva’s grave in Zurich. She reminded him of his mother. Brilliant, but cheated out of the life she deserved. Cheated out a life because Ryan had waited too long.

He dropped his nondescript Luxon travel backpack on the bed and strolled back toward the lobby. Once he was in the street, he called Shep. “Target rescued, egg stolen, and gun in our storage unit.”

Shep said, “Just got a call from the parents. Good job.”

Preempting his question about the egg, Ryan said, “You’ll be getting another call tomorrow. Smooth delivery of the egg in Niš. The merchandise will appear on the owner’s desk tomorrow morning before he arrives at work.”

“Smooth! I don’t think that the owner really thought that he was going to get his egg back.”

“Which he probably stole from someone else,” Ryan quipped.

“We don’t ask,” Shep replied. “We just retrieve. Any glitches?”

“We survived.”

“Survived?” Shep replied.

“Close. Stuck in a closet for an hour with a young lady who showed an extra amount of courage for a thirteen-year-old. Nobody’s fault. We are in a risky business.” Ryan sensed Shep nodding.

“Well, the team didn’t think you could pull off two jobs with one stroke. They think you’re a god. You should get a bonus.” Shep uttered.

“With my bank account?” Ryan replied.

“Right,” Shep snickered. “Well then, as an extra reward, spend a few days relishing the Old City in Bern. I’m almost jealous.”

Ryan read Shep’s thoughts. “After all your travels, you still miss it, don’t you?”

“One can never get enough of a good thing, Ryan, but I wouldn’t trade being married to Jessamyn for 100 years of free hotels in the most exotic locations on the planet. And I wouldn’t trade Sonya or Blake for any other kids in the world.” He cleared his throat. “You’ll see when you have your own children.”

Ryan snorted. “You can’t believe that any woman could tolerate my lifestyle.”

“No, I can’t. But you can’t be in this business forever. Jessamyn changed my course. There’s some lady out there who will eventually pull on your heart.”

“Right. I’ll see you in a few days.”

“Okay, but when you visit one of those chocolate-making factories, bring some chocolate back for the team.”

Before Ryan could reply, Shep added, “Ryan, Kaylee’s parents . . ..”

“I know,” Ryan cut him off. “They can’t thank us. We will never see them again. We will just live with the memories.”

He would remember saving a young lady and an egg. Retrieving the Fabergé egg in that wooden box had felt like dessert to Ryan. He remembered Kaylee’s thoughts about her monetary value, and he realized that the egg’s owners had paid three times more retrieval fee than Ryan’s company charged people for retrieving their loved ones. He only hoped that the kidnappers’ employers would remove them permanently for their failure to deliver.

After a short pregnant silence, Shep said, “Yes, well, get back in time for a party before you start classes. You really should . . ..”

“Yes, I know. I should read the textbooks before classes start so I’ll have time to do a job or two during the semester.”

Shep’s voice hesitated. “The team realizes that the classroom will be intensely boring for you compared to what you are used to, but we think that you might need to put things on hold until you’re comfortable with your new surroundings. The Kaizen Consulting people are thrilled that you are taking their suggestion for further education. I’m hoping that you become buried under your homework to take your mind off the real world for a while.”

“Shep, I might discover that I actually like the academic world. Maybe I’ll change professions.”

Shep’s laughter almost broke Ryan’s eardrum. “And you might go insane without the thrill of it all. It’s going to take some powerful potion to push you in another direction any time soon. And very few people can do what you do.”

Ryan cut him off. “Okay, I’ll bring some Swiss chocolate back for the party,” then added, “We’ve already contracted one more job between now and Christmas. I agree that we shouldn’t add any more for now.”

“Okay, enjoy yourself. Are you staying in that same student hostel again? Why don’t you upgrade a bit?” He quickly added, “I know, I know. Never stand out.”

Ryan looked up and down the ancient city street. Peace and quiet for the next two days and no need to hide who he was.

“Ryan, stay safe. You’ve been doing this for two years. Remember the movie Speed. Luck can run out. See you in a week.” Shep hung up.

Luck can run out.

Don’t go there, Ryan.

Is that what happened to her?

Is this a new question for an old guilt trip? That was fourteen years ago.

Am I helping others to keep their luck from running out?

If your guilt went away, would you stop saving innocent young ladies from kidnappers? Drop it.

He shook his head, focused on the new menu at the Kornhauskeller, and relished his two days in Old Town Bern. When his train arrived in Zurich, he bought a rose.
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Sunday afternoon, September 9, 2018

Ryan arrived at DU, Daniel University, late afternoon. Shep was waiting on the steps of the student lounge. Two years ago the two men had bonded in ways that neither fully understood. After their second encounter, Jessamyn, Shep’s wife, mentioned their similarities and differences. Same sense of humor but different skills. Same drive to rescue victims but glaring weaknesses when working alone. In twenty-four months they had rescued twelve kidnapped teenagers, two businessmen, and two social butterflies. After the second rescue, they added three team members: Gabriel, Merlin and Buzzy. In different ways, Ryan had saved each one before he met Shep—Gabriel, the fighter, from being murdered; Merlin, the chopper pilot, from prison; and Buzzy, a beautiful brainy biologist, turned nurse, from a disastrous love affair. Six months later Ryan introduced Buzzy to Chaz, a brilliant computer and internet expert who had lost his identity inside the world of ones and zeros. Buzzy changed that. Once she married Chaz, everyone expected their children to pop out writing algorithms to change the DNA code.

Chaz’s security system surpassed the most advanced in the world, and Shep could only be reached anonymously. Fame was their most dangerous enemy.

As a hardcore benevolent leader and administrator, Shep Cogran demanded total loyalty to the team. If something concerned the team, tell all and tell the truth. Most everything else was negotiable.

Ryan Casey saved people. He always consulted everyone else’s opinion, but in the field, the team obeyed Ryan’s decisions and commands like soldiers following the orders of their generals. Gabriel had seen how quickly and efficiently Ryan could kill someone. Merlin had seen him deceive an entire paramilitary unit into shooting each other. Buzzy knew he had some soft spots, but Buzzy never wanted to witness his more violent abilities in action.

They both glanced around the campus before Shep said, “I’m glad Oran and Maybelle volunteered their home to you instead of you being forced into student housing at DU.”

Ryan nodded. “Yep. Avoided lots of questions from other students. Oran and Maybelle left me a key to the house. We’ll meet for the first time during supper today.”

“Any other roommates?”

Ryan nodded. “A guy named Franklin. The admin lady said that my roommate was striving to become a wealthy international real estate agent in ten years. She also mentioned that he doesn’t have a humorous bone in his body.”

“Well, I hope that the classroom boredom doesn’t destroy your humor.”

“It might actually increase my sarcasm, but as you said, I only have to get an Accounting Certificate that declares that I can do what I claim to be doing.”

Shep laughed, then turned serious. “Let’s change the subject.” He handed Ryan a manila folder.

Ryan took it and opened it. Ryan glanced at the single sheet of paper inside the folder. He took special notice of one paragraph and handed the folder back to Shep. “A decent commission, but minimum intel needed. The team will have lots of time on their hands with this one.”

Shep nodded. “Just as you said. You must be clairvoyant.”

Ryan smiled and shrugged. “It looks like a family war. A brother stole something from his brother, and the first brother wants it back. Apparently, discussing their differences of opinion didn’t work. There shouldn’t be any outside interference, although these family structures can be quite complicated.”

Shep stuck the folder in his thin briefcase. “Yes, this one is going to be easy . . ..”

“But we . . .,” Ryan cut in.

“. . . never let our guard down.” Shep finished his sentence. “And no, I’m not upset that you keep reminding us.” He bent nearer to Ryan. “You will need at least four days of prep before pulling this off.”

“Yes, but I would like to get this one out of the way so I can focus on my classes. As soon as you verify that piece of paper, send the team out to do their stuff.” Ryan paused. “Everything okay at home?”

“Chaz and Buzzy still like each other.”

“And they’ve been married all of nine months. Miracles never cease.”

“They worry me a bit.” Shep said.

“Why?” Ryan leaned forward and frowned.

“They’re enjoying each other so much, I’m afraid that they’ll get sloppy.”

Ryan’s smile waned a bit, and he acknowledged the potential problem by moving his head from left to right. “Love sure can mess things up.”

“You know they look to me and Jessamyn for marriage advice, but they would never forgive themselves if they ever caused you, Ryan, any harm.”

“Okay, I’ll speak with them about my neck before the next mission.” 

“And Buzzy wants to know if you’ve found a love life yet.”

“Shep. It’s been a year and a half since the skydiving episode. One would think that nine months of being married to Chaz would lessen her revenge for that.”

Shep snorted. “Episode! You and Merlin took her up in his chopper, you strapped on a parachute for yourself, grabbed her and jumped out at three thousand feet. I can’t imagine why she should be upset.”

“She said she could handle anything I had to offer.”

“You could have used a less dramatic method of convincing her.”

“You really think so?”

Shep shook his head. “No.”

They both laughed and bumped fists. Ryan said, “She is a treasure, though. And Chaz is beyond brilliant in the tech world.”

“Yeah, the first time you brought him to us, he spent the entire time explaining his latest invisible security camera/recorder that could pick up a conversation halfway down a noisy block.”

Ryan smirked. “He’s really changed. Buzzy’s wit and sexiness keeps him focused on pleasing her, and she very much wants me to stay alive.”

“Yes, she still adores you, but although that jump out of the helicopter cured her of chasing you, she’s still obsessed with seeing your vulnerable side when you fall in love.”

Lines of seriousness formed on Ryan’s brow. “Shep, I don’t want to leave a young widow behind. You know my line of work is not safe.”

“Safe. I’ve been thinking about that. A young wife might make you more cautious.”

“No doubt. But,” he paused. “I always feel they need to be protected. I’m not sure that’s enough.”

From fifty yards away, they saw Oran approach the student lounge. He wasn’t looking in their direction.

“He’s a good man, but he wouldn’t quite fit on our team.” Ryan was glad to change the subject. “We can trust him to care more about people than his job or a career, but his Air Force intelligence training never included any field work. He’s never had to break a rule in order to save a life.”

Shep nodded. “Agreed on all points. He checked out positive. Honorable Discharge. The rumor is that nobody wanted Oran Barker to retire. Praised for his integrity and ingenuity.” He smiled at Ryan. “You couldn’t have chosen a better cover. Living with DU’s security chief and his wife.” Then he added, “I assume that you won’t have any problems with having a roommate?”

“No, I haven’t met Franklin yet, but Oran said that Franklin is mainly focused on his own career. And Oran has given each of us our separate bedrooms. I can easily avoid any late-night discussions.”

Shep looked at his watch, rose, patted Ryan on the shoulder, and said, “I’ll send you a green light or red light by Monday, and if it’s a green light, I’ll send Gabriel out.”

“Tell Buzzy not to book Gabriel’s flight through Rome, or he’ll arrive in Sofia late.”

Shep chuckled. “Gabriel is native Greek. Why is he so obsessed with finding an Italian wife?

“He saw André Rieu put Amira Willinghagen on stage and heard her sing O Mio Babbino Caro. She was just ten years old. I’ve seen her perform that song. Not a dry eye in an audience of thousands.”

“Is that why he started taking violin lessons?”

Ryan nodded. “If our team ever disbands, he’ll move to Italy.” He paused. “I’m serious about not letting him fly through Rome. He’s very desirable, and I’m afraid he might add an Italian wife to our mix, one who can’t handle what we do.”

“See you a week from tomorrow, Monday, the seventeenth.” Shep patted Ryan on the shoulder one last time before walking away.

℘

Ryan wandered toward the home of Oran and Maybelle Barker.

Ryan had requested separate housing on campus, if possible. The Barker’s offered him one of two spare rooms for two semesters. The single room gave Ryan privacy for his non-school activities, while making him visible enough to keep people from thinking that he was a recluse or had something to hide.

As Ryan stepped onto the porch, Oran opened the door, and they greeted each other. Inside Maybelle came out of the kitchen, wiped her hands on her apron, and greeted Ryan like a son she hadn’t seen in years. She motioned for them both to take a seat at the dining room table, and she called, “Franklin, supper’s ready.”

Franklin arrived, nodded at Oran and Maybelle, and greeted Ryan. “When did you get here?”

“I arrived on Friday.”

Between bites they shared each other’s stories.

“What are you majoring in?” Ryan handed Franklin the salt.

“A BA in International Finance. I’m heading toward a MS in International Real Estate.

“That will pay well.” Ryan took another bite of Maybelle’s lasagna.

“Quite well. And you?”

“I’m working for Kaizen Consulting, a Swiss group, that helps companies manage their contacts and their finances. Kaizen is giving me time off for a master’s degree that also focuses on international finance, and they are initiating me into the personnel relations aspect of finance.”

“Personnel,” Franklin said. “So you’ll be helping people.”

Ryan replied, “Oh, I don’t care about people. I just want the money.”

Franklin missed the slight curve on Ryan’s lips and scowled, but Oran and Maybelle burst out laughing.

Before Franklin could reply, Oran said, “You two are our first boarders. Welcome to our home.”

Maybelle added, with a quirky smile, “I’m not a babysitter of adults, but I will mother you to death.”

Ryan replied, “When should I give you my dirty laundry?”

Smiling, Maybelle wagged a finger at him and chided, “No dessert for you, young man.”

Ryan pouted, and Maybelle laughed as she placed a large piece of homemade strawberry-rhubarb pie in front of him.

Oran jumped up and offered everyone more coffee. Franklin shook his head, but Ryan nodded. “Ryan, did you find Shep? He was looking for you.”

“Yes, we connected.”

“You two work together.”

He’s not just making conversation. Don’t lie.

“Yes. We met this summer at a finance seminar. We discovered similar interests.” He looked directly at Oran. “And you? What was it like working in intelligence in the Air Force?”

Oran’s eyes opened slightly wider than normal. “I specialized in resolving threats against our own personnel.”

Ryan nodded. “Perfect prep for DU’s Chief of Security.”

Oran smirked. “Yes, but being the school’s Chief Maintenance Officer demands ninety percent of my time. We’re too far off the grid to be of any importance to anyone wanting secret information.”

“So you spend most of your time fixing faucets and light switches.”

He laughed. “Something like that.”

He’s not concerned about me.

Maybelle had stepped in and out of the kitchen and was glancing at Franklin finishing off his piece of pie.  “I know you just arrived, but you boys are on your own for food this coming weekend. Oran and I are spending it with the kids at the Wilson’s Children’s Shelter downtown.” Twenty-two photos of children graced the walls throughout the apartment.

“But I never learned to cook!” Ryan retorted.

Maybelle put her hands on her hips. “My dear boy, take a young lady out on a date and have her pay for it.”

Oran rolled his eyes, Franklin looked pained, and Ryan asked, “Could you choose her for me. I don’t know which ones are rolling in the money.”

She laughed, again, and Ryan added, “When do I get to meet some of these children?” He pointed toward the photos on the wall.

Oran and Maybelle stared at him. “Really?” she asked.

“I’ve always had a heart for the helpless,” Ryan replied.

Franklin started to cut in, “I thought you said . . .,” but Maybelle interrupted. Her eyes softened. “Those children are really the center of our lives now. We’re planning someday on having our own home filled with them as often as they can come over.”

Maybelle looked at Ryan more intently. “Ryan, anytime you want, we will take you to Wilson’s Children’s Home to visit. The kids would love to spend time with someone like you.”

She added, “But I realize how much work a master’s degree is, so no pressure.” She headed back into the kitchen.

Ryan leaned his chair back and called out, “Any of that pie left?”

Maybelle returned within seconds with a large piece and pushed it onto Ryan’s plate.

“Thanks, Mom,” he quipped.

Maybelle nodded approval as Oran laughed out loud.

“Seriously, I don’t believe that you charge enough for room and board, especially when you add your desserts.”

Oran replied, “Maybelle can’t guarantee three meals a day, so you’ll have to supplement what we can offer you with the cafeteria, which you have to pay for. The school board keeps the cost of meals down as much as they can. They don’t want to make money from the students on the food.”

Franklin pushed his plate away, and said, “I won’t be eating here tomorrow evening.”

Oran’s eyebrows rose.

“I’m taking a young lady out for dessert.”

“On the first day of classes?” Maybelle asked.

“I know, but I met her yesterday, and she’s studying Intercultural Studies. That would be a good match for international finance. So I asked her out for dessert.”

Oran and Maybelle stared at him.

Ryan asked, “Didn’t the administration tell us to focus on our studies instead of our hormones?”

Maybelle choked and darted into the kitchen. A pot banged on a counter in an attempt to cover a laugh that tried to explode back into the dining room.

Franklin appeared flustered. Oran relieved the pressure and asked, “What’s her name?”

“Danique.”
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Friday, September 14., 2018

“Stay away from Ryan,” Susie said as she moved toward the door. “He’s really rude.” Danique’s roommate at DU sounded hurt.

Danique picked up her backpack for class. “What did he do?”

Susie hesitated and raised her chin in a thoughtful pout. “I tried to engage him in a conversation, but he just smiled at me and walked off.”

“What did you say to him?”

“I just asked him the basics, where he was from, what he was studying and what he was going to do when he graduated.”

Danique blurted out, “You asked him all of that?”

“Too much all at once?”

“Duh! Susie, that sounds like your next question was going to be, ‘Will you marry me!’”

Susie frowned. “But he’s in grad school, so he should already know what’s he doing in life.”

“Maybe he’s just more shy than most grad students.”

“Probably,” Susie pouted some more. “But I don’t have time for a shy guy. A girl needs to catch a guy during the first year, if at all possible.”

“You sound like we’re on a fishing trip.”

“Yes! That’s a good way to look at it.”

“Susie! This is just the first week of our freshman year.” Danique rolled her eyes in mock disgust.

“You went on a date with Franklin on the first day of our classes,” Susie retorted.

“I did not go on a date.” She almost spit out the word date. “He wanted to talk about my major, and he bought me some ice cream.” Before Susie could respond, Danique stepped into the dormitory hallway.

Susie scurried to catch up with her as they headed out of the building and across the Quad toward the International Studies building.

Danique said, “I’m really looking forward to this class on cross-cultural communications.”

Susie pointed to the left. “My Business Admin building is over there.” Furrows formed on her brow. “How come you’re taking a third-year class? I’m stuck in all Gen Ed courses.”

“I stumbled onto just the right AP courses, and I managed to test out of more.” Danique readjusted her backpack to navigate the steps. “See you at supper time.”

She smiled when she saw fewer than ten students in the classroom. More personal attention from the professor. More empty desks than students.

Danique crossed the classroom and attempted to place her backpack on an empty seat next to her and sit down at the same time. Her foot caught on the corner of the chair. An arm reached out and saved her backpack from crashing to the floor while a hand grabbed her arm to prevent her from falling face down onto the desk. The firm hand gently guided her onto her chair. She could feel all twenty eyes glued to her clumsiness. On the first day of this class. Classic.

She turned to say thank you, but he was already sitting four desks away next to the door. He nodded to her as their eyes met. She had expected a smirk. Instead a sensation of pleasant surprise swept through her. His smile sent a message of strength and apparent compassion.

You’re in class. Everyone is waiting for you to return to normal.

Everyone’s attention shifted to the front of the classroom as two professors entered the room. Danique took a deep breath. She hadn’t had time to say thank you.

“I’m Professor Emiliano, and I’m originally from Italy.” He waved his left hand toward the other professor to allow her to introduce herself.

“And I’m Dr. Adele, and I’m originally from France. Dr. Emiliano and I have been co-teaching this class for three years now, and we’re glad that you are all here. Please open your laptops and pull up your syllabus. We will stick as close to the syllabus as possible, although we will throw in a couple of surprises during the semester. Surprises are the foundation of crossing cultures.”

Dr. Emiliano said, “We only have ten of you in this class, so we will address you each by name and allow you to get to know each other as our class progresses.”

Dr. Adele said, “Let’s do this.”

I am going to LOVE this class, if I can just keep from destroying myself.

As Dr. Emiliano dismissed the class, Danique turned to thank the student named Ryan for saving her from falling down, but he had already left. The professors had addressed most of the students by name, including her, but not his name. She and Susie arrived back in their room at the same time.

“That class was so boring!” Susie fumed as she dropped her book bag on the floor, where it made a loud ‘ka-thunk.’

“Well, you didn’t come for the classes, did you?” Danique teased.

Susie glared at her. “No, but it would be nice if the class had been just a little bit entertaining.” Then she added, “But . . ..”

“You met someone.”

Susie glared again, but less intense. “Yes. Or maybe. He smiled at me.”

“You didn’t hit on that guy Ryan again, did you?” Danique couldn’t choke back the giggle.

Susie put her hands on her hips. “You are on a roll, girl.” Then she smiled. “How was your class?”

“It’s going to be my favorite class. We have two professors, and they’re going to throw in some surprises for us during the semester.”

“Wow! I’m changing majors.”

“I didn’t see any guys you would like.” Danique’s giggle slipped out again. Before Susie could return the banter, Danique quickly added, “Tell me about the guy.”

Susie’s eyes almost sparkled. “He seems really nice. I was worried that a small university like Daniels U wouldn’t have a large pool to choose from, but then more guys study business and cybersecurity than girls do.” She flopped down on the couch next to Danique and leaned her head on Danique’s shoulder. “Why are you studying International Studies? There are three girls to every guy in that major.”

“I want an education and I want to travel more than I want to find a guy.”

“Oh, you’ll change your mind when the right guy comes along.”

The right guy? Is there such a thing?

Susie jumped up so quickly that Danique fell headlong onto the couch. Susie burst out, “It’s Friday. We’ve been here over a week, and we haven’t seen anything except our dorm room and some classrooms. Let’s take a drive into Missoula and see what the city has to offer us.”

Danique hesitated. “I really need to get a good start on my reading.” She stood up, pulled a Mac out of her computer bag and set it on the table.

Susie exclaimed, “A new Mac! Cool.”

“Yes. My Mom stunned me when she drove me and my sisters to the Sportsman’s Warehouse in Bozeman and bought the backpack. We then went to an Apple store and got a Mac for me.” I’ll never ask Mom which boyfriend provided the money for that trip.

“Danique, a good start requires some relaxation and fun, too. Forget the books,” she scolded. “Come on, Danique Morning Star, let’s party!”

Danique blurted out, “You are so bossy!”

“Yes, I am. And you love me for it.”

Before Danique could change her mind, Susie grabbed her hand and dragged her to the door. Susie took Danique’s jacket off the wall hook and dropped it over her head. On the sidewalk Danique managed to pull the jacket down from her eyes while Susie pushed her toward a silver, black-topped Mini Electric with yellow rearview mirrors. Danique opened her door and sank into what felt like a luxurious co-pilot seat.

Susie spun out of the parking lot and headed toward town.

“Did you drive this all the way from Ohio?” Danique touched all the refinements on the door and dashboard.

“Yes. The electric has to be recharged every one hundred miles, but the fuel takes over from there.” She glanced at Danique’s awestruck expression. “My uncle bought it for me. Said I didn’t need a larger one, just big enough to hold all my luggage and a passenger.”

“So your family has money.”

“Sort-of. After my dad passed away a few years ago, Uncle Ken took over the finances. Mom works as a legal secretary and gets paid well, but Uncle Ken wants me and Bobby, my younger brother, to have more than Mom can provide. And someday when Uncle Ken is gone, I need to be able to take care of myself at the level I’m accustomed to.”

She’s afraid. So she needs a husband to take care of her. And she’s looking at men heading into professions that bring in the money.

Danique took a breath to choke back mentioning that character isn’t determined by a person’s profession.

Stop. Enjoy the ride. You have enough worries of your own. Susie is a very generous person, and you can’t even afford the gasoline, let alone a car.

Susie’s GPS iPhone attached to the dashboard became just an ornament as she took all the curves like a race car driver, keeping the Mini smoothly in the right lane. Danique felt trapped in a large metal beetle driven by a wanna-be professional race car driver who relished naming every turn before downshifting and then gunning it into the next stretch.

The lights of the city became visible as Susie asked, “Van Buren Street. I wonder who Van Buren was?”

“A long-dead race car driver who built the curves just for you?” Danique clung to her seat and the safety handle above her head.

Susie pointed straight ahead and squealed, “Under I-90 right into the heart of downtown Missoula.” Seconds later she parked a block away from Hank Marshall’s Biga Pizza place. “She glanced at her watch. “Under twelve minutes, 4.8 miles.”

“I think you broke the speed limit a minimum of seven times, although I had my eyes closed most of the way.”

Susie laughed and said, “Speed limit?”

Dangerous, but oh so lovable.

As they climbed out, Susie said, “It’s Friday evening. I’ll run ahead and get us an outside table. We can see the Clark Fork River from here. This place is heavenly.”

Danique glanced away from Susie skipping toward the restaurant and focused on the Bitterroot Mountain Range. She tilted her head back and took a deep breath. The evening sun was edging down toward the highest peak. The smell of pizza, mixed with the evening air, smothered Danique’s anxieties for the evening. She really needed some relief, even if she knew that it wouldn’t last. Home kept creeping back into her thoughts.

Missoula, Montana, was almost three hours from home. It wasn’t far enough, but it was a start. She might even make it overseas someday, if she could get the right job. She worried about her sisters, Akilah and Vanna. They were so young. And to be introduced to Mom’s boyfriend.... It was okay as long as they never came over. But when Mom invited the latest one to stay overnight, she couldn’t miss the way he had looked at Danique. The memory still sent chills up and down her spine. And the sounds that carried through the thin walls. How could she, Danique, not stay home to protect her sisters? She wanted to scream. Guilt attacked her, again, but she had to get away. She just had to. Maybe, when she graduated, she could get a good job overseas and take them with her? Two teenagers? It all seemed so impossible.

Even though the crowds had arrived, Susie’s vivacity commandeered a table on the edge of the deck.

The pizzas arrived, and Susie peppered Danique with questions.

“So you were born in Burlington, Vermont, raised for ten years in and around the Green Mountains, then you moved to Guernsey, Wyoming, and ended up in Ennis, Montana?”

With a mouthful, Danique nodded.

“And your dad left your Mom, your two sisters, and you when you were ten?”

Another nod.

“How old were your sisters then?”

With a piece of pizza in one hand, Danique raised two fingers and then four fingers using her other hand.

“So assuming that your Mom had to work all the time, you raised a two-year old until she was ten, and a four year old until she was fourteen before getting accepted at Daniels U?”

“Uh-huh.”

Susie went silent for an eternity. Thirty seconds later she exclaimed, “Well, I’ll pay for the pizza, Girl. You’re living on peanuts, and you deserve some help.”

Danique quickly stuffed another bite of pizza in her mouth and mumbled “Thank you.” She forced herself to smile in order to fight back the tears of gratitude and hide the conflicting emotions of guilt and relief raging inside her.

Susie brought her back to the present with a giggle. “When we’re finished with our pizzas, let’s scoot across the bridge on Higgins Street to Bernie’s Bakery.”

“I think I’m stuffed,” Danique muttered.

“You will always have room for a pastry,” Susie countered as she paid the bill and headed toward the car.

Although they went inside the bakery, Susie treated it like a pitstop. “We’ll gobble these down in the car.”

“How are you going to shift gears, hold onto the steering wheel, and eat your strawberry cupcake at the same time?” Danique queried.

“Haven’t you ever driven with a cell phone?” Susie had devoured half her pastry before they reached the car.

“Could we take a quick peek at Barnes & Noble?” Danique asked before they pulled out of the parking lot.

“Sure! Yes, I forgot. How did you get that library job so early in the semester?”

“I got lucky, I guess. On Monday evening after supper I simply walked in and asked about a position. Mrs. Meyers, the head librarian, asked me what I liked to read and what was my favorite fiction novel. She smiled when I said Jane Eyre. She handed me an employment form and set about showing me how the front desk person handled customer requests. She told me to take a few minutes to familiarize myself with the library sections. I had just come out of the Italian section when Dr. Emiliano came in and asked if we had a copy of Dante’s Inferno in Italian. I grabbed it off the shelf and checked it out for him. As Mrs. Meyers grabbed her coat and headed toward the door, she handed me the library keys. Said that she would fit my work hours around my class hours, and I should lock up at 9 p.m.”

“Wow! I hope it pays well.”

“Enough,” Danique countered. She felt embarrassed. She didn’t want Susie to know that her small scholarship for her English grades and her library pay covered her tuition, board and room, but nothing more. Susie’s pizza was a luxury.

As they entered their dorm room, Susie said on a serious note, “Please remember what I said about the guy named Ryan.”

Danique tried not to chuckle. She wondered if Susie was secretly intrigued with a guy who ignored her. No, Susie was too direct. She wanted a guy who wanted her, and tomorrow would not be soon enough. “Well, I’ll do my best to protect my heart from Ryan.” She had to stop thinking about Susie’s dating life. Saturday was an all-day study day.

Focus. Get up at 5am, as usual, and hit the books. Don’t disturb Susie until 10am.
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“I can’t believe that you’re dating already!” Susie exclaimed. “Whatever happened to the Danique I’ve known for the past two weeks?”

“Susie, we’ve had this conversation three times already. Franklin and I are not dating. We just had some ice cream. And then, during our first English comp class, Dr. Glaspy divided the class into two groups. He asked one group to write a page on the subject of gloves from the standpoint of an adult and the other group from the standpoint of a child. He gave us thirty minutes to write our essay, then we read them to the rest of the class. He lavished so much praise on my paper that it was a bit embarrassing. Franklin was in my group, and after class, asked me if we could have coffee so I could give him some pointers on his writing.”

“Coffee,” Susie giggled. “And he took you to Bernie’s.”

“What’s wrong with Bernie’s?”

“Did you drink coffee?” Susie smirked. Before Danique could respond, Susie added, trying to sound indignant and superior, “Well, I’m glad that you’ve climbed down from your not-dating-just-commit-to-studies narrative so quickly.”

Danique replied, “Susie, you are incorrigible! I am not dating Franklin.”

“If he took you to Bernie’s, just the two of you, you can be assured that he and everyone else at DU considers that a date.” She stopped. “Oh, Danique, I’m sorry. I forgot. You’re not from Missoula. You couldn’t know the unwritten social rules in the colleges here.”

“You’re not from Missoula,” Danique retorted, then quickly added with her own smirk, “Ah, but you would know the unwritten social rules of any place after being there just fifteen minutes.”

“Ten minutes,” Susie replied with a grin. “But now that you know about Bernie’s, you need to start playing coy with guys.”

“Playing coy?”

“Right. Haven’t you ever dated before?”

“One guy that Mom chose for me, and another guy I chose without her finding out.”

Susie stared in shock. Then she said, “Your mom . . .?” She put her hands on her hips and stretched to her fullest height. “That’s why we’ve been brought together. You need some coaching.”

Danique stuttered, “Uh, c-could we take this a bit slower? You’re scaring me.”

“Okay, I won’t tease you any more about it, but I will keep you informed about the prattle going around and give you some hints.” A question mark formed on her face. “Your mother never let you date?” Susie’s breathing almost stopped, and Danique thought that she was going to have to perform mouth-to-mouth resuscitation to bring her back to life.

“What prattle?” Danique asked.

“Rumors. Some are saying that Franklin knows what he wants and where he’s going. That can be good security or bad oppression.” She tilted her head. “Your mother never let you date?”

Danique spoke more harshly than she had intended. “Look, I wasn’t like you in high school. I was at the bottom of the social ladder. Mom never bought me nice clothes, and we lived in the country. Mom only allowed me a couple of showers a week and,” she faltered, “I don’t even know how to put on lipstick!” Horror immediately covered her face as she blurted out, “I’m so sorry, Susie! I didn’t mean to put you down or say all that. You are such a kind person.” Tears formed in her eyes.

Susie grabbed and hugged her. “I’m not offended, Danique. Really I’m not. I’m just . . . shocked. I’ve never heard of such a thing.” After Danique’s sniffles calmed down, Susie added, “Love will come your way. Just let me help you.”

Blind luck or Susie’s advice. Are those my only options? I’ve never seen anything close to love, and I buckled during my first week in college. I knew Franklin wanted to talk about more than just his writing ability. Am I that desperate? Maybe I should tell him I can’t go out with him next week. Maybe he’ll turn out like all of Mom’s boyfriends. Maybe...

Susie broke her strain of self-incrimination. “Let’s go have lunch. And this afternoon, I’ll teach you how to put on lipstick. This will be so much fun!”

Danique wiped her eyes and said, “I really am sorry about that outburst. It won’t happen again.”

“Oh, heavens! What are emotions for if we can’t enjoy an explosion now and then.”

Danique laughed out loud. “An emotional explosion around Mom caused me more work on the weekend.” She stopped. “Uh, I forgot that I told Franklin that I would sit with him at lunch today.”

Susie burst into laughter and replied, “Then we will begin your first lesson in playing coy. Let’s go to lunch, and I’ll get you talking to everybody before Franklin arrives.”

She really is lovable.

“I need to drop this book off at the library first, then lunch.” Danique handed Susie the book and picked up an armful of books for her next class after lunch.

“Where’s your backpack?”

“Snap broke. I’ll need to tie a knot in the strap after class today.”

Susie nodded, and they headed toward the library.
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Before the crowds arrived, Shep and Ryan had stepped into the cafeteria at the same time, from opposite entrances. Ryan grabbed a chair at a table with his back to the wall.

Shep chuckled. “I don’t believe there’s any need to have a view of all the entrances and exits within the cafeteria at Daniels.”

Ryan nodded and smiled slightly.

Ingrained.

“Classes going well?”

Ryan nodded. “Accounting is boring, but the professor’s humor keeps us all from falling asleep.”

“Everything okay with the Barkers?”

“He asked the expected questions about your and my relationship. No problem.”

Shep nodded. “Good. No bumps to interfere with this next mission.”

Ryan chuckled.

“What?” Shep frowned.

Ryan shook his head. “It’s not a bump, just funny.” He hadn’t intended to even mention it. “Last Friday, a young lady student entered the classroom in front of me. She tried to set her backpack down on the chair next to her, but her foot hit the chair. I knew she was going to end up sprawled across three desks before her disaster completed itself.”

Shep’s eyes and mouth opened the same time. “Don’t tell me you saved her.”

Ryan nodded with a sheepish grin on his face. “Well, I couldn’t let her destroy herself on the first day of class, could I?”

Shep tried unsuccessfully to fight back a smile. “Don’t stop now.”

Ryan played out his actions with both hands. “I caught her backpack from crashing to the floor. I grabbed her left arm to keep her from falling on her nose and to help her get her balance back. She landed in her chair with a plunk, but undamaged.”

“Her response?”

“Oh, I’m sure she wanted to die. The noise woke up everyone. She turned red, and I moved away to keep her from being more embarrassed.”

“And the whole class saw that?”

“Yes, but no one paid attention to me. I had already left the arena before anyone turned around. She held center stage.” Ryan tried to stop smiling.

“Did she thank you?”

Ryan shook his head. “Only with her eyes as she reclaimed a normal existence. They were blue.”

“What were blue?”

“Her eyes.”

Shep smirked as he emphasized each word. “You noticed her eyes?”

Shep jumped as Ryan feigned a hit across his head.

“Shut up, Shep. I not paying you for your evaluation of my non-dating life. I always look at a person’s eyes.”

“Was it a lingering look?” Shep chuckled as he threw up his hands to ward off another feigned blow from Ryan.

Ryan had, in fact, lingered a second longer than normal looking into her eyes. For some odd reason, they didn’t seem to have the hunting look. They weren’t dating eyes. They were searching eyes. He didn’t even get her name. He didn’t need her name. She wasn’t one of his missions.

Still smiling, Shep stood up. “What do you want to eat, and I’ll go get it.” He slipped a file folder across the table to Ryan. “Green light.”

“This is Wednesday. You’re two days late. You are never late. Complications?”

Shep shook his head. “Not any more. Buzzy stumbled across an external positive asset, which will draw attention away from your activities.”

“A prostitute or a politician?”

“Funny.”

“Either would keep the target busy while I steal the item back that he stole from our client.”

“Don’t begrudge good luck,” Shep warned him. “You won’t have to lose any time with your legitimate task of procuring more business of buying aircraft parts from the Avia Mara company in Marseille. Their reps are in town, so you can wine and dine them completely in the open. Buzzy will orchestrate the intel so when you slip out to grab the item, you won’t be missed. It’s not even a narrow margin. What do you want to eat?”
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