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Chapter 1

Bankya, Bulgaria

May 2008

Only the unapologetically merciless people of the world forced new recruits to wait for a bus in a twelve-degree wind chill before sunrise. Thank God he was headed to a land where the Mediterranean inspired warmer temperatures. This was his first time spending a couple of months living out of the country.

It couldn’t have come soon enough.

Damon Radov tucked his arms against his chest, his hands sandwiched in the heat of his armpits. This was madness at its best. The jean-clad and stiff suits alike spared no centimeter of skin to the crisp air as they lingered a moment to snag a newspaper or fresh, buttery pastry from the sidewalk stands. A small, gloved hand slipped under his arm, loosening the tightness of his grip and exposing his fingers to the cold again. He grunted.

“Just a few minutes longer and the bus will be here.” Tanya’s blue eyes sparkled in the dim morning light. In the past week, her step had a skip in it he hadn’t seen for months, as if a weight had lifted off her slim shoulders. And her mama being in a coma in the hospital for the last month was definitely weighty.

He wished he were the reason for her excitement, but that light had everything to do with traveling abroad and it was unavoidably contagious.

He smiled at her. “Think I have time to run home and grab those gloves you said I didn’t need?”

Tanya’s soft laugh was music to his ears. “You won’t need them. The air will be warm and tropical all the time.” She paused and frowned. “At least that’s what Italy’s website said about the weather. Would they lie about it?”

Damon lifted one eyebrow in response.

Across from the bus station, the red fountain sitting in the center of the roundabout sputtered to life. Five streams of water shot into the air arching into each other and falling gracefully into the base, a symbol of unity or something like that. Damon sighed. Like clockwork, the water spat into the air at six every morning. Never once had he desired to witness the spectacle, considering the hour at which it happened.

Everything in this town was tired. The paint, the broken sidewalks, the stores, the events, the people. He proudly considered himself a Sofianite since he’d been born and raised on the outskirts, but getting away appealed to him in a way no ancient Sofian architecture could. And this work-study program promised to give him the resume boost to land a job somewhere else in the European Union after graduation.

Somewhere that wasn’t a dead end.

A bus circled the roundabout and rolled to a stop in front of them. The brakes hissed as if grateful for the rest. The metallic clunk signaled the door folding open as a middle-aged woman descended from the bus. Her tight bun of salt and pepper hair drew the skin around her eyes into a squinted stare. The corners of her pursed lips moved almost imperceptibly as if smiling, yet not. He blinked in hopes that resetting his visual would improve her severe Mona Lisa-eque image. It didn’t.

“Good morning. I am Bernadette, your recruiter. I need your paperwork and cash payment before you board the bus.” A murmur rippled through the crowd as they pressed forward.

Angling sideways, Damon inspected the group behind him. Almost thirty people had added to the number since he arrived. This summer was the work-study program’s debut trip. Tanya tugged him toward the bus. The overwhelming energy that accompanied her find of this “epic adventure” had him scrawling his name on the dotted line of documents he didn’t bother to read in entirety.

He’d brought up the idea at the end of last summer’s soul-sucking job of warehouse work. She immediately jumped on board and researched the different programs offered. If this program made her happy, he was game. The promise of a summer in Italy changed her subdued demeanor into a typhoon of endless talking so unbearable that he habitually tuned her out after a few minutes to save his sanity.

His parents, ever intent on teaching him responsibility, had insisted he pay for the program himself as a token of adulthood.

That was fine with him.

For once, they were telling him to use his money to do something he wanted to do. So paycheck after paycheck he received from working at his father’s courier business during the school year, Damon stashed away funds in hopes of purchasing their bus tickets to and from Italy. He even picked up additional hours so he’d have a little spending cash.

As the person in front of them disappeared into the bus, Damon shuffled close enough to Bernadette to see a month’s worth of peach chalk caking her face. He stifled a shudder at the thought of what a good rain might do to her complexion. Tanya handed her their paperwork, money, and travel documents.

After slipping the money into a zippered bag, Bernadette checked the papers and motioned them onto the bus. Tanya squeaked and hopped aboard. They left Tanya’s suitcases next to the storage compartments, as he took his mostly full backpack on the bus with him. She paused at two seats in the middle. At her questioning glance, he tilted his head in approval.

He mentally patted himself on the back for fitting everything he needed for the summer in his backpack. It was a matter of male ego for him to hold a small bag while Tanya lugged around her cases. Or rather, he lugged her cases around for her.

She pushed her carry-on under the seat in front of her and slid in, patting the space beside her. “Come with me to paradise.”

Where had this version of Tanya been hiding? In all the years he’d known her, few things had made her this excited. “If we’re miserable, your researching days are over and I get to pick the programs.”

She giggled and clung to his arm. “We’ll have the time of our lives.”

“Why did I agree to this, anyway?” His grumbles were insincere, but a surge of humor coursed through him when her lower lip jutted out.

“Love, you can’t chicken out now.” She leaned in. She was pretty adorable. “A little physical labor never hurt anyone.”

Damon snorted. “That is a horribly inaccurate statement.”

With a whack to his leg, she huffed. “You know what I mean.”

“Love requires hard work and adventure. I know.” He tucked her against him and kissed her forehead.

Her head bobbed against his lips. “That’s what Papa always said.”

Papa, Tanya’s dad, had died when she was nine. He’d lived long enough for Tanya to have some memories to treasure. Sasha, her older sister and one of his best friends, and Mama Rumyana filled in the gaps.

Anticipation saturated the air as the bus seats filled with a steady stream of students sporting every type of look. Traveling abroad appealed to a lot more types of people than he’d expected. What was there to do if you didn’t get a job in Sofia?

He turned to make a comment to Tanya, but her attention was directed out the window.

He inched closer. “Say goodbye. When we come back, Mama Rumyana will be the picture of health and everything will be right again, but for now we can be happy we won’t have to see this one-horse town for a while.”

“It’s not so bad.” For a second, Tanya’s melancholy returned, then vanished in a heartbeat. Her head plopped against the seat back.

“You say that because you spent two years of uni in Bucharest.” He envied her that. New Bulgarian University was nice, but it wasn’t the big leagues he’d dreamed of going to.

“Well, I transferred back to Sofia, didn’t I?”

“I’m glad you did.”

A smile settled on her face as she linked their fingers. “Me, too.”

Tanya rested her forehead against the window. Following the angle of her face, he scanned the area for the object of her focus. All that stood out was the unusually long line at the Niklova bakery, affectionately known to the town’s youth as the Cockroach House for reasons he’d witnessed firsthand.

A man in a knit cap stood facing the bus outside the bakery in the line. A purple birthmark shadowed his left eye. Birthmark Man focused on his mobile phone, then on the bus. His eyes scanned the windows. Seconds later, Tanya’s phone buzzed in her hands. She drew her phone closer to her face, blocking his view of her screen. Damon rested his chin on her shoulder.

“Who texted?” Her screen was too dark for him to make out what was on it.

Tanya dropped her hand to her lap and twisted so that her cheek rested against his. “Sasha says goodbye and to be safe.”

Relief cooled the tightening in his chest. He should have texted Sasha his goodbye, too, but he hated goodbyes. She understood that. “I’m glad she insisted on you keeping your commitment to this program. I would have bailed if you did.”

“Sasha understands my education is important to me like adoption is important to her. There wasn’t a reason to stay here worrying about things I can’t change. This sounds bad, but it’s been so stressful that I’m a little relieved to get a mental break. But that means Sasha doesn’t and she said she’s fine with that.”

Sounded just like Sasha—a gracious sister and friend who spread kindness wherever she went. He counted her as more of a sister than his biological sisters since Mama Rumyana watched him for hours after school. Both girls had been like sisters to him until Damon admitted he had a crush on Tanya for years.

“Hopefully, she will get a little break while we’re gone.” 

A frown creased Tanya’s cheeks. “We have a decent support system around Bankya. If she gets in deep enough, she’ll ask for help.” She bit her lip. “Sasha can be so stubborn.” 

A small smile replaced the frown as the bus door slapped shut. Bernadette took a seat near the driver. With a lurch, the bus rolled from the curb.

“Here we go. Next stop, Italy,” Tanya said with a squeak.

Damon grinned as Tanya squeezed his hand. He hated long road trips, but he hadn’t spent a concentrated amount of time with Tanya in a long time. She’d been studying or with Mama Rumyana in the hospital.

The twelve-hour drive to Pilos, where they would board the Italy-bound ferry, garnered no excitement from him. They certainly didn’t have enough money to afford a plane ticket to Italy instead. Tonight would be a late night, but Tanya said they didn’t have to start work until two days after they arrived.

Bus trips had improved significantly since his earlier school days. Now he could shove his ear buds in and block out the world while the scenery raced by to the soundtrack of his choosing. He switched between sleeping and reading. In a sleepy haze, they crossed the border into Greece with no problems, a perk of Bulgaria being a new member of the European Union.

After lunch, Tanya’s cheek pressed against his shoulder, unable to stay upright while she dozed. Here and there he caught a glimpse of water. They must have been nearing the ferry sooner than they thought. The signs with blocky Greek letters meant little to him as they rushed past. Half an hour later, the bus slowed to a halt at a deserted petrol station on the outskirts of Athens, yet the driver had refilled the bus’s petrol two hours earlier.

“Where are we?” Tanya’s groggy question echoed his thoughts.

The bus door popped open allowing a man to stomp aboard. The badge on his chest matched Bernadette’s, but that was all they had in common. Her scowl greeted his laugh as his hand cradled her arm. Brushing off his hand, Bernadette faced the group. A loud whistle pierced through the murmurs.

“Attention, please.” Her voice wobbled, but with her chin raised and her shoulders straight, her presence commanded absolute respect. “This is our first stop. As you read in your preparation paperwork, we are splitting the group into two due to space limitations at both of our listed destinations. After a couple of weeks, we will switch the groups so that everyone has an equal opportunity at both places.”

Loud talking filled the bus. Damon’s wind tunnel constricted. He hadn’t read anything in the packet aside from the few paragraphs about the lines that required a signature. Why hadn’t he paid more attention?

Bernadette held up her hands. “Please listen for your name. When I’m through with the list, you may gather your things.” She read off the list, naming Tanya among the ones to stay in Greece. Her name sent his heart racing. He winced. “I’m not comfortable with this. I thought we’d be together.”

Tanya pressed her thumbs into the top of his hand, her eyebrows scrunched. “Love, we talked about this. I told you this could happen.”

“No, you didn’t tell me. I didn’t hear you say anything to this effect.” What if she had told him while he’d tuned her out? One or both of them should have secured their places together before setting foot on this bus.

Tanya sighed. “I read the words ‘we cannot guarantee that those traveling together will be assigned to the same group’. And you said ‘that’s interesting.’”

“I remember.” His voice pitched higher. “But I thought it meant we wouldn’t be in the same work group at one destination. Not split into two destinations. I’m going to talk to Bernadette and get us switched.”

Damon jumped to his feet, but Tanya tugged him down. “Don’t make a scene, Damon. We’re with a work-study program. We’ll be fine.” Her lips twitched upward.

“I know, but I agreed to this because we’d be together. Leaving you in another country without me or anyone else you know does not sit well with me. We’re not doing this.”

Tanya brought her hands to his face, her expression pleading. “I’m an adult. I can take care of myself. You should have listened to me while I was talking. We spent a lot of money to do this. Don’t get us thrown out of the program for not cooperating.”

Why was she so determined to continue? Damon shrugged. “I don’t care about the money. I don’t want to be a part of this program without you in my group.”

He broke loose from her grasp and shuffled his way to the front where Bernadette spoke in hushed tones with her coworker. Like a parent tired of getting interrupted, they finished their conversation and then turned their unamused expressions in his direction.

“I’d like to request that my girlfriend Tanya and I be put in the same group. We’d like to stay together. Is there anyone who’d be willing to switch so we could do that?”

“I’m sorry. The groups have been set for weeks. Switching people around is a big amount of paperwork for us and a headache. It’s in the papers you signed. No switching.” Her tone brooked no argument as she returned to her conversation. Steaming, he strode back to his seat.

Tanya saw his expression and shook her head before he made it to her. “We aren’t quitting on this. We committed to this adventure. Let’s do it anyway. We’ll be together in a few weeks. In the meantime, you and I can talk on the phone and send pictures of what we’re doing. It won’t be as if we can’t talk to each other.”

He opened his mouth.

“Shh, don’t protest.” Tanya pressed her finger to his lips. “Everything will be fine. Call me when you get there and we’ll talk. No matter what time of night, okay? Remember to keep your phone charged.”

Tanya seemed to truly believe everything would work out. She gave him the look he couldn’t refuse. Every cell of common sense in his body roared at the stupidity of allowing them to be separated. But they did have phones to keep in contact with each other. Program overseers would keep her safe or their program would end with lawsuits and a bad reputation.

Punching the seat in front of him, he growled. “If there is one thing you don’t like, tell me and I will come get you.” His intensity was lost on her. Excitement and boldness blazed where he had expected worry and uncertainty. His presence on this trip allowed her to come in the first place. It’d be unfair to make her quit the one thing that put a bounce back in her step.

Placing her palms on his cheeks, she covered his lips with hers. He smoothed his fingertips down her arms, bringing her closer to him as he deepened the intensity of the kiss. A warmth stirred and spread through him, catching his heart in the rush.

Tanya hadn’t kissed him like that in a very long time. Releasing him, she set her forehead against his. “We’ll be together soon. I’ll miss you with your cherry lips and apricot cheeks.”

He wrapped his arms around her, smiling at the song reference she quoted to him often. Obviously, his cheeks had lost the apricot look and feel now that he was able to grow a beard, but it was an endearment Mama Rumyana began all those many years ago. It was their inside joke now.

“Please be careful,” he murmured into her ear.

Tanya loosened her grip and shuffled past him into the aisle.

He grabbed her wrist as she lifted her bag to her shoulder. “Call me. I have to know you are okay.”

With a big smile, she followed the others to the front. One by one, the group filed off the bus. She gave him a wave and smile before disappearing down the stairs. Knots tightened in his stomach as silence blanketed the remaining students. He’d counted on Tanya to make the trip fun. Out of the two of them, he needed to show her it’d all be okay, though she appeared to have no doubts.

The bus screeched and jerked. Damon’s brief thought of rushing the window to see Tanya as they drove away would have showed her how desperate he felt. Stretching his legs across her empty seat, he dug his phone out of his pocket and texted her.

I love you. Please don’t forget to stay in touch.

While it sent, he waited. He had to fill his mind with something else.

Anything else.

His phone buzzed in his hand. Tanya’s reply was love you too, love. All will be ok. See you soon! Xx

Love. They had what it took to stay strong over distance. Damon was committed to making their relationship work. His heart belonged to her since they were kids together. Those kinds of feelings didn’t disappear with distance.

He popped his ear buds in, allowing his music to dissolve the travel time. As the sun set, boredom morphed into restlessness. If they didn’t reach the ferry soon, he’d be tempted to jump out a window. As if the driver heard him, the bus rounded a corner into the ferry station parking lot. From the stairwell, a man’s head appeared to be floating as he talked with Bernadette. The officer graduated to the top step and cleared his throat. His hand fingered the gun holstered on his belt.

“We need fifteen euros from each of you to have enough for the ferry fee. Please, bring it to the front.”

The air conditioner chose that moment to complain about the effort of keeping the heat at bay. The timing coincided charmingly with how Damon felt. Breaking the dumbfounded trance, a girl in the front seat extended her cash to the officer which spurred the rest of the group to comply. Damon waited until the last person in the line passed his seat. Would they even notice if he didn’t give up his money? The agency was supposed to cover all the fees. He’d heard Tanya say at least that.

“If you don’t have the money for the fee, my fellow officer will accompany you to an ATM to withdraw some from your account,” the officer said, gesturing for the redheaded guy to get off the bus.

As the line dissipated, Damon dropped his head against the seat in front of him. The defeat coursed through him. Fifteen euros would be worth it to keep the peace. Tanya would think so, at least.

He joined the queue in time to witness the redheaded student shove his accompanying officer and try to run. The officer caught the guy and smashed his face to the ground. When the officer lifted him by his bound wrists, Damon glimpsed blood streaming down his cheek dripping onto the pavement as the officer hauled him into the building.

Just what exactly was going on here?

This day was turning out to be a nightmare.

He turned to face forward when the collecting officer an arm’s length away drew his gun and pointed it straight at Damon’s head. His heart tripped in a combination of dread and panic. This trip was not going to be the work-study program they’d been promised. This was something worse, much worse.


Chapter 2

Bankya, Bulgaria

Thirty-four days, six hours, and twelve minutes—that’s how long it’d been since Mama last spoke or functioned on her own, the coma claiming those precious moments. Just enough time for Sasha Zatkov to realize how much debt they were in, but not enough to completely reverse their predicament. 

Sasha rubbed at the pulsing ache that had taken permanent residence in the space between her eyebrows. Mama had reassured Sasha over and over again that she was ready to run the adoption agency by herself as if Mama knew a car accident would leave her in a coma in the coming days. 

She’d eagerly believed Mama’s encouraging words. To set her mind at ease, Mama’s indispensable assistant, Natalia, promised to be by her side every step of the way when the transition happened, while Mama pursued her life dream of working as a dolphin trainer’s volunteer assistant at the aquarium in Varna.

And, as promised, Natalia had devoted hours to Sasha’s overnight education in filling Mama’s role until she saw there was no money. The numbers didn’t lie. The income from the adoption agency barely allowed Sasha and Tanya to survive, so all employees had to be let go effective immediately.

She felt foolish that Mama’s confidence, not reality, had fueled her dreams. Mama had said, “Sasha, my true heart, you can do and be anything.”

Perhaps she could, but this situation appeared impossible.

According to Sasha’s spreadsheet, Angel’s Heart had turned a profit for the last five years, yet that money was nowhere to be found. Someone could have tampered with the books without Mama knowing. In fact, she was inclined to believe that was exactly what happened, because never had Mama mentioned the coming financial ruin. One word would have had Sasha and Tanya employed elsewhere in a second if it meant keeping food on the table.

Already Sasha had released all the employees, closed the office space they rented, canceled any services they’d required, and started working from their small but fully owned, one-story home.

Four-and-a-half months’ worth of expenses sat in the family bank account. But if she was extra frugal, she could stretch it to seven months since Tanya was gone for the summer and would no longer require expensive hair appointments every two weeks. The timing was perfect, or so she told herself. Tanya didn’t need to know about the money problems. Her mood had been dark enough lately.

Tanya spent her days in class at university and the rest of her time busy with her friends or Damon. At twenty years old, she didn’t require a babysitter. What little time she’d spent at home was to sleep in her bed with the room door locked. Talking about the work-study program abroad was the only thing that lifted the cloud over her brooding mood.

Sasha didn’t hold it against her. Grief fit everyone differently. So long as once a week Tanya would cuddle up to her on the couch for a movie night, Sasha knew everything was going to be okay. Their bond of sisterhood could endure the sadness and fear over Mama’s future.

Their tumultuous childhood proved that family stuck together no matter what happened. Family sat with you in silence when everyone else moved on with their lives. Family wasn’t embarrassed by your tears. She clung to the good times like a security blanket as she had laid awake at night listening for the creak of Tanya’s footsteps in the hall.

Days before Mama’s accident, all three of them had brainstormed ideas for how to grow the adoption agency. Tanya produced a flier from her room for an organization called Néa Zoí that Mama used to work with in Greece. Everyone in Bulgaria knew that Greece was a hot bed for adoptions that skipped the system’s paperwork since Bulgaria made private adoptions illegal in 2007.

Rich Greek couples and international adoption seekers as far as the United States competed for adoptable babies via private adoptions in Greece, but the thought of getting into the international adoption world made Sasha cringe. 

Mama believed that living in Bulgaria’s capital Sofia would give them a world of advantages in the adoption realm, but Sofia hadn’t bounced back as quickly as other cities in the post-Communist era. If they did more marketing, Angel’s Heart could regain the ground they’d lost, but that meant spending money they didn’t have.

When Mama voiced her concerns during their family meeting about the international adoption red tape, the vein in Tanya’s temple popped out like it did when she was furious. Tanya shrugged, pushed the flier toward Sasha, and said a terse “think about it.” Her behavior was a childish slight toward Mama. After all, Sasha was primed to take over the agency, but hadn’t yet. Mama’s hesitant smile at Tanya’s acknowledgment made Sasha cower from looking too eager.

And Sasha had thought about it every day since Mama’s accident, so much that she’d pinned the flier to the cork board next to the kitchen table. The flier was written in Greek, but the phone number on the bottom was plenty clear. The Greek border was a two-and-a-half-hour drive from Bankya. 

It was a decision for another day.

Right now, she had a meeting with the Archbishop himself. Sasha packed her computer bag and loaded it into her green jalopy adorned with an appalling number of rust patches. But after Mama’s accident destroyed their only car, a beater was all she could afford, so she swallowed her misplaced sense of entitlement and drove the car. Tanya, however, held on to her pride and insisted on begging rides off of friends or using public transportation so as not to be seen in The Molded Broccoli car.

To be fair, the comparison was alarmingly accurate, externally and internally. Where rust decorated the outside, the interior stank of rotten flowers, cigarette smoke, and perhaps a whiff of urine from an old stain in the carpet. The vehicle delivered her where she needed to go with little issue, so she pushed the gag-inducing observations from her mind in favor of gratitude.

When the windows were open, it had a certain charm. With a barely working muffler, the volume inside the car made conversation with anyone in the back seat impossible. Passengers could hear nothing but a rumbling roar. However, their mechanically inclined eighty-year-old neighbor had recommended it to Sasha as something reliable.

She cruised down the ring road, past the Fakulteta district. The Roma gypsies made it infamous these days. After Russia’s rule ended and the mandatory residency application was lifted, hordes of Romas moved into the district and destroyed what little beauty there was left as they stripped the neighborhoods to the bone for scraps to sell to survive. 

Natalia called the Roma “dark-skinned vagabonds who plundered and thieved.” Like all unwanted foreigners, in Natalia’s opinion, the Romas brought their bad name on themselves. Furthermore, Natalia insisted they were apathetic criminals allergic to work. Or, as the saying went, they ate like a bear and worked like a bug. And when they did work, they stole jobs from deserving Bulgarians. Natalia’s scathing words echoed the thoughts of many other non-gypsy Bulgarians, although they’d not admit it out loud.

Sasha didn’t see it Natalia’s way. The Roma Sasha interacted with were the adorable children in the Bulgarian Orthodox orphanage who showed her limitless affection. They were kind and helpful and the sweetest children in the whole place. Their warmth was why she was excited to return next week to get updated photos of the children for the agency’s interested families.

Almost two decades ago, Archbishop Popov contracted Angel’s Heart to find homes for the orphans in residence there. He’d chosen Mama’s agency after Papa died in the unrest of the nineties. Mama said it was Popov’s way of fulfilling the biblical command to care for the orphans and widows all in one act.

Perhaps that was true in part, but Sasha saw the way Popov smiled when Mama entered the room. It was as if her perpetual sunshine dispelled his formidable clouds. Often, they huddled close together to chat as if they had a secret they enjoyed sharing. Were men of God allowed to have secrets?

It wasn’t too far-fetched to think that they quietly debated the more mysterious details of theology or how to better care for the helpless. Her favorite theory was that they spoke of their late spouses and the grief that came from their heart-rending losses.

Popov lost his wife years ago to a horrible brain-killing disease. He’d been in mourning for seven months before he declared the appropriate period to be behind him as God intended death to be a means of achieving heaven. Not long after, rumors began circulating that Popov’s wife was not lying sightless beneath her ornate headstone in the cathedral’s cemetery, but living in an asylum somewhere in Siberia. Mama dismissed the information as wicked words from Satan himself.

Who knew what to really believe?

Sasha parked on the street and hurried into the cathedral’s back entrance. The archbishop would likely keep her waiting, since he expected promptness from others—the most brash display of hypocrisy. A delayed arrival on his part indicated importance. Tardiness from anyone else was disrespectful and lazy, requiring mandatory repentance.

The Cathedral Saint Alexandar Nevski was a treasured Sofian landmark dating back to the early 1900s. How anyone could enjoy spending any amount of time in a place that echoed like a tomb was beyond her understanding, not to mention the unforgiving wooden benches. They’d spent hours at Papa’s funeral acknowledging strangers and listening to Popov eulogize how great a man Papa was. Since then, she’d not willingly returned to the weekly service.

She shuddered from the draft. The marble floor made her footsteps resonate through the space, likely interrupting those kneeling in prayer. She let out a breath of relief when she stepped onto carpet. Down the hallway, the wall opened to a glassed-in area.

The lady in the chair offered a smile that balled her pink-powdered cheeks. “How can I help you this morning?”

“Sasha Zatkov, here to meet with the Archbishop.”

The lady glanced over her and hummed. Sasha forced a smile as she smoothed a hand over her shirt. She had checked and double checked her appearance in the mirror before leaving the house. Her clothing and light makeup declared to the world she was a young professional, nothing less. Sasha straightened her posture. She had nothing to be ashamed of.

When the receptionist hung up the phone, she pointed to chairs lining the wall. “Mrs. Keskov will come for you in a moment.”

Only in the church were such naming conventions still prioritized. Everyone else in the world called each other by their given names unless they were related. As she took a seat, Sasha pulled her phone out and texted Tanya. Getting judged by the Pew Crew.

Her answer was immediate. Tell AB I send my love.

Sasha snorted. Tanya had earned Popov’s immediate and vocal disapproval when she attracted his son Stefan’s eye. Even before their disastrous first date, Tanya declared Stefan wasn’t her type, but Mama had insisted that she not “leave the young man wanting for nice company.” Tanya’s responding raised eyebrow left the “nice company” part to be seen.

Stefan had enough self-respect to know a pity date when he saw one and prematurely ended the evening out he’d planned. Sasha’s heart hurt a little for him. She loved Tanya a lot, but it’d take a he-man to sacrifice himself to the ticking time bomb that was Tanya. And that was where Damon came in. They seemed happy for the time being.

Mrs. Keskov interrupted Sasha’s reply text, her closed toed pumps appearing over the rim of Sasha’s phone. “Miss Zatkov, right this way.”

She didn’t wait for Sasha to grab her bag and leave her seat before speed-walking down the hall. When Sasha caught up, Mrs. Keskov held open a heavy wooden door that led to another hallway with security cameras and badge access.

His Holiness was well-guarded for a man who insisted the armor of God was the only form of protection a person needed.

Mrs. Keskov knocked and entered after an inaudible cue. Her introduction stated the most basic facts that Popov could have seen if he looked at his appointment calendar, assuming he had one. Sasha took a deep breath to still the butterflies that erupted at the sight of the ornate desk and cushy leather chair.

Archbishop Popov motioned to the chairs opposite him. For a man of unnoteworthy height, he sat remarkably high on his side of the desk. Sasha sank into the chair. Her backside stopped alarmingly low to the ground. Her eyes strayed to the white klobuk covering his head. The jeweled cross lay slightly off center and the veil behind him fell over his seat back as if it’d been set on his head in a hurry. She cleared her throat and struggled to perch on the edge of her chair.

Popov wouldn’t best her today.

“Miss Zatkov, how is your mother?”

Sasha suppressed a sigh. “No improvement, Your Grace. Her brain waves are still steady, but she hasn’t woken up yet.”

He pinched at his jowls, causing his sagging skin to pull further from his face. A look of compassion crossed his features. “I’m sorry to hear that, Miss Zatkov.” He opened his mouth to continue but closed it and cleared his throat. “Before we discuss…” He checked his notes. “The orphanage, there’s a little matter that I’d like to clear up.” His chin lowered so that his large eyes pinned her with a serious stare, putting her under a magnifying glass. “In July of last year, your mother handled a case with a woman by the last name of Mitov. I’d like to see that file, as a matter of grave spiritual danger has been brought to my attention.”

Her mind whirled with the possibilities of what the case would include.

“Miss Zatkov, may I call you Sasha?” He didn’t stop for her response. “I’m sure you understand that secrecy is of utmost importance to me and my staff here. I appreciate your cooperation greatly.”

She strongly disliked confrontation like this. Sasha adjusted her bag at her feet. “I’m sorry, Archbishop Popov. Although the adoptions are public, our client records are sealed and strictly accessible to the parties involved.”

Popov gave her a practiced smile that didn’t reach his eyes. Probably mandatory to get to his position. “Sasha, I’m concerned you don’t realize the weight of what is at risk.”

“Spiritual danger is not in our confidentiality agreement as a reason to expose someone’s records. Is someone going to commit a crime?”

“No.”

“To your knowledge, is the mother or child in physical danger?”

“No,” he said it like a question. His neck stretched as his eyes narrowed.

What was in that file? “Then I’m afraid I can’t release it.”

Popov’s face escalated to hot-ember red, as he lurched to his feet. “Girl, do you know who funds Angel’s Heart? Do you understand who pays your bills? My parish does by keeping your agency supplied with business from the orphanage. And unless you want to close your doors forever, you will have the file to me by tomorrow afternoon.”

The shaking started in her core, propelling her to her feet. She didn’t wait for him to continue. Was issuing threats how he did business with Mama? Or was he flexing his superiority for her benefit?

Any shred of desire she had to talk business with him wilted beneath the weight of the tantrum he’d thrown. If he was about to shut down everything Mama worked so hard to create, she needed to find out what was in that file that he insisted on getting his chubby, hairy hands on.

For what seemed like the thousandth time since the accident, she longed for Mama’s quiet wisdom and soft laugh to ease her fear. The image of Mama’s lifeless form filled Sasha with guilt, but if she didn’t get this agency back on track, Mama would have nothing to come home to.

Sasha jogged the last little bit to her car. She sank against the seat. The pounding in her ears eased as she twisted the key. On the twenty-minute ride home, she replayed the conversation over and over, but the answer was always the same. Privacy was a pillar of Angel’s Heart’s business. The government would have to issue an official statement in order for her to release the information to Popov.

Inside her house, Sasha locked the door behind her and headed straight to the storage closet. Mama kept every record since the beginning of the agency for this very reason, sorted alphabetically by last name within the year of the finalized adoption. The box was at the front of the closet, since it was the most recent year. 

Mitov.

The folder was thick. Photos were attached to papers of varied colors. Mama’s elegant script filled the pages. Sasha scanned the information. Nothing stood out to her. She took the folder into her bedroom and flopped onto her bed to pore over the documents.

Kalina Mitov- mother, aged twenty. Iliana- daughter, aged two weeks.

Sasha’s finger froze.

Stefan P.- father.

She giggled. Grave spiritual danger, indeed. Popov had tipped his hand. He wanted secrecy, but instead had driven her to discover the very secret he wished to bury. Archbishop Popov was a grandfather to an illegitimate baby. Meek, wiry Stefan fathered a gorgeous little girl.

The press would pay good money for this information. Perhaps enough money to keep her from closing the agency doors for another year. The thought was sinfully delicious, putting such a pious overlord in his rightful place with a scandal that would heat the pale cheeks of every nun in the abbey.

Sasha sighed. She’d never do it—to bring that storm of wrath on Stefan’s not-so-innocent head and seal Angel’s Heart’s future with the Orthodox orphanage once and for all. It’d be career suicide. Not to mention the trust she would destroy for a moment of revenge. This could never get in the wrong hands.

She walked the file back to the box and stood eying the storage space. Mama had mastered the art of secret keeping. How many more thick-foldered cases similar to this one hid away in the darkness, hoping no one would find and expose them? A surge of heady power rippled through her.

No. That kind of temptation was evil. She yanked a couple of the boxes into the hall and worked her fingers between two wooden boards. One popped loose, exposing a fire-proof safe hidden in its depths. The code unlatched the door. With a wiggle and a shove, she stuffed the folder inside with the other contents, then locked the door in place.

A knock sounded at the front door. She paused, hoping the guest would leave her be. No such luck. Another knock. She pushed the board into place and slid the boxes over it. The knocking grew more urgent.

She clicked the closet door shut and tiptoed to the door. One check through the peephole had her sucking in a breath, praying for nerves of steel. One hand gripped the knob and the other unlatched the lock. She swung the door open.

“Hi, Stefan.”

Stefan slid his hat off his head and stuffed it into his trouser pocket. He wetted his lips and checked his surroundings. “Sasha, may I come in?”

She stepped out of the way as Stefan took a long stride into her house. After closing the door behind him, she led him to the kitchen.

“Can I get you something to eat or drink?” It’d been years since she’d seen him in person. He’d filled out, his form matured and, dare she say, attractive.

“No, thank you.” Stefan cleared his throat. “I know Papa talked to you this morning…”

Sasha poured herself a glass of water, waiting for him to finish. Her nonchalance needed much more practice. She was wicked for not putting him out of his misery.

“I am deeply sorry for the awkward position he put you in. I’m sure by now you know the contents of the file he asked for. I was wondering if I might have the Mitov file from last year.” His shoulders sank as if the voiced question had propped them upright and now having been asked no longer was necessary for the task.

“I did talk to your father this morning. And I’m afraid I can’t give you the file, Stefan. The case is listed under Mitov. Even though you are the father in this case, we would need Kalina’s unforced request to release it to the Archbishop. We can’t make this file disappear from existence since Angel’s Heart has to keep records of all the adoptions that come through our agency for legal purposes.” Her heart hurt for him as his facial features fell. She rubbed his shoulder. “I hope you understand that. I can promise you that I will keep the information and the file safe. No one has to know, Stefan.”

His smile didn’t reach his eyes. “Did you know that I’m in the top three of my ministerial class?”

Sasha snorted. “There’s a bishop school?” The Archbishop’s intensity was becoming very clear. 

Stefan gave an awkward laugh. “Spiritual leaders don’t happen to exist.”

“I didn’t know they dedicated actual schools to it, although they have a school for everything now, don’t they? Becoming a bishop should be no different, if not more rigorous with the learning you go through.” The words, though uncomforting, spilled from her mouth. What would she and Mama do if there were incriminating evidence standing in the way of her dream? She imagined they’d do something similar to the Popovs in trying to get rid of it. “I’m assuming that all hell would break loose, quite literally, if this information got out.”

Stefan winced and pulled his hat from his pocket. “Papa’s been grooming me for this bishophood since I was born. I don’t know anything else. But it’s not just about me. Papa’s position, church, his whole ministry could come into question because of my weakness with Kalina.”

“So why is he asking for the file now?”

“One of my classmates found Iliana’s picture in my room. He reported me to Papa. I was about to be expelled for being—” Stefan choked. “He thinks I am a pedophile.”


Chapter 3

Somewhere in Italy

When they arrived at the ferry port in Italy, the darkness blocked Damon’s view. Few lights illuminated their way rendering scenery memorization useless, so he scribbled the unfamiliar Italian road names into a notebook. The other students slept or chatted the time away, striking up friendships.

But he didn’t need friends.

He needed to stave off any more surprises that he might have missed in the packet paperwork. 

He chewed at his lip and willed himself to feel better about this trip. Much to his disappointment, Tanya had said good night over three hours ago. He shouldn’t be so hard on her. She’d have stayed up to text if she could have. Apparently, the program authorities enforced a strict curfew on the group in Athens. Tanya’s group would be working in a kitchen, so she would be waking up early in the morning. 

With her not by his side, the whole trip lost the excitement of adventure. Over six hours later, the lack of excitement had morphed into extreme suspicion and distrust. He’d stashed his money and second mobile phone, courtesy of his conspiracy-theorist parents, in his shoes. The knife he always carried on his person made it through customs tucked under the cushion of his bus seat. He wouldn’t give that up to go to another country with people he didn’t know or trust.

The bus driver made another right turn, off the well-lit main roads. Damon squinted out the window but there were no road signs of any kind. He clicked the timer button on his watch. The next was a left turn. He wrote down the first time and reset the timer. They bumped along for five minutes, then made a right turn and stopped. 

Two minutes and twenty-eight seconds.

The interior bus lights came on, forcing everyone to groan at the brightness. 

Bernadette popped up from her seat in the front. “We are here. Wake up.” She clapped her hands. “Men, grab your things and unload. Your bunkhouse is off to the left. It has two lanterns on the front to light your way inside. I will get the women settled in their accommodations. Once everything is clear of the bus, I am leaving, but will return to make sure you have a safe passage home.”

Low voices accompanied the movement as the guys shuffled for their things and exited. Damon angled his mobile phone between the seat backs in front of him, high enough to snap a decent quality picture of Bernadette. He returned it to his pocket before he drew attention to himself. Better to over-document than not at all. He exited behind the others.

The night air sent a chill through his newly donned jacket. There wasn’t much to see around their bunkhouse by way of other buildings—shadows of trees mostly.

What kind of work were they in for exactly? He lumbered inside the bunkhouse. Long rows of bunks filled the room, military-style. Something was off about the appearance of the room. He couldn’t place it.

The color was neutral. There weren’t pictures on the wall, but cabinets covered the majority of the wall space. Plenty of storage for twenty people in the same bunkhouse.

Windows.

There wasn’t one window in the room.

Damon dropped his bag and strolled to the bathroom. There were no windows there either. A long trench sink hung on the wall on the right. Toilets with no stall coverings lined the wall to the left. He returned to the main bunkroom and strode to the front door. Fresh air might ease his claustrophobia. He grabbed the knob and twisted. The knob didn’t budge, so he tried again.

Whirling around, he addressed two guys nearby. “How do we unlock this door?”

“We don’t.” A long-haired guy near the first bunk snorted, as if Damon were daft. “They locked it from the outside for our safety. They’ll unlock it when they come get us in the morning.” 

“You’re saying that they locked us in with no way out?” His throat tightened. He swallowed hard to clear the dryness, hating the paranoid ninny he’d become.

The long-haired guy laughed at him, his ease at the situation unnerving. “You have somewhere to go?”

Why was everyone so unconcerned? Had they not paid any attention to what was going on? Or maybe this is how it was at these kinds of programs and they’d expected it.

Of course, he was overreacting.

They’d put him in a room with twenty others with no windows for his own safety, since they were too old to have a monitor. Tomorrow, they’d wake up, eat breakfast, and have a tour of the place. No cause for panic. Yet the reassurances from his mind didn’t extend to his heart.

He chose a lower bunk in the middle of the room and wasted no time laying out his sleeping bag. Stripping to his boxers, he placed his clothes on his shoes next to his bags near the head of the bed. His knife nestled inside his left shoe with his second mobile phone and money.

Grabbing his first mobile phone, he huddled inside his sleeping bag and sent a text to Tanya. Made it safely. The place isn’t bad, but would be better with you here. Sleep well. I love you. Text me in the morning when you wake up.

He powered off his mobile phone before laying it on top of his clothes. His active mind stood no chance against his fatigued body.

Stop worrying. This is an adventure. Go with it.

His anxiety slacked as he pictured Tanya smiling and giggling as they worked in the fields. She’d always been the carefree one. He’d been left to practically raise himself, so he had his parents to thank, or blame, for that.

The sound of something scratching the door woke him. His hand shot out and powered on his mobile phone. 6:17 AM. The scratching stopped as the door cracked open. A slice of light pierced the room. The room lights flickered on.

“Everybody up.” A voice boomed. 

A dark blur zoomed past the man’s knees and then another. The lights came on as a large black head popped up over the man in the bunk two down from him. The guy screamed and fell out of his bed in the opposite direction. Loud barking and panting accompanied the following muffled screams. He sounded as if he was about to be eaten alive. Damon slid further into his sleeping bag to avoid being jumped on by the small horse.

“Everyone up and ready to work. Let’s go,” the man yelled.

They weren’t supposed to start work until tomorrow, according to Tanya. Yet another unwelcomed surprise. Damon sent a good morning text to Tanya before kicking out of his sleeping bag. She hadn’t texted him, so she must have gotten to sleep in. He should be doing the same. Five hours of sleep was not going to get him through the day. Digging through his bag, he withdrew a t-shirt and a pair of jeans.

When he finished dressing, he snagged a couple of snack bars from his bag and stuffed them into his pockets. 

“Hurry up.” The man at the door growled his words at no one in particular. The dogs sat by him waiting, no doubt, for some type of signal that would let them pounce on the guys. “Leave your mobile phones, IDs, and money here. You won’t need them while you work. And if I find anything like that on you, you’ll be horsewhipped.” 

The man’s facial expression was as fierce as his voice sounded. Damon stuffed his ID and mobile phone into his bag. The work study program already had a copy of his ID. His second mobile phone and money were his lifelines, so they stayed in his shoe. The loud-voiced commander wouldn’t check there, but if he did, Damon would risk getting horsewhipped over it.

When everyone left the bunkhouse, the man locked the door behind him and, with the dogs’ help, herded them like sheep to two waiting vehicles. Once the doors closed, the vans drove them out to the middle of a vineyard far out of sight of their bunkhouse and dropped them off. 

They gathered in a circle where the commander and his two dogs stood waiting.

“My name is Plamen. I am Bulgarian like you.” His accent didn’t sound Bulgarian. “Today, you will be working the vineyards. Take these baskets and fill them with ripe grapes. You know the ripe ones from the unripe ones because of the color. The ripe will be a dark purple, the unripe a hue of light green. You are not to stop until each basket is full.” Plamen motioned to the truck filled with a seemingly endless supply of woven straw baskets. That would take them days to do. “If I catch you eating any, you will face severe punishment. Don’t test me.”

As each of them grabbed a few from the truck, Plamen added, “Oh and I assume you know better than to crush the grapes or damage them in any way. Leave the green ones and pick the purple ones. I return at sundown.”

Would someone come get them for lunch? Or give them water?

Vague instructions like that guaranteed someone would do it wrong and have to face the consequences. Damon didn’t plan to be one of them. They organized themselves so that they all started closest to the truck. Not only were there a lot of baskets, they also were deceptively deep. As he worked, his thoughts switched between Tanya and his family. As the sun climbed higher in the sky, the heat and humidity left him with no option but to remove the layers that had been so necessary that morning. 

Tanya had been right. The weather was warm, but she’d forgot to mention he’d soak through every piece of clothing on him. Taking a minute to stretch his back, he retrieved a snack bar from his jeans pocket and ate it in three large bites. The ache in his stomach wasn’t appeased. No breakfast. No lunch. Where was the water?

Over the top of the vines, he spoke to the man on the next row. “Have you seen where we can get water?” The guy shook his head but didn’t stop working.

Already dizziness threatened his pace. His fingers ached even though he’d pulled his knife out to use hours ago. On and on they worked. Mid-afternoon a shout came from near the truck.

Water.

Damon trudged over. 

The worker at the truck shouted to the guys. “I walked for four kilometers to find water. This is what Plamen gave me to bring it back in. When we want water, we have to go get it. Take small sips, because it will take me two more hours to get more.”

Each man took a small mouthful, the others protesting when it appeared one took too much. When it was Damon’s turn, he’d taken half a swallow before the other men pushed into him to give up the ladle. The bucket was small and there were fifteen men attempting to rehydrate.

Where was Plamen anyway? Hadn’t he even bothered to stick around and supervise? Either he observed from a distance or the result of not obeying his orders was bad enough he would make them regret not working harder.

“I will go get the water next. You can work my row.” A short guy pushed the water retriever toward the vines. “We’ll each take turns.”

Damon returned to his baskets. They had worked well past the eight hours Tanya had said they limited their workers to. Sunset wasn’t far away and they had more containers to fill. He picked up his pace. Pushing another snack bar into his mouth, he chewed it slower this time. The sinking feeling in his stomach told him this wasn’t a first-day initiation process. This pace wasn’t sustainable for another three months. Was it too much to hope they’d eat an actual dinner?

If Tanya’s day wasn’t better than his, he was going to tell her to bail. Unless the program treated the women better, Tanya wouldn’t last at this type of work. He shuddered at the other options. His throat scraped as he tried to swallow.

Finish and they’d be free for the night. He pushed on. With his basket full, he traded it out for an empty one as the last few were claimed. 

Damon waved at the other guys. “Let’s get this truck filled before dark. We don’t want to find out what happens if we don’t finish before he returns.” 

Few acknowledged his words before they disappeared down their rows. At the sound of an engine roaring toward them, Damon snapped off a few last clusters. What were the chances the others had finished in time? Lifting his basket, he hurried to the truck to drop it off. In the fading light, he counted twelve others. Three hadn’t come in and Plamen was almost here.

“Guys, help me get the others in. We need to be done when Plamen pulls in.” Damen jogged through the rows searching for people. He spotted a guy hunched over snapping off clusters and placing them into his basket like he had all the time in the world.

“We have to hurry. Plamen is almost here.” Damon flicked open his knife and cut at a faster speed despite his blistering fingers. The grapes almost reached the brim. They worked in silence. The buzz of the engine grew louder and louder. The man placed one last cluster in as Damon heaved the basket onto his shoulder and jogged toward the group. Had the others finished yet?

Two men were missing. Their dark forms appeared as Plamen cut the engine on his motorcycle. The dogs jumped from the side car, shadowing his every move.

“So you are standing here waiting for me.” Plamen rubbed one of his dog’s heads as he let the silence linger in the air like the calm before a storm. “That’s enough for tonight. We’ll make sure there’s plenty to keep you occupied tomorrow.” Behind him, the vans bumped into view. “Your ride is here. We’ll see you bright and early in the morning.” 

As they piled in, Damon’s whole body screamed with pain, his arms protesting the loudest. The van's jolting tossed him into the shoulder of the guy beside him. With a sudden jerk, they stopped at a lean-to shack beside the road.

“Everybody out to get your dinner.” The driver didn’t bother to face them.

They jumped from the van faster than they’d entered. Inside the rickety shack, a balding man with gray teeth handed each man a small chunk of bread and a cup of broth with a couple of noodles. The dank space offered no room for tables or chairs. The invitation clear—eat and leave.

With mumbled thanks, Damon grabbed his portion and shuffled outside to have space to himself to eat. The broth was lukewarm and disappeared far too quickly, but after today’s treatment he was grateful to have any dinner at all.

Eating didn’t take long. Within ten minutes, his van had reloaded and continued the pothole-filled journey to the bunks in exhausted silence. Few spoke as they filed inside. Damon dropped onto his bed and checked his bag which laid unzipped on its side. His ID and mobile phone were gone. 

Curses and shouts of frustration from around the room mirrored his thoughts. What work-study program would do that to the group? Unless a work-study program wasn’t what they’d been recruited for. His throat tightened. Whatever the program leaders had in mind for them, every student had signed the papers and paid them to do it. His inner skeptic reminded him that after a rough start, things usually deteriorated.
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