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      Lillian’s ordinary day turns deadly when gunmen storm the new construction site at her hospital and take hostages. Separated from the rest and on her own on the run, she’ll need all of her skills and wits if she’s going to survive.

      Start your adventure HERE.
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      Lillian sheathed the scalpel and wiped away drops of blood.

      “Dr. Whyte, the patient in bed four is in respiratory failure.”

      She peered up from the sutured laceration on her patient’s leg in front of her. A concerned resident physician in navy scrubs stared back at her.

      “What’s the story, Eric?” she asked.

      “She’s one of the three fire victims that arrived in the last hour,” he began.

      A vinyl manufacturing plant had experienced an industrial fire that afternoon, and three firefighters had been transported to the emergency room after a support beam collapsed. Two had traumatic injuries.

      “This one’s mask was dislodged in the fall, and she suffered smoke inhalation,” Eric explained.

      After walking to bed 4, Lillian pulled back the curtain and surveyed the stout, young firefighter lying before her. Her pile of clothes reeked of burnt plastic. Second-degree burns peppered her forearm, but her gear appeared to have protected the rest of her. Soot smeared her face. Her breathing was mildly labored, and her oxygen levels were slightly below normal.

      Lillian knew smoke inhalation could lead to precarious intubations. Once the fragile mucosal lining inside the mouth and throat was singed, the tissue would swell and obstruct visualization of the airway structures. Furthermore, the tissue would become friable, and normal instrumentation during the procedure could cause rampant, troublesome bleeding.

      Although the woman was not currently in severe distress, the airway would continue to swell—putting a breathing tube in place could become a life-threatening event. The resident was right to bring the patient to her attention.

      Better to insert the breathing tube now—before swelling makes it hazardous.

      “Get the disposable bronchoscope. We’ll have to do a video-scope intubation,” Lillian explained.

      While Eric eagerly gathered equipment, Lillian gave nurses instructions concerning which medication to have ready to give the patient in order to reduce as much discomfort as possible.

      “Samantha,” Lillian said to her patient, “you have singes on your face, and I think some of your airway may be burned as well.

      Samantha nodded, eyes wide with concern.

      “Your airway will continue to swell, and it may take a few days for the swelling to go down. The safest thing to do is place a breathing tube down your throat in order to breathe for you until the swelling subsides.”

      The firefighter gave her another wide-eyed nod, revealing both her state of fear and bravery. Lillian realized that the woman was focusing intently on breathing and controlling her urge to panic. The firefighter was probably close to Lillian’s own age, mid thirties, but thicker and more muscular than her.

      Placing her stethoscope on the woman’s neck, Lillian listened to air moving through her windpipe. She could hear the air, but it was accompanied by a coarse, high-pitched noise.

      Stridor.

      Stridor was created by turbulent airflow through a narrowing airway. This sound was ominous and only slightly better than events that were sure to follow—no air movement at all.

      So much for accomplishing the procedure before it became hazardous.

      Eric arrived with the bronchoscope—a thin scope with a camera and light on the end for viewing the airway. A wire connected it to a small, rolling monitor where the video chip projected. He began to set it up; he slid the scope through a hollow breathing tube so it could easily be guided into place when ready. Lillian situated a mask over Samantha’s face to deliver 100 percent oxygen while the nurses readied the medications.

      Lillian surveyed the scene. Intravenous fluids dripped into the patient’s veins. The rate of infusion could be increased in case Samantha’s blood pressure dropped during the procedure. Sedation and paralyzing medications stood at the ready in labeled syringes. The respiratory therapists clasped additional equipment if needed. Medical students and other residents gathered around to watch. Eric stood at the head of the bed, ready with the bronchoscope. Lillian instructed the nurses on which medications should be given at various intervals.

      Thirty seconds later, a sedated Samantha rested with eyes closed, still breathing on her own. Lillian took a step back and calmly guided everyone through their roles. The respiratory therapist breathed for the patient while Eric prepared to enter Samantha’s mouth with the scope. The nurse was ready with more medication.

      “As you go in, I want you to describe what you see on the screen.” Although Lillian could see the screen herself, it was important her resident know the oral structures through which he was maneuvering.

      The respiratory therapist moved the mask off the patient’s face. Eric held the bulky end, with a flexing lever and suction button, in his left hand while holding the opposite, slender end with his right. Keeping along the back of Samantha’s mouth and throat, Eric advanced the scope.

      “I see the uvula,” he said. “Everything looks swollen.” He wasn’t wrong, but Lillian felt his tone was a little too alarmist for her liking.

      “Stay midline and flex the scope. You should see the tongue at the top and then the epiglottis.” She kept her own voice excessively calm in hopes he would try to mimic her behavior.

      She glanced at the patient’s oxygen saturation level—95 percent—which was good.

      “I see the epiglottis!”

      The platypus-bill-shaped structure that protected the vocal cords and airway beneath encompassed most of the screen.

      Calmly, she wanted to say. Instead she clasped her gloved hands together and interlaced her fingers. She understood his excitement as he was a young physician in training, but she preferred tranquility in the face of an emergency. He would learn, she knew. If he were going to effectively lead a team through a patient crisis, he would learn to feign calmness.

      “Good. Now slide your scope under the epiglottis, and you will see vocal cords. Try not to bump into tissue. It will obstruct your view and cause more swelling.”

      Eric struggled a little while moving the scope. He readjusted his view.

      “Sats are ninety percent,” one of the nurses commented anxiously.

      “That’s okay. Eric, what do you see?” Lillian inquired.

      “The epiglottis is really swollen and blocking me from getting to the vocal cords.”

      “And that’s expected,” Lillian explained. She connected a syringe to the side port of the scope and administered a diluted dose of adrenaline to coat the swollen tissue. The epinephrine would constrict the blood vessels and reduce the swelling. Samantha, sedated but not unconscious, coughed three times as the liquid spilled over the back of her throat.

      “The epiglottis probably took the brunt of the heat exposure and protected the cords and trachea. Stay along the back wall and ease your way under the epiglottis when she takes her next breath.”

      “I see vocal cords,” Eric said excitedly.

      The delicate, blanched cords—the gateway to the lungs—looked like two ribbons of a violin bow forming a V on the screen.

      Lillian reached up and grasped the endotracheal breathing tube. She slid it over the scope gently. While doing so, she said, “Keep watching, Eric. See the tube pass through the vocal cords.”

      He nodded. “It’s through.”

      Samantha coughed several times—as anyone would do after having a hollow piece of plastic wedged into one’s throat.

      “Now confirm the scope is at an appropriate distance from the carina.” She pointed to the video screen.

      “One centimeter back,” he said.

      Lillian pulled the endotracheal tube back one centimeter. Watching the screen, she could see that his assessment was correct.

      “There!” Eric exclaimed.

      Lillian looked down at the tube. “Twenty-three centimeters at the lip.”

      The respiratory therapist took her cue and inflated a balloon cuff on the endotracheal tube. She began to secure it in place with a Velcro strap. Eric pulled the bronchoscope out of the tube. Lillian instructed the nurses to give more sedation as the respiratory therapist connected Samantha to the breathing machine.

      Lillian took the scope and inspected Samantha’s airways. The trachea looked a bit red and inflamed. But there was no charring, so hopefully, recovery would be speedy.

      The intubation had been the highlight of Lillian’s shift. After the fire victims, she returned to her other patients, most of whom were victims of their own self-abuse—young drug abusers or older chronic smokers with lung disease and heart disease.
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        * * *

      

      Lillian arrived home at the end of her shift. Home was a three-bedroom apartment in Dunwoody. The best part of home was her wonderful husband waiting for her when she arrived. The second best part was that she was off for the next ten days.

      Sean’s sandy-brown hair had faint wisps of gray just over the ears. He wore jeans and an Atlanta Falcons T-shirt. He bent down to greet her, as she came through the door, with a kiss and a glass of chardonnay.

      With a sparkle in his hazel eyes and a peck on her cheek, he said, “Vacation has officially commenced.”

      “My hero,” she said with a sigh. She took the glass of wine and set down her work satchel on the cabinet in the entryway.

      She walked to the balcony, enjoying the view of Atlanta. A gentle breeze ruffled some papers on the patio table. A miniature Eiffel Tower paperweight held them in place. Next to the papers rested Sean’s laptop. He must have been writing and enjoying the pleasant weather on the balcony.

      “How’s the book coming?” she asked.

      He shrugged and leaned his tall figure against the open sliding door. “I got a chapter done.”

      He wrote nonfiction Middle Eastern history. She enjoyed reading his books as they contained an interlaced passion that could only be achieved by one who had lived there and understood the people and their motivations. He was working on his fourth book, which she thought was monumental given the inordinate amount of research and editing that went in to creating just one of them.

      “I cleaned the place up today. Since we’re leaving tomorrow, how about we do Chinese takeout tonight?” he offered.

      “Sounds marvelous.”

      She sipped the wine, savoring the crisp flavor and hint of honey. “You remember me telling you about Murtaza?”

      “Yes. You said he’s really good. You’re hoping they’ll hire him out of residency.”

      Lillian nodded. “One of my patients called him a towel head,” she said, still utterly disgusted. Murtaza was a Sikh from Pakistan who had trained in the United States.

      Sean scowled, a response she knew he would give to people’s narrow-minded racism. “What did you do?”

      “I told the patient, ‘Welcome to the country of mixed cultural history known as the United States of America.’ I said, ‘Murtaza is at the top of his class and has one of the best bedside manners that I’ve seen in years, so you can be treated by a phenomenal physician or you can get out of my emergency room.’”

      Sean smirked.

      “I’m probably going to get written up for that one or at least see a drop in my patient satisfaction scores.”

      She sipped her wine before changing the topic. “You see the fire on the news?”

      He raised his eyebrows. “They came to you?”

      Lillian nodded. Owing to patient privacy, she couldn’t discuss details of her patients with him except in vague terms. “Saved a firefighter.”

      “Then you ended your rotation with a win,” he observed.

      He wrapped his hands around her from behind, and she savored his warmth and smell of spearmint.

      “I also learned about a new street drug today,” she added. “A drug called gravel.”

      “Sounds enticing,” he said with distaste.

      “It’s a mixture of prescription pain medications, amphetamines, and who knows whatever else a drug dealer feels like cutting it with. Its users get high, get mean, and don’t really care who they hurt, least of all themselves. It can do enough damage overnight to turn a healthy twenty-something into the organ dysfunction of a sixty-year-old two-pack-per-day smoking alcoholic for the rest of his or her now-shortened life.”

      She shook her head. “As if there aren’t enough really bad drugs out there already, let’s create a new one. As if life isn’t short enough, let’s inject something called gravel.” She scoffed. “Sounds like a fun time.”

      Sean squeezed his arms a little tighter around her torso.

      With her free hand, she placed her arm over his, still staring out over the city. He didn’t say a word, but she knew he was there for support. Sean was a fixer. If there was a problem, he liked to fix it. It worked well for his previous line of work and worked well for writing books, but he couldn’t fix what she encountered at work. She had to help him learn that listening and being supportive was all he needed to do to “fix” one of her rough days. He could not directly solve the trials and tribulations she faced. That was her responsibility.

      She set her wineglass down on the table and turned around in his arms, feeling them slide around her waist. Smiling at him, she thought of how wonderful the next ten days with him would be.

      They embraced.

      Her phone chirped. She pulled it out of her back pocket and looked down at the text message from her friend Kelly.

      Emailed you the guest list. Pls. review.

      Sean peered at her phone. “Wedding planning?”

      “Yes. I am discovering that I am woefully lacking the prerequisite skills for this.”

      “Anything you need to handle right now?”

      “Nope.” She set her phone down on the table. She was not looking at a guest list after a twelve-hour shift, not even for her best friend.

      “Predinner usual?” he asked.

      “Yep. Yoga then shower. I’ll be done in forty minutes.”

      He kissed her lips softly and then pulled away. “I’ll go pick up dinner.”
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        * * *

      

      “One milligram epi,” Lillian instructed.

      The nurse pulled the medication from the crash cart as one of the residents did CPR on a pulseless patient.

      Where is her gown?

      She should have been wearing a protective gown over her black scrubs so she wouldn’t get contaminated while doing chest compression.

      “Epi is in,” the nurse said after giving the adrenaline injection into the patient’s intravenous line. The lifeless body remained unchanged.

      Where is my gown?

      “Okay, circulate for two minutes, and we’ll check a rhythm.”

      A resident resumed chest compressions.

      They would check the rhythm again, though Lillian knew it would still be flatlined. The patient had stopped breathing, likely from his underlying lung disease. Subsequently, his heart had stopped beating. Despite all the “shocking,” or defibrillating, that happened on television shows, few patients actually had a rhythm that could or should be shocked. Defibrillating flatline would result in nothing more exciting than more flatline.

      The stench of antiseptic and urine filled the room.

      She considered giving him a clot-buster.

      Thrombolytics.

      He had a relatively inactive lifestyle with many medical diseases. Perhaps he had developed a blood clot in his leg that went to his lung. Pulmonary embolism was often a culprit of cardiopulmonary arrest.

      Her only hesitation was the laundry list of contraindications to the medication. She was certain he had no recent trauma or head injury. She wondered if he had had any recent surgeries. In addition, the ongoing chest compressions inflicted damage of their own. How much bleeding would he have from chest compression trauma after thrombolytics?

      “Paging Dr. Whyte.” A voice came through the overhead speaker.

      The emergency room seemed to grow dark at the periphery.

      “Two minutes,” the nurse called.

      Lillian felt for a pulse, but there was none. The respiratory therapist continued to breathe for the patient as the room continued to darken.

      Did someone forget to pay the electric bill?

      “Continue chest compressions. We’ll give another epi in one minute. Call the pharmacy for thrombolytics.”

      “Paging Dr. Whyte.”

      The edges continued to darken until she was alone with the patient’s monitor in flatline beneath a spotlight.

      Why had they stopped CPR?

      The high-pitched mechanical noise of the monitor hummed steadily.

      She looked down at a small white piece of paper in her hand with red lettering on one side and Chinese characters on the other. Her fortune, she recalled, from dinner last night. She read the fortune again.

      Forfeit something for the good of another.

      Last night, she had taken the words lightly. She playfully promised Sean she would forfeit sleep for his benefit. Fortune fulfilled, she had considered the matter closed.

      Now she stared at the words more gravely. Was there something she was supposed to give up? A sacrifice?

      She didn’t have many possessions—certainly nothing worthy of forfeiting save a modest retirement account. That left Sean and her career. Forfeiting Sean was off the table. Forfeiting her career in medicine wouldn’t benefit anyone.

      So it’s a mystery.

      And it’s just a fortune cookie.

      “Paging—”

      Sean’s face beside her came into focus, and she realized she had been daydreaming. He had been calling to her quietly—the voice “paging” her. The roar of the plane engine replaced the flatlining whine of the monitor.

      “I’m sorry. I was dreaming about work.”

      “We’re on a plane to Canada,” he pointed out to her. “You’re supposed to be fantasizing about lazy river walks and a four-star hotel.”

      She smiled and kissed his cheek. Marriage to Sean had exceeded her expectations. Since cutting back her hours at work, they took vacations every few months. Their life together seemed like one long honeymoon. He showed her the world and so many amazing things she had missed in all her years preparing to become, becoming, and then being a physician.

      They had hiked a week in the Appalachian Mountains, scaled the heights of the Himalayas, marveled at the palaces and cathedrals of Saint Petersburg, lounged on the beaches of Copacabana, tanned on the islands of Antigua, hiked the Inca Trail to Machu Picchu, and made passionate love wherever they traveled. Now they were embarking to Canada.

      “Did you finish your itinerary?” he asked.

      She looked down at the tablet in her hands. A spreadsheet filled with activities for the next five days occupied the screen. “Yes. Museums, shopping, sightseeing. You’ll be able to join me for some of it?”

      He nodded. “First day is the book signing. After that, I’m all yours.”

      He took her hand and squeezed it before turning his attention back to his writing.

      “Are you going to read that leadership book you packed?” he asked without looking up from his computer.

      She assumed he was avoiding the sour look he knew would be coming in his direction. She had reluctantly brought the book on the trip but wasn’t sure she would actually open it. Her boss, the chief of emergency medicine, wanted her to read leadership books and take classes on leadership training.

      She remained unconvinced that she wanted any leadership roles beyond the teams she orchestrated during emergencies. Sean had tried to be encouraging about expanding her horizons and perhaps mixing patient care with administration to blunt the toll that patient care took on her.

      Was it the right move for her? She hadn’t figured that out yet. She was certainly not one to ever be coerced into anything.

      She picked up her tablet and began to read the news.
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      “This article is fascinating,” Lillian commented, having finished reading a magazine biography on her tablet about Georgia senator Cole Lawson. “He’s quite the pacifist. He’s given thirty-eight speeches around the world on antiwar politics.”

      Sean nodded, typing on his laptop.

      “Did you know that his mother was a prominent Southern civil rights activist?” she asked.

      Another nod.

      “Did he really save your life in the Middle East?”

      Sean turned and gazed for a moment at the magazine photograph of Cole. A handsome black man with stark-white teeth sat with an arm around his mother, a frail-appearing woman in a wheelchair.

      “Well, he wasn’t always a pacifist,” Sean began. “His mother, who was adamantly against violence, pleaded for him not to enlist. When we were SEALs together, we were on a stealth mission to Egypt, Port Said, but we were not so stealthy. We were raiding a compound with escapees from the Iraq War who were supposed to know the location of alleged weapons of mass destruction. We set off a trip wire, and the entire place lit up with gunfire. Cole and I faced four armed men. We took down three, but one buried a knife in my shin before Cole put a bullet through his chest.”

      Lillian grimaced, and the scar on her arm tingled with the memory of her own knife injury. She thought back to her escape in Africa. Five years ago, she had embarked on a medical mission to Kenya. Oil thieves slaughtered the entire military camp because they thought the location of their secret stash of black gold had been compromised.

      By sheer luck, she and Sean had not been at the camp when the attack occurred. However, during their attempt to flee the country, she had been kidnapped. Her subsequent escape encompassed some of the most terrifying moments of her life. One of the guards had cut her arm with a six-inch blade, causing excruciating pain. She couldn’t begin to imagine the agony of a knife buried in a bone.

      She remained quiet as Sean reminisced. He didn’t often talk about his SEAL days, so she didn’t want to interrupt and break his focus.

      “Unfortunately, the attacker didn’t die right away,” Sean continued. “Instead, he reached for an incendiary device. The entire shed was rigged to explode. Cole hoisted me up and out we ran like a three-legged race. He could have run out without me. If he had, he wouldn’t have taken tin shrapnel to his back leading to a medical discharge. Of course, he did get a Silver Star for his bravery.”

      Lillian smiled. “And now he is a pacifist?”

      “He had a wild, rebellious youth followed by the shocking reality of war. Combine that with six months of rehabilitation for war wounds and plenty of time to reflect on his mother’s poetry, speeches, and life’s work, and you have a powerful pacifist.”

      “He’s genuine,” Lillian concluded.

      Sean nodded. “He’s remarkable and, yes, genuine.”

      “The article here says he’s predicted to be an upcoming presidential candidate.”

      Sean turned his attention back to his computer. “I’d vote for him.”

      Lillian turned the page with a swipe of her finger on the screen and looked at the politician’s family photo. In front of a massive fireplace in a log cabin, his twin girls sat in front of him, and his wife, holding a baby boy in her arms, sat to his right.

      She wondered what life would be like with children. The article claimed that violence around the world was declining, yet she couldn’t tell from the patients at the doorstep of her emergency room that anything had changed. She still saw gunshot wounds, stabbings, rapes, and unspeakable things done to children. She couldn’t imagine having such precious things as children and living in fear of what the world might do to them.

      She went on to read one of Cole Lawson’s more recent speeches:

      
        
        
        The Bible tells us that “there is a time for everything, and a season for every activity” under heaven. And I say, that time is now. Now “is a time to be born,” to be born into a world of love and peace. Now is “a time to die,” to dye our beliefs with pastel colors of tranquility. Now is “a time to plant,” to plant the seeds of faith and forgiveness. Now is “a time to uproot” the entwined layer of hatred in our souls. Now is “a time to kill,” kill violence, and to heal, heal soldiers and families. Now is “a time to tear down” walls of deceit and to build foundations of trust. Now we weep tears of joy and laugh at the beauty around us. Now is a “time to mourn” those that have sacrificed for us and “a time to dance” to the present and future that they have created. We will scatter jagged and bitter stones and gather the smooth together. Now is “a time to embrace” peace and “a time to refrain from embracing” disdain. We will search for strength together and give up deceitfulness.

      

        

      
        We will keep our beliefs strong and discard our fears. Now is “a time to tear” down walls of oppression and “a time to mend” relationships. Now is a time for our demons to be silent and a time for our hearts to speak—to love one another and to hate violence. Now is “a time for war” against war. Now is a time for peace.

      

      

      

      “I’m looking forward to meeting him,” Lillian said.

      “He’s in Montreal this week for the peacekeeping summit. It was nice of him to invite us to dinner when he found out we were going to be in town,” Sean replied, typing on his computer.

      “So this is a UN meeting? I didn’t know they met in Canada.”

      “It’s a subcommittee meeting of the Third Committee. They handle social, humanitarian, and cultural issues.”

      “How many committees are there?”

      Sean thought for a moment. “The General Assembly has six committees, not counting the General Committee and Credentials Committee.”

      “And this is a dinner before the subcommittee meeting?”

      Sean nodded. “Don’t get too excited about the dinner,” he said. “A room full of politicians is less than an ideal social situation.”

      “I’m looking forward to meeting a friend of yours,” she emphasized. “I don’t get to meet many of those, and you’ve already met all of mine.”

      “There aren’t many to meet.”

      Lillian nodded. “That makes him all the more valuable. Besides,” she added, “you’ve been to physician gatherings. All we do is commiserate about the decline of health care.”

      He looked up from his computer, golden flecks sparkling in his hazel eyes. “It will be a lovely dinner,” he assured her.
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        * * *

      

      Lillian woke in a daze with the echo of roaring jet engines and the chatter of overhead announcers ringing in her ears. The sounds faded into tranquil silence. She rolled over and looked around at the posh hotel suite. Sean had ensured they had comfortable accommodations. Sunshine streamed through an open window, casting brilliant light on an overhead chandelier. The bedroom, with its king-size bed and plush pillows, stretched out to meet a small dining room adjacent to the kitchenette. She noted fresh bagels on the table and looked around for Sean.

      Stretching, she slid out of bed and grabbed a robe from the bathroom. With her luggage still in transit, she didn’t have any nightgowns, so she wore one of Sean’s T-shirts to bed.

      On the table, she read a handwritten note on the hotel stationary:

      
        
        Sent your travel clothes to the hotel laundry service. Picking up coffee and clothes for you. Be back soon. Love, Sean.

      

      

      After their nonstop flight from Atlanta to Montreal, they had landed uneventfully and made their way to baggage claim, a route with which Sean seemed already familiar. Forty-five minutes into their wait at baggage claim, it became evident that Lillian’s suitcase did not make it to Montreal with them. After another forty-five minutes at the courtesy counter, it was discovered that the luggage was in LaGuardia. It had evidently hitched a ride on the one-stop flight to Montreal through LaGuardia and would arrive sometime later today.

      She walked to the dining table and fixed a bagel with cream cheese. Pulling her tablet from her carry-on travel bag, she scrutinized her list of activities for the day. She planned to see the Montreal Botanical Gardens, an oasis in the middle of the city; the Musee d’art contemporain de Montreal with its contemporary art; and Olympic Park, where the 1976 Olympics had been held. All that was to take place after a morning at the hotel spa, which would give her clothes time to make their arrival.

      Sean would be at his book signing today, but they had made plans to meet up for dinner.

      She had finished her bagel and had freshened up by the time Sean returned. As she exited the bathroom, she looked at the fruits of his shopping labor displayed on the bed.

      “It’s a dress,” Lillian observed dryly.

      Sean nodded.

      It was a white summer dress with matching white cotton sandals.

      “It’s very pretty,” she said, hesitatingly.

      “Uh-huh.”

      She knew Sean sensed that she was unhappy with his selection. “It’s just that it’s a dress. It’s hard to see and do everything that I want to see and do if I’m in a dress”—she explained, picking up the shoes and inspecting them—“and heeled sandals.”

      “Then I suggest you treat this like the vacation that it is and see and do everything at a more leisurely pace. Besides, your suitcase will be here this afternoon.”

      He pulled her by the knot in her robe closer to him and added, “I want to see you in that dress at least one night on this trip, looking as amazing as always.”

      She ran her fingers through his thick sandy-brown hair and looked into his playful copper eyes. They weren’t always so playful. When she met him six years ago, he was an undercover CIA agent with a dark past and a determined gaze. She thought he was a Swahili translator at the military camp in Kenya where she was stationed to provide medical care. He was forced to reveal his true identity when a mass murderer and oil profiteer poisoned and shot the soldiers at the camp.

      She was captured, but sensing Sean was searching for her helped her summon the strength and courage to escape. She fled to Paris where he soon found her. He stayed by her side and kept her safe until her pursuers were captured or dead. He was her rescuer, lover, and confidant.

      She preferred these playful eyes to the more intense ones she had known earlier in their relationship. He made the transition from field operative to teacher and writer, seeming to enjoy the slower pace. He wrote historical nonfiction about areas he had travelled to during his Navy SEAL and CIA tours of duty. Having three published books, his travels now entailed speaking events and book signings.

      She recognized that not all his travels were benign, and she had her suspicions that he still did some intelligence gathering for the CIA. They had made a joke of it so that “book signing” was often code for a CIA task. She didn’t investigate his travels though and accepted that if he didn’t share where he was going, then it was better she not know. She trusted his judgment of the covert.

      He kissed her softly, and she savored the moment.

      

      Sean admired Lillian’s shimmering red hair. He had fallen in love with her while watching her practice the art of healing with Swahili women and children. Every day, a passion grew within him that he thought had vanished long ago. Clever, cunning, and stubborn, she had summoned the strength to beat all odds and her own execution. Amidst saving herself, she had rescued him from his demons and the obsidian quicksand of isolation into which he had been sinking.

      Marriage provided a constant discovery of their interests and the world together. They could just as easily spend three days never leaving a hotel room as they could enjoy excursions or immerse in wilderness through overnight camping. They garnered mutual respect for each other’s careers, understanding that sometimes their work ran late and sometimes there were conferences when they would travel alone.

      Marriage had also been a constant discovery of each other’s sensual desires. Flaming passion became a smoldering, deep-rooted love. Insatiable desire transformed into the ability to perform specific tantalizing motions. He knew every inch of her amazing body and never tired of exploring her curves again and again. He never tired of hearing her breathing grow faster, more ragged. Never tired of the way she groaned or how she moved her hips in response to his touch.

      He lifted her up and swung her once in the air, hearing her gasp. Gently he guided her down to the bed and ran his fingers along her neck. Her mouth was open with anticipation as he leaned over her. Passing over the mound of her breast and curve of her hip, his hand reached her thigh. He trailed his fingers up her bare skin. As she moaned with anticipation, he touched his lips to hers and lost himself in her soft skin and lilac scent.
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        * * *

      

      Lillian lay contentedly in bed as Sean showered and got dressed.

      “I’ll be at the book signing probably until eight p.m.” He slipped on his shoes.

      She looked over at him and arched an eyebrow. “Book signing. Of course.”

      “I will be selling and signing books.” He defended himself.

      “I’m sure that’s not all, but I’m content with blissful ignorance because I will be happily touring museums.”

      After packing his briefcase, he leaned over and kissed her one last time.

      She watched as he left.

      Lillian stretched in bed and looked at the time. She had one hour until her scheduled pretourism massage. She decided to spend it reading a book by the room window.

      Her phone buzzed.

      “Hello, Kelly,” Lillian said, answering the phone.

      “Hey! How is Montreal?” her bubbling, blonde friend asked.

      Lillian stuck out her bottom lip. Her best friend knew she was traveling yesterday, which meant she knew she would not have seen much in Montreal by this morning. Therefore, Kelly must have had an ulterior motive for calling.

      Wedding guest list, maybe?

      “It’s good. How is everything with you?”

      Kelly sighed. “I’m ordering the invitations, but I don’t know if I can match the tablecloths exactly to the invitation or the bridesmaid dresses.”

      “I thought everything was teal, white, and gold?”

      “I’m sending you a text,” she replied. “You’ll see what I’m talking about.”

      Lillian looked down at her phone. There were three pictures of teal squares.

      She put the phone on speaker.

      “Um, they’re all different?”

      Another sigh, this one made Lillian feel like she was hardly making an effort. She wanted to be helpful, and Kelly had designated her as maid of honor. Thus far, the honor had involved squinting at various cursive fonts to select one for the invitations, looking at an array of flowers to pick ones that harmonized together, and selecting an overpriced teal dress for the bridesmaids.

      Her own wedding had been simple and small. Her bouquet and aisle decorations had been white Easter lilies (naturally) and guests could wear whatever they chose. Kelly, her maid of honor, wore a pink dress, which she had explained to Lillian (in the voice of an adult speaking to a child) that the color was referred to as French rose.

      “They’re different,” her friend retorted over the phone.

      Lillian began to brush her hair.

      “I like the one in the middle,” she said. She spoke the truth—she liked all of them since they were practically identical.

      “Okay,” Kelly said, her tone defeated.

      “If you’re worried about colors clashing, can you make sure that the bridesmaids are seated at the tables with white tablecloths and the other guests are at the teal tables?”

      “Okay. Okay, yes. I like that.”

      It sounded as though she were taking notes, writing down something.

      Lillian relaxed in relief.

      Crisis averted. I’ll take a level-one trauma over wedding planning any day.

      Kelly added, “I’ve posted a bunch of cake images I want you to look at and use for ideas about what mine should look like.”

      “Will do,” Lillian assured her.

      She had some measure of knowledge that the maid of honor was supposed to take the lead on some of the selection process, but Kelly thus far had been a step ahead of her. She had done most of the heavy lifting, and Lillian was relegated to support staff. Because she was not particularly skilled in the art of decor—and apparently couldn’t distinguish one shade of teal from another—she didn’t mind the less pivotal role.

      They said goodbyes and disconnected the call. Lillian set her phone on the small round table by the window.

      She pulled back the curtain. She was excited to be in Canada. Trees peppered between buildings added a splash of fall colors—golden, crimson, and salmon-colored leaves. This was a magnificent city—home to the 1967 World Expo; home of Rufus Wainwright, who sang her favorite version of “Hallelujah”; and birthplace of William Shatner, who boldly went where no man had gone before.
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      Sean finished signing his fifth book of the day. Being a writer was not a profitable career. With travel expenses, he barely broke even. His supplemental CIA income was helpful though. It was usually some form of uneventful information exchange, which made him an overpaid messenger. However, it balanced nicely against all the more hazardous activities he had done in prior years when he felt grossly underpaid while putting his life in danger.

      His current duties included passing along messages from sources to the CIA and vice versa. Despite high-tech encryption, passing notes in person was still a relied-upon, most unhackable means of communication.

      He liked book signings in bookstores, even if there was also an information exchange. The smell of the paper and the crinkle of spines bending open for the first time were calming to him.

      Another customer set a book down in front of him. He reached for his pen and looked up with a smile. A plump Egyptian with untamed, graying hair looked down at him nervously.

      “Please sign it ‘To Labaris.’ I like chapter eight when you discuss the October War of 1973,” Labaris said mechanically.

      Sean smiled and nodded casually. He was accustomed to civilians being excessively nervous when transferring classified information. He signed the book and then opened it to the back cover to look for the envelope of information. It was usually a compact disc or a USB drive. To Sean’s surprise, it was empty.

      The man reached into his coat, and for a moment, Sean thought he was pulling out a gun. Sean tensed. Before the man had a chance to reveal the contents of his pocket and before Sean could leap to stop him, an earthquake seemed to shake the building.

      A wave of impact came from the entrance, shattering glass and tossing bookshelves in all directions. Sean dove under the table and pulled his informant with him. He patted the man’s jacket down. Feeling a small, tubular structure, he was reassured it wasn’t a gun.

      When the commotion settled, Sean heard shouts in Arabic. He surveyed the bookstore in ruins around him and a black sports utility vehicle sitting through the front door. Men armed with AK-47s were streaming out of the vehicle. They escorted a captive out with them—a man of fifty dressed stylishly in a suit, though looking dazed. He was holding his left forearm gingerly, as though injured.

      Sean swept the room with his eyes. Books, including his books, littered the floor with splinters of wood and glass. Knowing the layout of the building, as he always did with information exchanges, he looked at the northwest corner where he discreetly eyed the back exit. There was no way to make it there without being seen and shot. More importantly, there was no way to get all the innocent shoppers and Labaris to the exit without them getting shot.

      The armed men corralled everyone—the store staff and patrons, including Sean and Labaris—into the lounge of the bookstore, where they were forced to sit in a loose circle. Some of the angry Middle Eastern men loomed over them with their automatic weapons, while others barricaded the front entrance with bookshelves and tables. Sean counted four assailants loyal to a focused leader who barked orders at them. Egyptian syntax and accents.

      They placed their captive from the SUV in with the other hostages on the floor. Judging by his suit, Sean guessed he was a politician or lawyer, or both.

      The informant, Labaris, sat wide-eyed and panicked. His eyes darted nervously from the assailants to Sean and back to the assailants. Sean realized that Labaris was wondering if he, Sean, had something to do with creating this volatile situation.

      He scowled at the nervous man and shook his head slightly, trying to discourage so much eye contact. If this commotion had anything to do with their transfer of information, Labaris staring at Sean would spotlight them both as targets of interest.

      Sirens sounded outside and then subsided. The place was certainly surrounded by police. Sean realized he was in the middle of a hostage standoff. Police must have been chasing the vehicle before it crashed into the bookstore in order to have arrived so quickly.

      The armed gunmen plucked a hostage from the circle, a young female customer, who screamed as they dragged her into the back office where the leader had taken residence.

      Five minutes later, the young woman was returned to the circle, unharmed but shaken. They took the person next to her, a bearded and bespectacled store clerk. Sean realized that the gunmen were questioning and searching each person individually. Sean was next. This was no coincidence, he knew.

      Sweat still dripped Labaris’s brow.

      “We’ll get through this. Let me hide the information. What do you have? A flash drive?” They were out of earshot of the gunmen, but Sean kept his voice low so the other hostages would not be able to hear them either.

      Labaris shook his head slowly with wide eyes. From his coat pocket, he pulled out a small metal cylinder, slightly larger than a lipstick case. He opened it and flashed a clear liquid vial.
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