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CHAPTER ONE

​
Commerce

 


​ Jafar Munir
was a tall, handsome Arab man, his thick, bushy beard streaked with
gray and a full head of coarse, black hair. He had deep-set, cruel
eyes, which were flinty, distrusting of those around him. He was
surrounded by two Israeli businessmen, to whom he harbored no ill
will though he was unsure they felt the same. Behind him, though,
was his bodyguard, a tall American black man, Kelvin Hardinger, who
had a solemn face, marred only by a chipped front tooth.

The Israelis were connected to organized
crime, both Mr. Munir and Kelvin were positive of that, though
neither felt it prudent to warn the other. The negotiations were
tense and curt, but in the end, Mr. Munir got exactly what he
wanted -- a concession to keep their business out of Saudi
Arabia.

After a handshake, Mr. Munir left, Kelvin in
tow. They didn't speak, Mr. Munir because he considered it improper
to speak casually to an employee, especially a non-Muslim, while
Kelvin saw no need to risk attracting his boss' attention. Besides,
it was Kelvin's responsibility to be aware as they left the
building and made their way through the streets of Washington
DC.

They met up with Mr. Munir's wife, Ruya, a
woman whose pretty figure was visible despite the full-body
covering she wore. She was with their son, Amir, who reached for
his mother's hand when he saw his father. Mr. Munir took little
notice of him, and listened to Ruya, who whispered softly to her
husband so Kelvin couldn't hear. Kelvin was transfixed by Ruya's
beautiful brown eyes, barely visible through the tiny opening of
her niqab.

As the couple entered their hotel lobby, Amir
bouncing along merrily a few steps ahead, while Kelvin watched
behind, there was a sudden commotion. Shouts of panic and angry
demands filled the room, and somebody pushed Ruya to the ground.
Another man grabbed Amir by the arm and swept him up.

Ruya cried out but the man, dressed all in
black, dragged Amir away. He sprinted towards the front door.
Kelvin sprang into action and sprinted forward.

Mr. Munir tried to follow, but his attacker
had injured his foot, so he was slow and wobbly. Kelvin quickly
outpaced him, darting past surprised hotelgoers and staff. Just
before the kidnapper passed the double doors out onto the streets
of Washington, Kelvin dived onto the kidnapper's back, knocking him
to the ground.

They tumbled onto the sidewalk, both of them
in pain from the tackle. Kelvin got to his feet and pulled Amir
away, throwing him to the ground behind him, then crouched in front
of the attackers. He looked up just in time for one of the
kidnappers, the one who had attacked Ruya, to pull out a gun and
shoot him.

Kelvin collapsed, blood pouring from his
belly and through his fingers. Amir sat next to him and cried -- he
was uninjured aside from some bruising on his wrist, but was
terrifed at the realization that he could be taken from his mother
and father at anytime.

Mr. Munir hobbled out of the hotel, followed
by hotel security. Kelvin struggled to his feet, then collapsed
back to the ground as blood seeped out of him.

He passed out then, eyes fluttering
shut and the last thing he saw was another pair of dark eyes,
Ruya',s almost entirely covered by her niqab. She peered down at
him like a mother, like his
mother might have, and lightly caressed his shoulder. That
was the last thing he experienced before waking up in the hospital
later the next day.

The bullet had managed to miss doing any
permanent damage to him. He lost a tiny piece of his liver and had
two cracked ribs that would take some time to heal.

He was given the best care possible, in an
expensive private hospital, and Kelvin did well during his surgery.
He was allowed to go home just two days later, provided he remain
in a wheelchair most of the time for a few weeks, while his ribs
healed.

When Mr. Munir found out that Kelvin lived
alone and had no family to take care of him, he felt obligated to
invite Kelvin into his home for the duration of his healing. He
felt duty-bound to repay the man who had saved his beloved Amir,
and he had plenty of room in his house.

Ruya cooked his meals, and Kelvin found
himself developing a taste for the lamb and goat she served. He
even found the cloying Middle Eastern spices he had always avoided
more and more appealling with every meal.

While Mr. Munir initially adhered strictly to
his beliefs in that he didn't allow his wife to be alone in the
home with Kelvin, he eventually found it unwieldy and allowed it
for brief periods during the daytime.

Ruya had seen the way Kelvin looked at her
when he lay on the pavement outside the hotel, his eyes boring deep
inside hers. She had thought then that she had to have him, that
she could never be satisfied until she had known his touch. She
didn't know where these feelings came from -- she had never even
considered straying from her husband in the past.

Trying to keep her mind chaste, Ruya brought
him some food, avoiding eye contact. "Thank you," she said.

He touched her niqab and said, "You can thank
me by taking that thing off. I just wanna see your face once. I bet
it's gorgeous."

She giggled. "I'm not supposed to take it off
in front of you."

"Why not?"

"It's a modesty thing."

"You're afraid you're so hot I won't be
able to resist? Or are you afraid you won't be able to resist?"

She giggled again. She didn't stop him as he
lifted the niqab off her head.

"You are
beautiful," he said, "You shouldn't cover that up. The world
needs to see it." He leaned in, smelling in the lemony laundry soap
scent of her body with the faint desert-sand afterscent.
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