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      Chapter 1




      The moon was partially obscured by the streak of a thin, wispy cloud that drifted lazily across its face. Ismail Rafjani longed nostalgically to see it from the top of the hills outside the village in Pakistan where he lived as a boy. There the face of the moon was pale, clear and white. Here in the city it was tinged with the yellow of the smoke and dirt that hung in the sky.


    




    

      The bad taste in his mouth made him scowl. All cities in America were polluted, but New York was the worst. The air smelled. The people smelled. The whole city was filthy and much too big for its own good.




      He would never let this happen in his land. The cities of Persia were much too beautiful to be allowed to suffer corruption like this. He shivered. Merely being in the city made him feel dirty. He could not wait to leave.




      Seated beside him in the driver’s seat of the rented car was Kafik, a young man of whom Rafjani had grown very fond. Kafik was still young, in his early twenties, and he was very handsome. His good looks and his easy going charm were part of what made him so good at what he did. And his skills made him an invaluable asset to Rafjani’s goals.




      Kafik came to him as a boy only a year or two before, and in that time grew to be a man and his closest and most trusted ally. And tonight he would prove his worth once more.




      It was Kafik who arranged this entire event. It was his idea to begin with, and Rafjani immediately fell in love with it. Its potential for success could not be denied. Their wealth would virtually double overnight. And, the best part of the plan, it would be at the expense of the money grubbing South Americans.




      A Mercedes-Benz limousine turned the corner and approached. It was black with black tinted windows and shiny gold wheels and trim. Rafjani was disgusted by its appearance, but he said nothing.




      “They arrive,” Kafik said, almost to himself.




      He seemed nervous. Rafjani could understand why. The men they were about to face would kill on a whim. He felt nothing himself. He had no fear of these or any other men. He did not fear them because he knew what they should fear of him.




      The limousine stopped near their rented car and the lights went off. For a few moments they sat.




      “We will get out first,” Kafik suggested.




      Rafjani nodded. This was Kafik’s operation and he had decided to let the young man lead. He was there himself to finalize the transaction, but it was Kafik who would make it happen. Rafjani felt proud of his protegé, as if he were his own son.




      Kafik opened the door and got out. Rafjani got out on his side, carrying a slender leather case. He came around the car and stood beside Kafik, both facing the black limousine.




      A door on the far side of the Mercedes opened. A very tall man in a white suit with black hair, a black moustache and an angry expression got out, glaring at them. He had the dark skin and features of a South American. In his oversized hands, like a child’s toy, he held a small black machine gun. He moved toward the front of the car, but stayed on the far side.




      Another man and a woman got out, both with machine guns. They, too, had the South American coloring and features Kafik had described. Colombian, he called them. The South American Drug Lords.




      They might think of themselves as royalty, but to him they were nothing more than another species of the scavenging vermin that was attracted to polluted and corrupt cities such as this, like rats feasting on piles of trash. For them he felt nothing more than he felt for those filthy rats, and he would not hesitate to wipe them away with the rest of the heathens who threatened his world.




      The passenger door on the near side opened and a neatly dressed man got out. His thin, receding hair was slicked straight back on his head. He had shallow, small eyes, soft features and an oval face. He wore a very stylish European cut charcoal grey suit with pinstripes and a straight collar shirt with no tie. Rafjani noticed another man sitting inside the limo, wearing sunglasses.




      “Bel’doro,” Kafik said to the Colombian.




      “Kafik,” he replied with a curt nod. His small eyes turned to Rafjani.




      “Please meet my superior, Ismail Rafjani.”




      Bel’doro nodded curtly again. “Gentlemen, we have business.”




      He spoke with just the hint of an accent. He stepped back and held his hand out, inviting them to enter the car. Rafjani and Kafik got in and sat down, facing the man in the sunglasses.




      “Good evening, gentlemen. I am Ramon Caldeira,” he said with a smile as Bel’doro got in and closed the door.




      The interior of the car was very quiet, except for the low sound of the engine running. Caldeira was a man in his late fifties with wavy, graying hair that was combed away from his forehead. He had a compact, square face accentuated by long, gray sideburns. The interior of the limo was dark, but he did not remove the gold trimmed sunglasses.




      “I am Ismail Rafjani. This is Kafik.”




      Caldeira nodded with a wide grin.




      “It is a pleasure to meet you both. I trust you are enjoying your stay in my city?”




      Bel’doro poured an amber liquor into glasses and handed them to Caldeira, Rafjani and Kafik. Rafjani sniffed it and sipped. It was a mild cognac.




      “The city has been ... pleasant,” Rafjani said.




      Caldeira laughed. Rafjani and Kafik looked at each other. Kafik looked as confused as he felt.




      “I hate this city as much as you. These Americans, they have no knowledge of culture. Your people, my people, we are old people. We know culture. We know good things. These Americans, they do not care,” Caldeira said. He gave a disgusted flip of his hand and sipped the cognac.




      “I couldn’t agree with you more,” Rafjani said.




      “I knew you would. We are the same, you and I. We are two of a kind.”




      Rafjani nodded and continued to smile. Indeed they were two of a kind. This man and he could become friends, even partners. It was a shame he had to kill him.




      “Let us begin, shall we?” Caldeira said, rubbing his hands.




      Rafjani nodded. He set the glass of cognac down and picked up the slender leather case. Bel’doro took the case and popped the latches open. He reached in, took out a stack of cash, and thumbed through it.




      “It is all in twenties.” he said, glaring.




      Kafik shrugged. “Forgive us. In our work we deal only in small bills. But it is all there. Fifty thousand dollars, just as you said.”




      “It is fine,” Caldeira said, patting Bel’doro’s knee. “Their money is as good as anyone else’s.”




      Bel’doro thumbed through a few other stacks, his face an angry scowl, but said nothing. He set it aside and handed a similar case to Kafik.




      “Test it, please,” Caldeira said.




      Kafik opened the lid. Inside the case was a collection of plastic pouches containing a white powder.




      “I’m sure the quality is excellent,” he said and removed a small vial from his pocket.




      “Test it just the same,” Bel’doro said.




      Kafik selected one of the pouches, opened it, scooped out a sample of the powder with a small spoon, and poured it into the vial. He glanced at Rafjani as he shook the vial, and held it up to the light.




      “Your heroin is pure.”




      “I hope it suits your needs,” Caldeira said.




      “It will suit our needs very well,” Rafjani said.




      Caldeira grinned. “Then our business is finished. I thank you, gentlemen. It has been a pleasure doing business with you, and I ask you to think of me when you need more supplies.”




      He shook their hands and Rafjani and Kafik got out. He looked at Kafik as the limo drove off. He said nothing, but there was a sly smile on the young man’s face. They got in their car. The limousine was approaching the street. Rafjani watched anxiously, certain it would have happened before the car got that far.




      The limousine was turning the corner onto the street when he saw the quick flash from inside the tinted windows. The car erupted in a ball of yellow flame. Rafjani felt the heat of it through the windshield. The blast shook the ground and their car rocked. Shattered glass from the windows of the surrounding buildings rained on the street like glittering snowflakes. Something smashed their windshield and they both jerked away reflexively.




      One person came out of the limousine, exiting from the driver’s door. He was barely recognizable as a person. It was a pair of thrashing arms and legs and a body engulfed in flames that didn’t get far before it dropped and lay still.




      The roof of the limousine had been blown upward, and the doors out. It looked like the gutted, burning carcass of a whale.




      “Well done, Kafik. I am proud of you this day.”




      “Thank you.”




      “Tomorrow I return to Istanbul. Where do you go next?”




      “To Columbus, Ohio.”




      Rafjani nodded. “And where is this place?”




      “It is a few hours west of New York.”




      He nodded again. He had no idea where these places were, but it did not matter. His ignorance of North American geography meant little to Kafik’s success.




      “And why do you go there?”




      Kafik hesitated. “Because sometimes in order to find the fish it is necessary to go where the fish are.” He smiled uneasily.




      Rafjani stared at him for a second, and laughed. “You are very clever, my young friend.”




      




      


    


  




  

    

      Chapter 2




      




      Josh McGowan had to believe there was something in the world he could have been assigned to that was worse than this. He stood in the center of a hat salon on the Rue deMadeleine in Paris, holding a purse for Erin Bettesworth, the daughter of Geoffrion Bettesworth, the U.S. Ambassador to France. She was standing in front of a mirror to see how she looked with a big, gaudy, wide brimmed felt hat with bright colored flowers while three of the salon’s employees stood around her to compliment her on her selection, no matter how ugly.




      Erin turned to him, posing playfully with the hat, and he forced a smile. The employees, two women and an effeminate young man, praised her for her taste. Josh held his tongue.




      Things could be worse than being in Paris in the spring, shopping with a pretty young woman. There wasn’t much use in the business world for a man with his skills. Almost no one needed to have someone killed.




      He put his hands in his pockets and kicked at a cigarette butt on the carpet. He wasn’t sure he could trust himself. How long until the next time? What did he do the next time he found himself in a situation where he didn’t agree with what Walt wanted him to do? Eventually he would be in a situation like that again. It was only a matter of time. When he got to that point he would do what was right and live with the consequences, just as he’d always done in his life. He was sure when that next time came it would cost him what was left of his friendship with Walt, as well as his job.




      “What do you think, Joshua?” Erin said, sauntering toward him.




      “It looks fine.”




      “Good. I’ll take it.” She took the hat from her head and put it on him.




      The salon employees snickered and his smile fell. No, there was nothing worse than this.




      Erin bent over to tie the laces of her boot. The front of her top fell open, exposing her deep cleavage. Josh’s eyes widened, drawn magnetically to the sight. He could see the tops of the lacy, black bra that held the perfect shape of her full, round breasts. They looked so beautiful and so delicate, and for a moment like they might fall out of her top.




      “What are you looking at?” she said.




      “Uh, nothing,” he muttered, and looked away. His face grew warm. There was nothing more embarrassing than being caught staring at a woman’s chest.




      “I’m hungry. Take me somewhere to eat. And make sure you pay for the hat,” she said, and walked past him imperiously.




      He stood like a statue with his hands balled into fists at his sides. He hated her. He never hated anyone more.




      She chose a cafe on the Rue deMadeleine and they sat at a small, round table on the sidewalk. Her shopping bags were stacked on a chair borrowed from another table.




      “What would you like?” Josh said.




      Erin flipped through the menu, not reading the items. “I don’t know. Something ... French,” she said with a disaffected shrug.




      He stared at the menu until his eyes wouldn’t focus. She was testing him, trying to make him angry. It was working. To her, Paris was a place of great shops and restaurants. To him it was so much more. He thrived on the history of the city, on the accomplishments of the artisans and craftsmen who flocked to the city for centuries, and on the traditions and beliefs of its citizens. If she was blind to that it was her loss. What did he care?




      “You’re brooding. What’s wrong?” she said.




      “Nothing.”




      The waiter arrived and asked in French to take their orders. She looked at Josh with an uncomprehending expression. The waiter’s eyes were turned up and his lips were curled in an impatient frown. He hadn’t figured out what she might like. She was watching him as well, waiting to see what he would do.




      “Deux croissant et frommage, si vous plais,” he said.




      The waiter wrote it on his small pad of paper, said “Bon” and “Merci”, took their menus and walked off.




      She stared at him with her mouth open.




      “What?” he said, and brushed his chin. Did he have something hanging from his lip?




      “You speak French.”




      “Yeah. So?”




      Her expression softened. The corners of her mouth turned up in a smile and her cheeks glowed. “That is so sexy.”




      He rolled his eyes and looked away.




      All through lunch she pestered him with questions about his past. He answered them all as plainly as he could. Even so, she was amazed by the things he’d been through. What he considered work she considered adventure.




      “Your wife must be very worried about all the danger and risks you take,” she said, leaning forward.




      He cleared his throat. “I, uh, I’ve never been married.” He wanted to pull his hand away but was afraid it would insult her, so he left it on the table and let her hand rest on it, hoping it was just an innocent gesture.




      She shook her head, her eyes wide. “I find that hard to believe.”




      “Why?” he said, although he sometimes found it hard to believe himself.




      “What woman wouldn’t want to marry a guy like you?”




      “A guy like me?”




      “Yeah. Handsome, strong, honest. Sexy. I wish I could find a guy just like you.”




      He squirmed again and she looked amused. She never ran out of ways to embarrass him. He pulled his hand out from under hers and folded his napkin three times.




      “I just never had the time,” he said, hoping she would accept that for an answer and leave him alone. She sat back in her chair and her eyes narrowed to slits, like she didn’t believe him.




      “I have another adventure for you,” she said.




      “What’s that?”




      She folded her napkin slowly and neatly, wearing a smug, superior smile. “I want you to escort me to the Spring Ball at the d’Martaing Estate tonight.” She paused, her face breaking into a wide grin. “You’ll have to wear a tuxedo.”




      He choked on the cheese and coughed, and she laughed.




      




      Josh paced in the foyer of the Ambassador’s mansion. The tuxedo wasn’t that bad. It was the black bow tie that bothered him. It was like a noose that tightened around his neck with every movement. By the end of the night, it would strangle him.




      It was an adventure just to find a tuxedo in such a short time. The one he found didn’t fit perfectly; the collar was a little tight and the cuffs were a little long at his wrists; but it was good enough for one night. Normally, he would have refused the offer, but his assignment was to escort Erin wherever she went and keep her from harm, even if that included a perfectly innocent function like a ball at some baron’s chateau. He knew this because he checked with Roger Eckhauser, the head of security at the U.S. Embassy in Paris. He hated himself for trying to weasel out of it, but he was willing to do just about anything to avoid wearing a tux.




      He heard Erin’s voice and turned to the stairway.




      “Joshua, you look so handsome,” she said.




      His eyes widened. Standing at the top of the staircase, surrounded by a group of women, she looked incredible herself. Her golden hair had been curled and done up. A few wavy, unruly strands dangled about her face. She wore a shimmering blue gown with a constricting bodice that accentuated her cleavage. On her ears and around her slender neck she wore a matching set of diamond earrings and a necklace set in glittering silver. The diamonds sparkled like her blue eyes in the soft chandelier lights.




      She descended the stairs with the complement of women behind her. She looked stunning. Josh realized he was staring with his mouth open and snapped it shut.




      She glided across the floor with her hand extended. “How do I look?”




      He took her hand. “Uh ... uh.”




      She laughed. “Joshua, you surprise me. I would have thought nothing frightened you.”




      She laughed and the women with her laughed. His face was suddenly warm and the collar of his shirt tightened.




      




      A line of limousines waited in front of the d’Martaing Estate to deposit their passengers. They sat in the back of the Ambassador’s imported Lincoln limousine. Erin was sipping from a glass of champagne, and Josh glanced at her out of the corner of his eye every time she raised it to her lips.




      The d’Martaing Estate was awesome. He expected a comfortable chateau, but this was a castle, complete with turrets, a stone wall and a moat with swans. He wished he knew more about architecture and design to tell what style it was.




      “French neo-Gothic. Late fifteenth century,” she said with a shrug. “You looked like you wanted to know.”




      “Where’d you learn that?”




      She tsked and rolled her eyes. “Princeton, silly. Art History 101. It was an easy elective.”




      “I thought you didn’t know anything about French history.”




      She sighed. “French artwork, yes. French language, no. It’s so boring. They always want to keep it so fucking pure.”




      “I thought you said it was sexy.”




      “On the French it’s boring. On you it’s sexy. I never would have thought a big hunk like you could speak French.” She leaned close and squeezed his thigh.




      “Erin, please. I think you should slow down on the champagne,” he said, struggling to get out of her grasp. He took the long stemmed glass from her hand, but she took it right back.




      “Nonsense. I’ve had lots of champagne before.” She drained the glass and leaned against the door, staring at him with a grin.




      He fidgeted and dug his fingers under the collar to pull it away from his throat. He hated that he was bothered so much by a young woman. He had faced death without flinching and had stared down ruthless killers, yet under the slightly intoxicated scrutiny of a beautiful woman in her early twenties, he was reduced to a nervous, jittery mass.




      “I knew you would be like this,” she said.




      “Like what?”




      “An uptight wreck. I wanted to see if you could handle it. I had a feeling you couldn’t.” She wore a triumphant grin as she poured more champagne into her glass.




      Josh brushed the legs of his slacks to give his hands something to do. “Are you pleased by this?”




      Her grin disappeared. “No. Not really,” she said, and sipped from the glass.




      




      Inside the Estate, Josh found himself in a reception line with Erin. The Baron d’Martaing was greeting his guests. He was a slender, aging man with white hair and pale skin, although he looked healthy and dignified in a tuxedo with tails and a red and yellow banner of his family crest draped across his chest.




      He stood behind Ambassador Bettesworth’s family, and slightly out of line. Somewhere he had heard that the d’Martaing family was no longer the powerful landowners they had been under the rule of Emperor Napoleon, but the Baron was still a great national dignitary. The d’Martaing’s wealth was built on wine made from the grapes grown on their land, as were so many of the wealthy landowners of France. A bottle of d’Martaing’s finest vintage was very rare. It was said that once or twice in the history of this region the success or failure of a major political deal hinged on the availability of a single bottle. He watched the amiable smile on the baron’s face as he greeted each guest. If only life could be so simple.




      The Bettesworth family moved off to the main ballroom. Josh stayed a short distance behind and watched the Baron greet the next couple, a French cabinet Minister and his wife. He also noticed other security personnel stationed around the room or moving discreetly through the guests. With so many important political figures in one room, security was tighter than a welded lid on a steel can.




      All the same, he kept his eye on Erin. She was his responsibility. The Bettesworth’s had their own Secret Service detail, but they were not allowed to enter the Estate. They had been relegated to the outside, with the rest of the personal protection. Josh envied them. They didn’t have to wear tuxedoes or ball gowns.




      Moving among the guests were waiters with trays of champagne glasses. Erin immediately took a glass from one. He shook his head. She was already glowing. Was she trying to get hammered?




      Her parents greeted some other guests. She detached herself from them to mingle on her own and he shadowed her, trying to remain discreet. It was not easy. The room was filled with diplomats, some he recognized, and they greeted him if he made eye contact as if he were one of them. What would they think if they knew he was one who did their dirty work? He moved quickly, giving them a quick nod and a smile, and tried to keep up with Erin.




      She waved to someone and disappeared into the crowd. Josh panicked and rushed to catch up, pushing his way through men in tuxedos and women in fine dresses, saying excuse me at every step.




      When he found her she was flirting with a tall, square jawed blonde guy who looked a whole hell of a lot better in a tuxedo than him. For a second he was jealous, then remembered who he was feeling jealous for. Erin treated him like a servant since the day they met. Why should he be the least bit jealous? He shoved his hands in his pockets. Did he have the word ‘fool’ tattooed on his forehead?




      She fawned over the blonde Nordic god for most of the night, and he appeared very much flattered by it all. They danced, she drank champagne, they flirted with each other. When he looked at her with that big smile and those glazed eyes, he seemed enchanted with her. Josh looked away. The man must not be used to straightforward American women.




      They danced together every dance. Erin looked like a princess spinning on the floor in the blonde guy’s arms. When they greeted another couple between dances, she locked her arm around his like they were a married couple themselves. Josh watched it all from a distance.




      It was when one of the dances ended that something changed between them. Erin and the Nordic god moved to a long table stacked with dishes of food. Josh moved with them to keep her in view. She and her prince picked at some of the dishes and appeared to be speaking cordially. Then she got real close to him, smiling up at him with her arm around his waist. The blonde guy looked like he was trying to pry himself out of her grip as delicately as he could. His embarrassed smile disappeared. Josh could not read what he said, but Erin became more insistent, holding him tighter.




      She’d been drinking champagne all night. Josh tensed and the hairs on the back of his neck tingled. Would she go too far with this guy? The Nordic guy jerked her arms from around his waist with both hands and clearly mouthed the word ‘No’.




      She stepped back, glaring. The blonde guy wouldn’t make eye contact. She said something and he shook his head again. Josh inched closer. His palms were sweating. What was she thinking? Would she do something crazy? If she did, could he get her out of there?




      But she stomped away. Her face was black with anger.




      Josh turned away, hoping she hadn’t seen him, but it was too late. She came straight to him.




      “Where the hell have you been?” she snapped, and her expression softened like she had turned a switch. “I wanted to dance with you all night.”




      “Maybe we should go home.”




      Erin yanked his arm. “Dance with me.”




      “Right. We’ll dance.”




      A waltz started. Silently, Josh was thankful someone made him learn to dance when he was a kid, no matter how much he hated it at the time.




      Erin was more than a little drunk. Even so, she moved gracefully. Her face glowed, but whether it was because of her anger or the alcohol, he couldn’t tell. What he did know was how she felt in his arms. Her waist was trim and narrow and her hips flared just where his fingers rested. She was warm and soft against him as she moved. He swallowed hard. The last time he held a woman this close was at the prom in high school.




      “What’s this?” she said. Her hand was on the front of his jacket, touching the hard lump under his right arm.




      “That’s my gun.”




      Her mouth opened and her eyes glanced left and right. “You’ve got a gun? Here?”




      “I carry it everywhere.”




      She leaned close and lowered her voice. “Are you gonna shoot someone?”




      “If I have to.”




      Erin giggled. “I think that’s sexy.”




      “Sexy? A gun?”




      “I’d like to see what you do with this gun.” She reached down between his legs and grabbed him. Josh jerked back and she laughed. The couples dancing around them turned to look. His face burned, and the collar tightened around his neck like a noose.




      “Erin, please,” he pleaded in a whisper. Her hands came at him like the arms of an octopus.




      “Speak French to me again. It turns me on.”




      He stepped back to get out of her reach and bumped into someone. Something wet cascaded over him like a waterfall, then there was a loud crash of champagne glasses and a silver tray at his feet. The left side of his tuxedo jacket was soaked with champagne. A waiter scowled up at him from the floor, laying in a puddle and surrounded by broken glass.




      Erin laughed out loud, covering her mouth with her hand. He held out his hand to help the waiter to his feet.




      “I’m so sorry,” he said in French. The waiter said nothing. Josh picked up the tray and started putting pieces of the broken glass on it, but the waiter snatched it from his hands and did it himself.




      “Sorry,” Josh said again. He looked around for Erin. She was gone. He saw her at the front door, going out, and ran after her. In the morning he would probably get yelled at for this little scene. At that moment, however, Erin was still his first responsibility.




      By the time he caught up with her outside the Estate, she had already summoned the limo and was getting in. Josh grabbed the door and climbed in before she slammed it shut. She was still laughing.




      “My Dad is gonna be so pissed at you when he hears about this,” she said.




      “I’m sure he will,” Josh said, grumbling like a bear. He couldn’t wait to get chewed out again. They would accuse him of not being able to carry out the simplest assignment. Then he would be transferred again and wind up with something worse, like cleaning toilets at some Navy base in Pago Pago.




      She was laughing so hard she couldn’t breathe. Her face was deep red. He had embarrassed himself and her family in front of some of the most important people in Europe, and she was enjoying it very much.




      “Hey, hey, you wanna see my tattoo?” she said, her words slurring.




      “No, I don’t think I should.” He was afraid to find out where she had a tattoo. He tried not to look at her and hoped she would forget it, but she turned over on her knees on the wide seat, bent over, pulled up the long skirt of her dress, and pulled down the back of her skimpy, black panties.




      “See?”




      He tried not to look, but couldn’t avoid it. Her name was tattooed in blue script above the left cheek of her ass. He looked away.




      “Very nice.” Her entire leg and most of her backside were exposed. She had an extraordinary figure, but it was much more than he should have seen. She might be drunk, but in the morning she would certainly remember everything, and there was no way she could ever accept that the man assigned to protect her had seen her practically naked.




      She pushed the dress back down and turned over in the seat, giggling.




      “Cool, isn’t it?” she said.




      “Yeah. Cool.”




      Suddenly her giggling stopped and her expression became very sad.




      “Erik didn’t think it was cool.”




      “Erik?”




      “Erik thought it was childish.” She looked up at him with wide, sad eyes, blurry with puddles of tears that spilled out the corners and ran down her cheeks. “We were supposed to be engaged this year. Now he’s too good for me.”




      She buried her face in her hands and sobbed. He stiffened and cleared his throat. What was he supposed to do with a crying young woman? He reached out with a trembling, tentative hand and patted her back.




      Erik must have been the Nordic god. Josh rolled his eyes. Engaged. She had been naive, not childish, but she did not deserve to be dumped like that by anyone. It was too bad. Erik the Viking would probably get what he wanted, not what he deserved.




      Erin leaned against his shoulder, sobbing. He held her for a long time, rubbing her back, until she looked up.




      “You smell like champagne,” she said.




      Josh groaned. It cost a fortune just to rent the tuxedo on short notice, and now he would probably be the proud owner of a stinky, poorly fitting tuxedo. He would also be broke for the next two or three months.




      “I want more champagne,” she whispered.




      “What?”




      She sat up, sniffling, and wiped her nose. “Right now. Stop and get me some.”




      “I don’t think you need-”




      “Now!”




      He held his hands up. “All right, all right.” He leaned forward over the front seat and tapped the driver’s shoulder. “Joe, if you see a shop that’s still open, stop for me, would you?”




      “Sure.”




      Josh sat back and let out a long breath. Erin was leaning against the door, watching the city out the side window. He hoped she would fall asleep so they could get her home without getting her more drunk. However, when Joe stopped the limo in front of a small shop, she sat up.




      “Don’t get any of that cheap stuff, either,” she said.




      Josh got out and closed the door, breathing a sigh of relief. He couldn’t remember anyone more difficult. He was actually looking forward to cleaning toilets just to get away from her.




      He checked his pockets, but found only a few francs. He went around the front of the limo to the driver’s door. Joe rolled the window down.




      “Can you loan me some money, Joe?”




      Joe reached into his pocket. “You’re gonna pay me back this time, right?”




      “Sure.” Joe gave him a handful of cash, but he had no idea where he would get the money to pay him back.




      Josh went into the shop, a tiny storefront wedged between a pair of larger buildings, a jewelry store on the right and a restaurant on the left. As he pulled the door open he noticed someone in the shadows by the jewelry store. It was someone young, a man or woman he couldn’t tell, with short blonde hair, wearing a leather coat and jeans. Whoever it was glanced at him and looked away.




      Behind the counter was a little old woman. An old man in a light blue sweater was sweeping the floor.




      “Good evening,” Josh said to the woman.




      “A good evening it is,” she said.




      At the back of the store was a cooler with bottled water, juices and beers. The wines and champagnes were on a rack against the wall. He looked over the selection of champagnes.




      The old man stopped beside him, holding his broom. “May I make a suggestion?”




      “Yes.”




      He picked a bottle. “The Mont Blanc is excellent this year.”




      “How much?” Josh said, counting the money in his hand.




      “Five hundred francs.”




      Josh winced. “I need something less expensive.”




      The old man nodded and set the bottle back on the rack. “The DuRichard is very good for its price.”




      “That will do fine,” Josh said, and took it to the counter.




      The front door opened, ringing the bell. Erin stumbled in, holding up the skirt of her gown. She stumbled and Josh caught her arm before she fell.




      “I’m hungry. I want some potato chips,” she mumbled.




      “This is Paris. They don’t have potato chips.”




      “Oh, to hell with the French. You can’t even get french fries here,” she said with a whine in her voice. She snatched the bottle of champagne from the counter. “I’ll take that,” she said, and went out.




      The old man and woman were smiling at Josh. He smiled back as he counted out the francs in his hand.




      “Visiting from England?” the woman asked.




      “We’re American,” he said, hoping neither of them spoke English.




      “Ah,” the woman said with a nod.




      He left the cash on the counter and went out. Erin was standing outside the limousine with the door open. The bottle was clamped between her knees and she was peeling the foil from around the cork.




      “Let’s get in the car,” Josh said, gently taking the bottle.




      She flipped her hair back and turned her nose up. “I don’t wanna get in the car. I wanna go for a walk.”




      He clenched his hands into fists. She started to walk away, but he stepped in front of her and grabbed the open door of the limousine, blocking her way with his arm.




      “Please. It’s a long walk to the mansion. It’s better if we take the car,” he said, forcing a smile.




      From the corner of his eye he noticed a movement. He was facing Erin and looked past her over her shoulder. Someone came out of the shadows.




      “I don’t wanna go to the mansion. It’s so boring there. I wanna go for a walk by the river,” she said in a high-pitched whine.




      Josh opened his mouth to argue, and a second, bigger person came out of the shadows. The smaller one, with the short blonde hair, reached under his jacket, and Josh saw the glint of light off the blade of a knife.




      “Take this,” he said. He shoved the bottle into Erin’s hands, put his hand on top of her head, and shoved her into the limousine. She squealed and let out a stream of profanities and he shut the door.




      The small one with the short blonde hair stepped into the light.




      “I’ll take your money,” he said, and lunged with the knife.




      Josh turned to the side, pivoting on his left foot, grabbed the kid’s wrist with his right hand and pulled, using the kid’s own momentum. The short knife poked through the pocket of the tuxedo. Josh punched him in the kidney with his left, and the kid’s back arched. He jammed his left forearm into the back of the kid’s neck and slammed him face first into the side of the limo. The kid slumped slowly to the curb.




      The big one hesitated, then kept coming. In his hands he held a club or a steel pipe. Josh heard a noise behind him and turned. Two more came toward him from the other direction. He reached under his jacket and pulled out his pistol, a Smith & Wesson .45 caliber automatic. All three stopped when they saw its silver and black shape in the light.




      “Not tonight, guys,” he said in French. They all backed away, then turned and ran.




      Joe, the driver, got out and came around to the curb. He looked down at the kid on the sidewalk and the knife by his hand.




      “What the hell happened?”




      “He tripped.” Josh kicked the knife behind a pile of garbage cans. “Get us out of here.” He jumped into the limousine and pulled the door shut. Joe got back in and the limo jerked away from the curb.




      Erin was fuming. Her brow was crossed and her lips were pressed in a thin line.




      “What the hell do you think you’re doing shoving me?” she shouted. Her finger wagged in his face. “Who the hell do you think you are? You’ve been a pain in my ass since I met you, McGowan. Wait ‘til I tell my father what you did. You’re gonna be in a lot of trouble, buddy.”




      Josh kept his mouth shut and stared straight ahead. She looked down at the bottle in her hands, then dropped it in his lap.




      “Open that for me,” she said, and looked away.




      He rolled his eyes as he peeled the foil away. With any luck, she’d get him fired from that job.




      




      * * * *




      




      Luis Caldeira sat on the floor on his knees in the center of his father’s office at his family’s home in Bogotá, Colombia. The back of his hand was cut and his blood dripped into the carpet. His face was in his hands and he was weeping. He did not even notice the cut.




      The office was smashed. Everything in the office was smashed, including the glass case that held the trophies of the Caldeira family conquests. Luis had cut his hand on the glass when he punched his fist through it in a blind rage. He could not contain his grief.




      The family had a long history. A Caldeira ancestor could be traced all the way back to the time of Cortez. But in all that history, Luis Caldeira could not think of a day darker than the day his father was killed.




      The worst of it for him, though, when his father had so many enemies who wished to see him dead, he was killed by a stinking, no good, hook nosed Muslim coward, a man who killed women and children and called it war. Nothing could be worse for the Caldeira family; nothing could be worse for Luis Caldeira.




      He got to his feet and trudged to the door, his head down. In the hallway were his people: his brothers Pedro and Carlo, Martino, his right hand man, and Consuela, his wife. They shrunk back as he came out of the office, like he was a monster. He imagined how he must look with his clothes ruffled, his perfect hair a tangly mess, and the blood on his hand. He might have been a monster.




      He looked around at the faces of his family. They looked back at him with reverent awe. For the first time he realized that he was now the head of the family, and they would look to him for all the decisions.




      “Luis, you are bleeding,” Consuela said. She came forward and took his hand, wiping away the blood with the sleeve of her silk blouse.




      He looked down at her face. She was a tender, passionate woman. He touched her cheek. Before that moment he never understood how deeply he loved her.




      “I have made a promise to my father and to God. Today I have vowed vengeance on this Muslim pig. I swear as the son of Ramon Caldeira and as a Catholic this man will burn in hell,” Luis said.




      He squeezed his hand into a fist and his blood dripped on Consuela’s white skirt and shoes. Everyone in the hallway nodded in agreement.




      




      * * * *




      




      Rear Admiral Katherine Filmore rubbed her temples. Her head throbbed and her vision was blurry. She sat at a long conference table with Congressmen and members of the upper Navy brass. The meeting had been going for three hours and she was ready to go home. Unfortunately, it didn’t look like the meeting would end any time soon.




      She hated Congressional subcommittee meetings. They were supposed to cover the entire state of the Navy, but inevitably became a debate over the allocation of Navy funds. At each meeting it became more and more difficult for her to justify the money the Navy spent on her project. Every year they trimmed her portion, but at least they hadn’t cut her out of it completely. Not yet, anyway.




      She sipped her coffee. It was cold, but no one had bothered to get a fresh pot. She decided to do it herself. It would give her a chance to get out of the room for a while.




      Outside the conference room was a reception area with a secretary at a desk. Each of the four walls had a door: one to the conference room, one to the hallway and the rest of the Capitol Building, one that led to Congressman Lorey’s office, and one that led to Congressman Kowal’s office. Both were junior members of Congress in their first term, and so got the honor of sharing an office and secretary.




      However, they were both determined, driven Democrats whose major concerns were government overspending and effective use of budgets, and they frequently did much of their work together, so the combined offices worked to their advantage.




      She was a Republican, and staunch in her beliefs, which probably suited her appearance. She was a stout five foot four with curly, graying brown hair and thick glasses. She was also the first woman in Navy history to reach the rank of Rear Admiral, and the first woman to ever command a Naval Special Forces squad. She believed she could teach those two Congressmen something about drive and determination.




      The secretary pointed her to the coffee machine against the wall. As she poured out the remains of the old pot and prepared a fresh pot with a new filter and four scoops of coffee, she thought about the situation of her project that the men were discussing in the next room.




      She and Walt had done everything they could to expand with their limited resources. They only had a handful of agents to begin with, and they found it necessary to assign them to odd jobs just to keep them busy. Those few men were too valuable to let go, but there was just not as much need for espionage as before. She was even forced to bring in Dale Simmons, an expert in counterterrorism, to help coordinate their operatives with various local authorities. God knew Walt was swamped as it was. Besides, Simmons brought in some new ideas, such as working with satellite technology.




      She poured the water into the coffee machine. Josh McGowan’s situation was the worst, though. What her project needed early on was a mechanic, a man who wasn’t afraid to get his hands dirty and would always find a way to get the difficult jobs done. Josh was just that man. Today, however, the business of intelligence was full of men and women who gathered and passed information and planned clandestine meetings. A man with Josh’s skills just wasn’t needed.




      She’d known him from the day he was transferred to her Special Forces squad. She recognized his abilities and practically twisted the arms of the Navy brass to keep them from kicking him out altogether. She still hated to admit it, but it was largely through the work Josh did in that squad that she made Rear Admiral. She never found a way to thank him for that.




      And she’d probably never get the chance. She took the fresh pot of coffee into the conference room. She had a fight ahead and if she lost, they’d all be looking for new jobs.




      




      * * * *




      




      Jennifer Dvorak could barely keep her eyes open. For three and a half years of college she managed to put off Philosophy 101, a required elective for her major. In the process, she was able to maintain a perfect 4.0 grade point average. Now, halfway through the one course in her entire college career she dreaded from the day she started, her grade point average had dropped to 3.95 due to a lousy C on the midterm. All that hard work for three and a half years down the drain. And she still had half a semester of that stinking class to go.




      She covered her mouth with her hand to stifle a yawn. How could she be expected to get through it when the damn class put her to sleep?




      She was just a week over twenty one and still recovering from her first hangover. The philosophy class was at an ungodly seven thirty in the morning, and she was a night person, which did nothing to help her difficulty with the class. Because of her passion for sleep in the morning, she never showered before the class. That would take up too much valuable sleep time. Every day of class she dragged herself out of bed, tied her long, dark, straight hair in a ponytail, put on jeans and an old sweatshirt, and shuffled to class, her sleepy eyes just slits to hide from the rest of the morning world.




      It was a great relief when class finally ended at eight thirty. She was the first out of the room. The next place she wanted to be was the quiet of the science library, where she could get a nap before her next class, Political Science. The third floor of the science library had a reading room where she could pull an old, soft arm chair up to the windows, put her feet up on the heating radiator, and fall asleep.




      The science library was her favorite building. She spent a lot of time there, more than any other place, maybe even her apartment. Her major was biology, but her interest was microbiology cross-generation, an extremely narrow field without many opportunities for a career. Nevertheless, the results of recent experiments performed in the field by a handful of dedicated biologists, which she understood to mean poor, amazed her. Although she believed they were going in the right direction, she had some ideas of her own, and all her research was done among the aisles of books within this building.




      She had more than an hour before her next class. She closed her eyes and dozed, comfortable in familiar surroundings.




      At a quarter to ten she was wakened by the voices of a pair of girls who arrived every day at the same time to gossip. Jen was annoyed by them, as she was by anyone who had no respect for the challenges of the fields of science, but she had come to rely on them to wake her in time to get to class. Even the most annoying people had their uses.




      With some extra time, she stopped at the student union to get a blueberry muffin and a bottle of orange juice to take with her medication. Epilepsy had been a problem for her since she was twelve. The medication wasn’t a cure, it only reduced the frequency of seizures. There was no cure, as far as she was concerned. The only tangible treatment was to have her brain sliced in half to prevent the two hemispheres from reacting to each other, which was the cause of the seizures. To her this was no treatment. She popped the pills in her mouth and washed them down with orange juice. She could tolerate the medication. Besides, it worked. She had not suffered a seizure in years.




      Professor Nabil Jaffri taught Political Science 503. Jen adored him. She could listen to him talk for hours. His debates were brilliant. She had attended several on campus, and cheered him on. He had a radical outlook on the political landscapes of the world she found particularly refreshing.




      When he came into the classroom, a few minutes late as customary, she covered her mouth to hide a grin. Professor Jaffri was called eccentric by those who knew him. She found his foibles charming.




      Jaffri was well past middle age and his graying hair was a tangled mess, not unlike Einstein’s. His clothes were a shambles, like he had been dropped into a truck headed for Goodwill and rolled out on the side of the road. His shabby, dirt brown suit must have been ten years out of style when he bought it. His pastel green shirt was untucked in the back and hung out beneath his jacket. When he turned his back on the class to write something on the board, she snickered, as did a few of her other classmates.




      With her chin resting on her palm, she glanced around the room. Despite his disheveled look, most of the women in his classes could not resist his charm. But to her he was something more, like a father, a brother and an uncle rolled into one. Had he been ten years younger, he might have been her lover, as well.




      Jen flipped her notebook open. For the past few classes, Professor Jaffri had been lecturing on the tumultuous political climate throughout the history of the Middle East, including Lebanon, his homeland. She listened to his theories, his ideas, his stories and experiences in fascination.




      He spoke of things that shocked her in their brutalities, things she was ashamed she did not know, and things that angered her for their outright selfishness and negligence. She knew his ideas were right and something should be done about them, but she didn’t know what or how, and this left her feeling helpless. Before she knew it, the class was over and the students around her got up to leave.




      Jen stayed. She had a thousand questions. The professor was packing his folders and books into his fat, old leather case. The other students filtered out of the room, leaving Jen behind. Hugging her books to her chest, she walked down the auditorium steps.




      He was absorbed in his books for a minute before he noticed her and looked up.




      “Miss Dvorak. What can I do for you today?” he said in his accented English. He clasped his hands in front of him with his fingers interlaced.




      “Well, I ...” she started, trying to decide what to say first. “I enjoyed your lecture.”




      “Thank you,” he said with a kindly smile.




      “You left me with so many questions. I don’t know where to begin.” She giggled and rolled her eyes and waved her hand in the air. Why did he always make her feel like a silly schoolgirl?




      “Good. Good. You were listening, huh? That’s good.”




      “Yes, Professor Jaffri, I was just thinking-”




      “You know, Miss Dvorak, you should come tomorrow night to the Prentis Hall, huh? Some faculty members are having a party. You would be welcome, huh? You will come, yes, then tell me all you have? Good,” he said with a nod.




      Jen stood with her mouth open as he picked up his case and walked out.




      “Sure. I’ll think about it,” she said with a shrug after he was gone.




      She had been hoping to spend some time discussing political theories, but now she had the rest of the afternoon free. She walked back to her apartment. Peter was there, making coffee in his underwear. Sometimes she envied him. He never scheduled a class before noon and always made sure he had no classes on Friday. But then, he was working on a major in music, and a music curriculum was a little more defined than a largely experimental field in microbiotics. Peter had a definite future. She envied him for that, too.




      He looked so cute. She put her books on the table by the old sofa. He was skinny and tall and had pale, white skin. He had no backside to hold up his paisley patterned boxer shorts and she sometimes thought they would slip right down to his ankles if he jumped up and down.




      They had been dating for two years. A year ago, they moved out of their separate dorm rooms into the tiny student apartment and she was very happy. She hated sharing a dorm room with two other women she didn’t like, but she hated the idea of living alone even more.




      Peter was perfect, and she adored him, loved him, lusted for him. He was so kind and loving, and he cared about her needs. Every day she hoped he would ask her to marry him. She would say yes as soon as he did.




      “Good morning.” She came up behind him and put her arms around his bare chest and kissed the back of his shoulder.




      “Mornin’,” he said as he poured water into the coffee maker.




      “How long you been up?” She rested her chin on his shoulder and slipped her hand down over his flat stomach, down the front of his shorts, and fondled him.




      “Not long. You take your medication?”




      “Yep,” she said. He grew erect in her hand, pushing out the front of his shorts, and she stroked him. “Don’t you have a class today?”




      Peter shook his head. “No. I got a lab at two.” He turned and held her face in his hands. “I could miss it.”




      “No, you shouldn’t miss it.” She tilted her face up and kissed him, while she slipped his shorts down past his narrow hips. His erection stuck out and she put her hand around it.




      “Then I guess I won’t,” he said. He shuffled her backward and they fell over onto the mattress on the floor, giggling.




      She was breathing hard. He always made her feel that way. Normally, she was quiet and reserved, but when she was around him she became uninhibited, wild even. His hands pushed up the bottom of her sweatshirt and unfastened the front of her jeans. He wasn’t her first lover, but she wanted him to be her last.




      “I love you, Peter,” she whispered in his ear.




      “I love you, too.”




      They kissed as he rolled on top of her and entered her. Jen enclosed his skinny body in her arms and long legs and moved up and down with him until she climaxed. Then he climaxed. He always made sure she was satisfied first. It was one of the things she loved about him.




      For a long time he lie on top of her, kissing her neck and shoulder and breathing hard. She twirled her fingers through his hair and stared up at the reflection of sunlight on the ceiling. She was filled with a warm glow. The corners of her mouth curled up. She never felt happier than she did right then. She was so lucky to have him. They would get married and buy a cute house in a quiet neighborhood and they would raise two, no three beautiful kids. One day she would be Mrs. Peter Murton. Her smile widened. She felt so happy she wanted to cry.




      Then she remembered she had no career waiting for her at the end of school, and her happiness turned to despair. Peter was a brilliant musician and had a very good chance to play his trumpet with a symphony orchestra, which was his dream. He could teach, too, and maybe do some studio work, but would he make enough to support both of them and children? She didn’t think so.




      Which left her. She was an excellent student, but she would be a failure as a professional. Her father would be so disappointed in her. How could she face him the first time he asked what she had for job prospects? There would be no job, no promotions, no accolades. The only thing she had to look forward to was years of research and experimentation, much of it frustrating and fruitless. She would become one of the dedicated poor. For her it would be the means unto an end, a satisfaction of knowledge and achievement, but for her father it would be a pointless waste of four years of education. There was no money in the field she chose and her father would be furious because there would be no payoff for his substantial investment. A tear came to her eye, but it was for sadness. The happiness was gone.




      He rolled off her with a sigh. She took a deep breath and let it out, holding back the sobs. The warm weight of his body was comforting and when he took it from her she always felt abandoned. It was irrational, but she felt it, just the same.




      “I got good news,” he said.




      “You do?” She heard his words, but her attention was absent. She was still soaking up her sadness.




      Peter turned on his side, holding his head up with his hand. His fingers teased her nipple.




      “I spoke with a recruiter yesterday.”




      Her brow creased. “What recruiter?”




      “Navy Intelligence. They said I could have a good career. Pension plan, 401K, full benefits. There might be some travel involved, but you always said we should travel.”




      She repeated his words in her mind, trying to sort them out: Pension, 401K, benefits, travel. Then she bolted upright.




      “Navy Intelligence? The military?”




      “Yeah. It’s a great oppor-”




      “Peter, how could you? Spies? You can’t work for a corrupt government.” She reached for her clothes. Suddenly her blood was boiling in her veins.




      “But it’s a great job. I thought you would be happy.”




      “Happy? Happy?” She stood beside the bed, holding her clothes in one arm. The tone of her voice rose and she could hear the hysteria in it. “What about your music? What about your talent? Are you just gonna throw that all away to go to work for some ... some criminals?”




      His hurt expression turned to anger. “They’re not criminals. They find criminals.”




      Jen threw her arms in the air and stomped into the bathroom. Everything she had dreamed was shattered like a mirror that fell off a wall. How could he do this to her? He was so perfect, everything she wanted in a man, so loving and peaceful. What made him want to change? Where did he get such wrong ideas?




      Leaning back against the bathroom door to make sure it stayed shut, she heard him get dressed, then go out. She took a shower. The hot water soothed her anger and when she got out, she was much calmer.




      While she rubbed the towel through her hair, her thoughts returned to reason, without the blur of anger to interfere. Peter was just confused. He was probably prepared to ask her to marry him, but didn’t want to do it before he had a secure job and a way to earn a living. He simply made the mistake of talking to a recruiter. She despised those people. The university allowed government agencies to recruit on-campus, and this policy infuriated her, as it did so many other students. They had filed complaints and staged protests. The CIA was guilty of murdering innocent people. Didn’t the university care about this?




      She had believed Peter felt the same way. They met each other at one of the protests. Their mutual distaste for illegal government practices was one of the things that brought them together. Obviously, one of those recruiters made all sorts of promises, and Peter was naive enough to buy it. She smiled at her reflection in the full length mirror. He could be innocent that way, like a little boy. It was another of the things she loved about him.




      It was easy enough to fix. She would talk to him. They would straighten it out. He would see his mistake when she explained it to him logically.




      She ran her hands down her sides and over her hips. She had a good figure, not too skinny and not too fat. Peter loved everything about her; loved her just the way she was. And she loved him just the way he was, but what if he really had changed?




      A shadow of doubt crept over her thoughts. What if those were his beliefs all along and she never really did know him that well? They’d known each other for only two years. How much could someone learn about a person in that time?




      As she admired the curve of her figure, she decided she would go to that party with Professor Jaffri, but she would go without Peter. Then, maybe, she would learn even more about him.




      




      She wore her best outfit to the party. She had no evening dress, so she wore her brown plaid shorts with white stockings and a matching brown plaid jacket over a white turtle neck shirt. She hoped she looked nice enough for the party. She was afraid the others might be dressed formally. Then she remembered it was Professor Jaffri who had invited her. The most formal thing he had to wear was outdated in the sixties.




      When she got to Prentis Hall she was relieved. Everyone there was dressed casually. Unfortunately, she was the only student. This was a social gathering for some of the faculty, not a party where students were invited. Some of the people looked at her as she came in and she felt terribly awkward and out of place. For a second she wanted to turn around and leave and tell Professor Jaffri she decided not to come, then she saw him on the other side of the room, beckoning her to come to him.




      “I’m so glad you come, huh?” he said as she approached. He stood with a group of people Jen did not recognize. He put his hand around her waist and his fingers pressed into the soft flesh of her hip. He waved his drink in his other hand. “This, my friends, is Jennifer Dvorak, one of my best students. She’s a bright girl, huh?”




      She blushed. Jaffri finished the story he was telling. The others in the small circle laughed when he finished with a comical ending. Jen listened, too, and was amused, although a little disappointed. She came to the party to ask Jaffri questions about his views on politics. She was eager to learn more so she could form her own opinions about what took place in the world. Instead, she had to share him with a larger audience and this was a light hearted social gathering, not a place for deep political discussion.




      Nevertheless, she hovered near him as he told one anecdote after another, constantly refreshing his glass of punch. She laughed at his stories and felt embarrassed when he introduced her to people. Eventually, the routine became tiring and she wished she had turned away at the door, or better yet, not even come. She could be at the apartment watching a movie with Peter.




      Peter. Her eyes rolled up. She forgot about him. Her anger rushed back. She didn’t want to go back to the apartment if he was going to be there. They still had a few more things they needed to learn about each other before they could move on to marriage.




      And that was what made her so angry. She had been ready to marry him in an instant. She had made up her mind and he was going to be the one. Now she didn’t know what to do.




      Suddenly she felt very alone in a room full of laughing, happy people. Her life had come to an end. She had no future to look forward to, no husband, no family, no job. It was as if she was staring down a black tunnel.




      “Jennifer, there is someone I would like you to meet, huh?” Professor Jaffri said.




      She looked up. She had been staring at the floor like she was mesmerized by the pattern.




      “This young man is a friend for a long time, you know?” He put his hand around the shoulder of a man standing nearby with his back to them. Professor Jaffri turned him around. “Jennifer Dvorak, this is Kafik.”




      “Pleased to meet you,” the young man said as he shook her hand.




      “Hello.” Her voice wavered, and suddenly she could not breathe. He was beautiful. When he smiled, she felt faint. He had long, wavy black hair, dark brown eyes, round cheekbones and a strong jaw.




      “Excuse me, huh?” The professor moved off to tell another story.




      “I was told there were nice girls at Ohio State. I never expected anyone as pretty as you,” Kafik said, gazing into her eyes without blinking.




      His rich voice made her insides melt like butter. “Is that what you came here for, the pretty girls?”




      He smiled. “I came to America to finish my university studies. I chose Ohio State for the ... scenery, yes.”




      She blushed. She never met a man who charmed her before. Not even Peter charmed her; they always related intellectually. She decided she liked this kind of attention. Here was a man Peter could learn a few things from.




      “Are you a student here?” Her knees were trembling. She hoped they didn’t give out. She would die of embarrassment if she fell down in front of him. But then, maybe he would catch her in his arms and hold her close to his chest and she would feel his warm breath on her cheek. That would be worth dying a thousand times.




      “Graduate student. I work as a student assistant for Professor Jaffri and some others.” He glanced around the room. “This party is a little stuffy, you think? Would you like to go with me to another place? Another place more ... alive?”




      She felt a shiver down her spine. “Sure.” She would go anywhere with him, just to listen to his voice with that sexy accent.




      “Good. Let’s go.” He took her hand and led her out.




      They got in his car, an old British roadster, and he drove off. She rested her arm on the door and watched him out of the corner of her eye. She shouldn’t be so bold, especially when she needed to sort things out with Peter, but right then what she needed in her life was a little adventure. Traveling from party to party with a handsome, exotic man she had just met and the wind blowing through her hair was a perfect start. If she could do this without Peter, she could do anything without him.




      Kafik parked in front of a frat house. The street was crowded with cars.




      “There are no professors here,” he said as they walked up to the front door.




      Jen tingled all over. She’d never been to a frat party. The music from inside the house was loud, booming. She could feel the thump of the bass on her insides.




      He held her hand and went up the steps to the front door. She was thrilled to be seen with this man, and it was even more exciting, like a forbidden pleasure, for him to touch her and stand close to her. Such feelings made her want to lose control of herself for one night.




      They were greeted as soon as they went in. Another Middle Eastern man, not as handsome as Kafik, shook his hand. They were about the same age, and he had short black hair, and wore round glasses. Kafik introduced him as Mohammed. Jen shook his hand. His English was clearer than Kafik’s. They had to shout into each other’s ears to be heard over the music.




      Mohammed led them into the main room of the house, which was packed with students, some drinking, some dancing. Kafik kept Jen close, smiling at her whenever she looked at him, and Mohammed brought them drinks in plastic cups.




      She did not know what it was and took a cautious sip. It tasted like cherry Kool-Aid, but it had a slight bitter taste she was sure was alcohol. Usually she didn’t drink, but tonight she didn’t mind. Tonight she was going to be a little wild and adventurous.




      Kafik danced with her. They moved together to the loud music, wedged into a small spot on the floor among the crowd of people. She could not stop smiling. His warm body pressed against hers. This was what she had been hoping for the moment she heard the loud music. Peter never danced with her. She always wished he would. It turned her on to dance with someone she liked, and Kafik made her feel more excited than ever.




      When the song ended, they went to another room at the back of the house, where the music was not as loud. Kafik stopped to get fresh drinks. It still tasted like sweet Kool-Aid and she did not notice how fast she drank. The dance floor was packed with bodies and the heat made her thirsty. The tipsy feeling she had made her happy. For once she was doing something exciting in her life, and she was doing it without Peter.




      In the back room, they found Mohammed again. He was sitting on the floor with his legs crossed, surrounded by students, some on the floor and some on the sofas and chairs. They were young women and men of all types, all listening with fascination.




      Jen caught the last part of his sentence and wished she had heard the rest.




      “But it is illegal to fight for freedom,” he pleaded.




      Kafik pointed to the arm of a sofa by the door and she sat on it. He squeezed next to her, his thigh rubbing her thigh, and put his arm around her waist. She was so excited by this small gesture she could hardly breathe.




      “People must have freedom no matter what the cost,” said a young woman seated on the floor facing Mohammed. She had long, red hair tied in a ponytail. “Look at what happened in Tiananmen Square. What price did those students pay? And they’re still not free.”
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