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          Chapter One

        

      

    
    
      The wind screamed over the dunes of the Nubian Desert, whipping stinging sand into the eyes of the expedition party. Men struggled with panicking horses and recalcitrant camels as they rushed to pack up.

      A single woman stood apart, standing at the top of the dune, her auburn hair catching the last of the sunlight as it was choked out by the encroaching sandstorm. Petite and academic, she stood with her back to the others, ignoring the rush of people preparing to leave. She scanned the orange sky with tireless, green-blue eyes, even as the wind caught the white linen of her skirt and tried to carry her off.

      An older man, round and heavily mustached, struggled up the sand to her side.

      “Vanessa, we have to go!”

      The man had to shout to be heard over the wind, one hand holding his hat to his head, the other reaching for his companion.

      “The porters are ready to leave without us!”

      “Just a few minutes longer!” Vanessa begged, scanning the horizon with desperation. “The wind may reveal something!”

      “If there was anything to be revealed, we would have seen it already!” the older man shouted back, taking her arm. “It’s time to face the facts, girl. There is nothing here!”

      “The tomb has to be here somewhere!” Vanessa said, taking a map from her bag to squint at it through the obscuring sand, searching frantically for some last-minute revelation. “I’ve spent years on this, Abraham! I know it’s here!”

      A sudden gust of wind snatched the map out of her hand and whipped it away across the sand. Vanessa shouted in surprise and stumbled after it, but it had vanished into the storm within a blink. Abraham caught her and pulled her back towards the horses.

      “I’m sorry, Vanessa,” he said with genuine sympathy. “The tomb of Amanirenas is out there somewhere, but it’s not here. It’s time to go home, girl.”

      Vanessa hung on to him as they made their way towards the horses, crushed.

      “This was supposed to be it, Abraham,” she said. “All that work! This was meant to be my moment.”

      “Hold it together, girl,” Abraham said with a sigh, patting her shoulder. “You’re young yet, and the search for Amanirenas has caused greater disappointments than this. Once you’re my age, such failures will hardly even faze you. You’ll go out expecting them, and so you’ll never be disappointed when all there is to find is dust and sand…”

      [image: ]
* * *

      Three years later, Vanessa sat on the edge of the fountain in the center of the Low Plaza at Columbia University, listening to a young man pontificate at length on the relative virtues of the different actors who had played his favorite character in movies. She was twenty-seven and working towards her doctorate in Middle Eastern Archeology, and she still couldn’t understand how people had conversations like this.

      She stared up at the rounded bronze centerpiece of the fountain, surrounded by a prismatic halo as the late spring sunlight shimmered on the water which sprayed directly from its tip.

      She supposed this was what she got for dating a film studies major. She just wasn’t that interested in movies. It was a basic incompatibility that she really should have considered before agreeing to go to dinner with him. She sighed and glanced at her watch, wondering if she could end this early and return to the library.

      “You aren’t listening.”

      Vanessa looked up as Sean’s tone changed abruptly. He was frowning at her, clearly hurt.

      “I’m sorry,” she said at once, knowing it was pointless to pretend she’d been paying attention. “As soon as you start talking about actors, I just tune out.”

      “You know, popular movies are generally a pretty safe topic to talk about with anyone,” he said with a frustrated sigh. “Except you. If there isn’t a million-year-old pyramid involved, you’re just not interested.”

      “You’re not much better,” Vanessa said with a frown. “I can’t mention anything about my work without you launching into a sermon about some action movie that botches the history it attempts to include.”

      “Only because if I didn’t, you’d spend the next two hours describing the royal family of Sheba all the way back to the flood,” Sean pointed out. “At least I’m capable of talking about something besides movies. I haven’t had a single conversation with you that wasn’t about your work.”

      “It’s important to me,” Vanessa said defensively.

      “It’s all that’s important to you,” he replied, exasperated. “I’m sorry, Vanessa. I just don’t think this is going to work out.”

      Sean stood up and Vanessa felt a sudden rush of regret.

      “Wait,” she said. “I can—we can—”

      “Listen,” Sean said. “You’re a great person. You’re gorgeous and I don’t need to tell you that you’re brilliant. But I don’t think you’re ever going to love anyone more than your work. And I really don’t feel like competing with a bunch of thousand-year-old mummies. Goodbye, Vanessa.”

      He turned and left, and Vanessa dropped back down onto the rim of the fountain, feeling her spirits sink down into her shoes. It was hardly the first time a relationship had ended this way.

      After a long moment, she stood up, shaking off the clinging mantle of moroseness. Who cared if she wasn’t dating anyone? Her work was what really mattered. She’d happily die alone if it meant the realization of her dream of being a successful and renowned archeologist. She tried to tell herself that she believed this as she gathered her things and marched, chin high, back towards the library.

      She hadn’t been exactly excited for this date anyway, to be perfectly honest. She was caught up in her work and taking her thoughts off of it for even a moment was a struggle. Her thesis had been consuming all of her time and energy lately.

      It was on the same topic as all of her independent research. Kandake Amanirenas had fascinated her since she’d first started looking for her specialty. She had been planning to enter Egyptology when she’d glanced over Near Eastern Anthropology and discovered Amanirenas. Warrior queen of the Kushite, she’d stopped the Roman advance into Africa cold, and brokered a peace that had lasted hundreds of years.

      The image of this woman, one-eyed and ferocious, gold gleaming on her dark skin, leading her armies into what must have seemed an impossible battle, only to snatch victory against all odds, had captured Vanessa’s imagination entirely. And when she’d learned that the system of hieroglyphs used during Amanirenas’s reign had never been translated and thus the tomb of Amanirenas herself never located, she’d been seized with the desire to do this magnificent empress justice.

      She was known only through Greek and Roman writings about their encounters with the Kushite. Vanessa wanted to see Amanirenas described in her own words, in her own tongue. Her life, unaltered by frequently less-than glowing Roman opinions. Vanessa wanted to know her without others’ biases.

      But, at the moment, she had a more mundane task to perform. She’d commandeered two tables in a quiet back corner of the university library conveniently close to the Egyptology section but out of the way enough that her books wouldn’t be re-shelved nor her papers moved. Amidst the towers of reference materials and notes, she settled down, back to the letter she’d been writing before she stepped away for the disappointing date.

      

      Dear Professor Van Rees,

      I feel I must remind you of the incredible difficulty your sabbatical presents to your being my doctoral mentor. Not only can I not simply walk to your office when I have questions, I can’t even email you due to your decision to vacation in the most remote of locations possible. Which, I’m sure had something to do with how you knew the board would react when they learned you’d left all your teaching responsibilities to your TA. Which is me. Which has also not been beneficial to my studies.

      I remind you of all of this so that you understand the magnitude of my feelings when I say thank you, from the very deepest depths of my soul, for deciding to go to Ksatta-Galan instead of Tahiti or the Bahamas or whatever other tropical paradise I’m sure was calling your name. The map you sent arrived safely this morning, and I almost immediately destroyed it by crying on it like a child.

      

      She glanced at the map which sat on the table near her, sealed in glass like a microscope slide to protect the outrageously delicate fibers of the ancient papyrus beneath. She sighed like an infatuated lover just thinking about it. Beneath the glass an intricate map of ancient Meroitic Nubia was painstakingly painted in Kushite script, and titled in Greek.

      

      It’s beautiful, Abraham, Vanessa wrote. I can’t begin to know how you managed to get your hands on an original copy, much less imagine how you shipped it here! This is going to change the course of my research entirely. You know how close I’m getting to a real translation of the Meroitic language. This map may finally make that a reality.

      I owe you the biggest, fanciest bottle of scotch when you return, and if I can really decipher this language and get the recognition I rightly should for such an achievement, I may be able to afford it!

      

      She wrote a little longer, catching him up on his classes and various campus gossip before signing off.

      Money really is the issue, though, she thought as she reviewed the letter.

      Translating Meroitic script might get her a grant to continue her research, but it wouldn’t keep her apartment paid for, or even make a dent in her substantial student loans. She’d kept them deferred so far as she pursued her doctorate, but the finish line was coming up fast, at which point that debt was going to hit her like a freight train.

      Vanessa had no real plan for how to deal with her debt and the thought worried her deeply. She’d started looking to line up professorships, there at Columbia or abroad, but there were distressingly few openings. Her specialty wasn’t exactly in demand.

      Sighing, she pushed the letter away and pulled the map closer, deciding to put off thinking about it for a while longer. She’d rather focus on her work.

      Vanessa had been working on a translation of Meroitic for most of her academic career. That was nearly eight years of effort. Five years of that effort had led her to that miserable spot in the desert. She’d been so certain that the tomb had been right there. But her translation had been wrong. She’d gone back to the drawing board, and here she was now.

      The map gave her the best chance she’d had in a while. It was newly discovered, of Greek origin. Until now, she’d been working with copies made decades and sometimes centuries later, much degraded and changed as the area was redrawn over and over. And those later copies had often cut out the Meroitic titles in favor of the Greek. The original had both, which gave her a direct comparison between the two languages. Bending her head to her work, she shut out the world around her, pen scratching on the paper beside her.

      Hours passed, daylight fading into evening as she worked mechanically, deconstructing the place names the map described one letter at a time. She could almost feel the key turning in the lock of her mind, the secrets of the Meroitic language about to be released.

      Then, her eye fell on a site marked in the upper right corner of the map, in a remote part of the Sahara. It was marked with a symbol she’d come to recognize as signifying a burial site. She frowned as she realized this; she’d spent enough time with the other copies of this map to know there was no such site marked on them. And she’d certainly spent enough time looking into Kushite burial sites to know there’d never been any graves discovered in that area.

      Her confusion rapidly turned to intrigue as she began translating its title. The Greek was not very descriptive, reporting something like ‘twin tomb’ or ‘double tomb’ which didn’t make a lot of sense nor convey much useful information about who was buried there. But the symbols in the Meroitic version of the name set her heart racing. She knew those symbols. There was royalty buried here. And maybe not just any royalty.

      Comparing the words to those she’d translated from the Greek elsewhere on the page, Vanessa felt her breath catch, beginning to feel lightheaded.

      ‘One-Eyed Candace’ it read. ‘Kandake and Qore.’

      One-Eyed Candace was what the Romans had called Amanirenas during their conflict. Kandake and Qore were her titles—Queen mother and ruling King. She had found it, nearly by accident. She had found the tomb of Amanirenas.

      She stood up so quickly she fell over, then scrambled back to her feet. She shoved one arm into her coat, then grabbed a pen without putting her coat the rest of the way on in order to scrawl on the bottom of her letter to the professor.

      

      FOUND CANDACE, she wrote. MAY ARRIVE BEFORE LETTER DOES. GETTING ON A PLANE TONIGHT.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Two

        

      

    
    
      Vanessa crammed her letter into an envelope and took off, racing across campus to the mailboxes in Lerner Hall, her jacket still only halfway on and her expression wild. She still couldn’t quite believe it was real, but dang if she wasn’t going to question it until she’d seen the place with her own eyes. And Abraham would want to see the map. She’d need to go back and get that.

      The awful plan came to her just as she was about to drop the letter into the outgoing mailbox.

      Meroitic royalty were buried with all their finest possessions, their mummies covered in jewelry. If she discovered the tomb on a university-approved expedition, all the relics would be, rightfully, claimed by the government. But if she went herself, unofficially, then a few pieces might go missing without notice.

      It wouldn’t take much from a tomb of that age to eliminate her student loan debt and give her a comfortable cushion until she could find work. The thought made her stomach churn, to be perfectly honest. It wouldn’t just be stealing from the dead. It would be stealing the cultural heritage of the Kush and the Nubian people. And, it would be actively hampering the continued study of that history by removing what might be crucial pieces that could reveal unknown aspects of Kushite life and burial practice.

      She shook her head, slowly withdrawing the letter from the mailbox. She’d studied this culture for almost a decade. She could tell which pieces were important. And even if she sold a few pieces into private collections, was that such an enormous price to pay for an entire tomb’s worth of royal artifacts?

      She crammed the letter into her pocket and pulled her jacket on the rest of the way, guilt gnawing at her. To keep this from Abraham, of all people, was the worst part. He’d been looking for this tomb his entire life, meeting disappointment after disappointment. Most people in the field thought Amanirenas was one of the many unidentified rulers buried at Jebel Barkal, and that she and Abraham were fools for even looking for a separate tomb. He’d endured mocking dismissal of his work for decades.

      But this would fix all of that, she told herself as she hurried back towards the library. Sure, he wouldn’t be there for the moment it was uncovered, but he’d still get credit for all the work that had gone into the discovery, not to mention validation that he’d been right all along. He would understand.

      She rushed back towards her table in the library, already mentally cataloging which books she should bring, only to pull up short in surprise as she saw someone standing near her table. The tall, thin young man was instantly recognizable.

      “Peterson,” she said, suspicious.

      Terrance Peterson turned to face her, casually sliding his phone into the pocket of his navy blue pea coat.

      “Ah, Miss Hawkins,” he said brightly. “I was just looking for you. Professor Hayek and I were about to go to a late dinner with Dean Hardwell, and I thought, since your mentor is indisposed, you might like to come along.”

      “I appreciate the gesture,” Vanessa said stiffly. “But no, thank you.”

      Peterson smiled thinly. He hadn’t expected her to agree. He was just coming to brag, yet again, about his close personal relationship with the dean and his mentor, and rub in her face the continued absence of her own.

      He already had a position at Columbia all but guaranteed. He was old money and insufferably smug about it. He was also a biblical archaeologist, which made him doubly unbearable in Vanessa’s book. In her opinion, biblical archeology had no place in a real academic setting. It was loaded with bias from square one.

      When you went into any research looking for a specific conclusion, then that conclusion was all you would see. Biblical archeologists would ignore valid avenues of research to chase fancies and twist whatever evidence they needed to in order to make it conform to their narrative. Perhaps she was unfairly generalizing the entire field. And she certainly didn’t have anything against religious people in general.

      But Terrance Peterson absolutely fit the worst possible stereotype. A self-absorbed, holier-than-thou pedant smugly passing judgment on everyone struggling for a scrap of what had been handed to him at birth, unflinchingly confident that his world view was correct, both objectively and morally. There was no person on earth that Vanessa wanted to punch quite as much as him.

      “Still trying to rediscover a tomb that’s already been found?” Peterson asked, looking down at her work.

      “Still trying to prove there are men in the sky who can turn water into wine?” she countered, elbowing past him to begin gathering up her notes. “And no, actually. Translating Meroitic just isn’t possible without more bilingual sources. I’ve moved on to something else.”

      “You, giving up on Amanirenas?” Terrance laughed, leaning casually on the table to watch her. “I doubt it.”

      “I thought having faith in the absence of empirical evidence was your specialty, Terry.”

      Peterson scowled. He hated that name.

      “Well, if you truly intend to finally give up the wild goose chase,” he said. “I have a suggestion for what you might try next. Very in line with your current areas of study.”

      “Oh really?” Vanessa rolled her eyes, carefully picking up the glass-framed map and settling it into a cushioned wooden case. “And what’s that?”

      “I’m planning an expedition to locate Cush.”

      Vanessa closed the locks of the case with a snap and looked up at him, waiting to be impressed.

      “Cush, son of Ham, son of Noah of the infamous arc,” Peterson explained. “Founder of the Kingdom of Kush.”

      “That’s a bit of a stretch,” Vanessa said with a snort, picking up her case and her valise full of notes. “And patently uninteresting to me. Why would you want me along anyway? It’s hardly a secret that you can’t stand me. I’m not an idiot.”

      “And neither am I.” Peterson planted a hand on the table near her, trying to keep her there. “You’re the foremost expert on Meroitic in the States, with a working knowledge of the hieratic and demotic scripts that preceded it. I would be a fool not to take advantage of your expertise in this.”

      “Then I will take special delight in saying no,” Vanessa said with a smile, pushing past him and walking away. “I’m not interested.”

      “Even if it would get you back into the Nubian desert?”

      She stopped abruptly, her back to him.

      “Right back to the spot you were searching for Amanirenas before,” Peterson continued, fixing her with a smug glare, convinced he’d already won. “You were forced to abandon the expedition early due to the storms, yes? Your mentor nearly bankrupted himself and the university just getting there, only to come out empty-handed. Wouldn’t you just give anything to try again, to prove you were right all along?”

      Vanessa turned slowly to look at him, her expression carefully polite.

      “I would rather walk across the Sahara alone,” she said in a calm, measured tone. “I would sell everything I own, camp out under a tarp, and excavate with nothing but my hands and a trowel before I would accept a single penny from you. In the very short, Mr. Peterson, I would not work with you if you had discovered the tomb of Sheba herself. Good night, Terry.”

      She turned sharply on her heel before he could reply and hurried out, anger a bristling knot in her chest.
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      It took all her savings, but Vanessa was on a plane that night. The rest of this little informal expedition would have to be put on her credit card. She might be camping out under a tarp with a trowel after all. It would be worth it, she told herself, for even a shred of proof of Amanirenas. Not to mention the potential financial rewards…

      She left Newark at nine on Friday night, flew nearly eleven hours overnight to Lomé, Togo, where after an hour break she left for a five-and-a-half-hour flight to Addis Ababa. There, she twiddled her thumbs for two and half hours before her next flight, a two-hour puddle jump that put her in Khartoum at nearly two in the morning on Sunday. This was finally followed by an even smaller flight to a microstate sandwiched between Egypt and Sudan: Ksatta-Galan.

      The tiny, wealthy nation was on the opposite side of the Persian Gulf to Saudi Arabia, but nevertheless had strong economic and cultural ties to the Gulf States. Most importantly, its capital city was located incredibly close to the part of the Sahara she needed to explore.

      She’d already arranged lodging at a nearby hostel and after nearly twenty-four hours total of flying, she barely had the energy to leave a message for Professor Van Rees before she collapsed into her bunk.

      She woke in the afternoon, groggy and jet-lagged, as a group of other travelers sharing the hostel room crashed in noisily, laughing and talking loudly in Dutch as they dumped their belongings. The urge to roll over and go back to sleep was strong, but Vanessa dragged herself out of bed.

      Her eyes felt like the Sahara had personally moved in and made itself at home, and her tongue felt like sandpaper. She shotgunned three cups of coffee to bring herself around, and once she’d made herself look basically presentable again, she found her way to the front desk to check for messages.

      “Yes, you have something here,” the handsome Australian man behind the desk said, smiling with perfect teeth. “From a Professor Van Rees?”

      “Perfect, thank you,” Vanessa said, accepting the note he handed her and privately wondering why every hostel she’d ever been to (and she’d visited a few) was run by Australians.

      She took the note out into the sunlight before she read it, finding a café and more coffee to help with her concentration.

      Very surprised to hear of your arrival! the note read. Charity ball tonight at which I would very much appreciate your company. Formal dress code. We have much to catch up on!

      The message was followed by an address for one of the several palaces in Ksatta-Galan’s capital. Vanessa was at first shocked that Abraham had gained an invitation to such a high-class event, and then exasperated as she realized she was going to have to find a dress to wear.

      That night, she emerged from a taxi outside of a glittering palace. She’d spent the ride there awed by the beauty of the ancient city, its buildings ornate pre-Islamic Arabian architecture, all intricate arches and geometric patterns in gold and blue and orange. But nothing compared to the palace itself, its domed towers shining with gold leaf, its towering minarets fluted and covered in intricate patterns like carousels, standing against the sunset horizon. Its silhouette was so majestic that Vanessa, in her store-bought dress, suddenly felt unworthy to even approach.

      She’d done her very best with her limited funds. The dove gray cape dress had a narrow sheath skirt rising to a lacy illusion collar from which the stately column of the cape draped dramatically. She’d thought it was quite lovely when she’d found it at the last moment off the sale rack of a dress store in town. But now, watching other guests glide past the fountains to the palace steps in their jewel-draped ball gowns and white-tie tuxedos, she felt pitifully underdressed.

      She looked ready for a daytime TV awards show, not a ball in which royalty was expected to be in attendance. Still, with what she was planning to do to Abraham, coming to meet him here was really the least she could do.

      Abraham was waiting for her on the palace steps, just as round and fatherly as she remembered, if a little older. His hair had started graying after the last disastrous expedition. It was all silver now and his face had more lines than it had just a few years ago. She’d underestimated the toll that years of fruitless searching had taken on him. But he also looked well fed and happy, and his cufflinks alone could have bought ten of Vanessa’s gown. She saw them glittering as he embraced her like a prodigal daughter.

      “It’s been too long!” he said warmly, clapping a hand on her shoulder as he held her at arm’s length. “You look wonderful, old girl!”

      “So do you, old man,” Vanessa said with a warm smile. “What have you been doing out here for a year? You could never have afforded that suit with what the university was paying you.”

      “Oh, just some private consultation work,” Abraham said, waving a hand to dismiss the matter. “Nothing interesting, I promise. Now, tell me, did the map arrive? Isn’t it glorious?”

      He guided her into the palace, which was even more beautiful inside than out. It boasted mosaic tiles and gold-painted, beautiful geometric patterns across the floor as well as lush inner courtyards bursting with greenery and flowers from behind cages of intricate screens. The air was full of music and the scent of spice and orange blossom. Vanessa was enchanted, almost as enraptured by the setting as by Abraham’s gripping tale of how he’d recovered the map from a lost city in the Congo.

      “It was among a half-dozen texts we rescued from an ancient library. The original inhabitants were wiped out in colonial wars, and most of their culture and writings were destroyed. But this library had been sealed against time and the jungle, air tight to preserve the texts within! And ferociously protected.

      “The earth was scattered with bones, though we couldn’t be sure if they were the bodies of warriors who had died defending the place, the men they’d killed, or the remains of ill-fated grave robbers caught in the fiendish traps they had laid. I nearly had a heart attack when we first opened the sealed chamber. We had to filter the air to keep the documents from crumbling on contact with the humid jungle atmosphere! And there, among the scrolls and tablets, was the map, waiting for me like a sign from the heavens!”

      She suspected he was elaborating for her benefit, and some of it sounded suspiciously like the plot of a movie, but Vanessa indulged him regardless, just happy to see him doing so well.

      Vanessa had recovered from the sharp blow of their failure in Nubia more determined than ever, but it had worn her mentor down immensely. Then he’d vanished on this long sabbatical, and she’d been half certain it was the end for him. To see him so alive and engaged now was more than reassuring. And it made her feel all the more guilty that she wasn’t sharing her discovery with him.

      She promised herself that she would make it up to him after everything was said and done.

      “So, what brings you to Ksatta-Galan so suddenly?” Abraham asked as they wandered the crowded ballroom, champagne in hand. “If I’d known you were coming, I might have at least met you at the airport.”

      “I didn’t want to trouble you,” Vanessa replied, trying not to look as flustered as she felt by the question. “It’s just a few last-minute findings I needed to verify personally. I didn’t even officially declare the time off. I just want to be certain I’ve actually found something worth bothering with before I make a big fuss about it, you know?”

      “Ah, yes, I understand,” Abraham agreed with a sage nod. “After what happened last time, I can hardly blame you. We were so certain…”

      “I was so certain,” Vanessa said, gripping the edge of her cape, guilt still there even after three years. “I convinced you to gamble everything on it. If it weren’t for me—”

      “Nonsense, girl,” Abraham said firmly. “You are my student, and the decision to go was mine. As was the decision to personally fund the expedition. Plus, we did learn one thing.”

      “What’s that?” Vanessa asked.

      “We know one more place the tomb definitely is not,” Abraham said with a chuckle.

      Vanessa laughed as well, but the guilt remained. She had been so sure it was there…

      “Ah, look there!” Abraham said suddenly.

      Vanessa followed his gaze to the top of the grand staircase, where a young man was descending. He looked to be about Vanessa’s age and was breathtakingly handsome. In a stylish, burnt orange thawb, its high collar unbuttoned against his strong, angular jaw, he looked at once more simply and yet more richly dressed than anyone else in the room.

      The watch almost hidden beneath the sleeve of his robe was the only glitter he wore—nothing in comparison to the woman on his arm who was dripping in so many diamonds that Vanessa was certain she must leave a trail of them behind her wherever she stepped.

      And yet, Vanessa couldn’t take her eyes off of him.

      “Who is that?” she asked Abraham.

      “That would be our host,” the professor explained. “Sheikh Ramin Al-Zand, the son of the ruling Sheikh of Ksatta-Galan. This is one of his palaces, and he’s transforming it into the nation’s largest history museum. This evening’s celebration is in honor of that.”

      “And the woman with him?”

      “I couldn’t say,” Abraham said with a shrug. “They change as often as the weather. Sheikh Ramin is somewhat known as a heartbreaker.”

      Vanessa felt a momentary sting of disappointment which she quickly dismissed. She was here to work, not throw herself at playboy princes who could clearly do much better.

      “But don’t tell him I said that,” Abraham went on. “I’ve been working with him rather extensively lately. The Sheikh is an avid student of history. There hasn’t been an archeological development in this area he wasn’t involved in somehow.”

      “Well, that’s just not fair,” Vanessa said, still watching as Ramin descended the stairs to speak with his guests. “Gorgeous, a prince, and a historian as well? Next, you’ll be telling me he has two—”

      “Ah, one moment,” Abraham cut her off as he spotted someone through the crowd. “There’s someone I absolutely must speak to. Wait here; I’ll be back in just a moment.”

      He hurried away before she could respond, leaving her stranded in the middle of the crowded ballroom, feeling increasingly awkward as each moment passed. She couldn’t even follow him, having lost him almost at once amid the glittering gowns of all the guests.

      But as the minutes ticked by and the professor didn’t return, Vanessa became increasingly sure she would have to try. She took a deep breath, finished her champagne in a single swallow, and waded into the crowd in search of her escort.

      She hadn’t gone far at all before she bumped into someone and stumbled back, apologizing. Her apology died in her throat as she recognized the smug face looking down at her.

      “Peterson,” she said, somewhere between shock and dismay. “What are you doing here?”

      “I could ask you the same thing,” he answered, raising an eyebrow. “Isn’t an affair like this a bit out of your price range?”

      “Judging by her dress,” said the woman standing next to Peterson, who was tall and dark haired and had a distinctly French accent, “that’s not the only thing that’s beyond her price range.”

      “I can manage my own price range, thank you,” Vanessa retorted, a little more aggressively than she’d meant to, caught off-guard by the sudden appearance of her rival. “Now, if you wouldn’t mind answering the question—”

      “Why, I already told you,” Peterson said with a roll of his eyes. “The expedition to find Cush, son of Ham. I did invite you along, you recall?”

      “I had no idea you were leaving so soon.”

      “Nor I you,” Peterson said with a chuckle. “You’re not really planning to walk into the desert with a trowel, are you?”

      “I’m just here to visit Professor Van Rees,” Vanessa lied. “I’m changing direction on my thesis and I needed his help.”

      “My, what perfect timing,” Peterson said. “Once I have the support of Sheikh Ramin Al-Zand, we plan to embark! You could come with us! Except…oh, well, we did already secure your replacement. May I introduce Renée Dubois?”

      He gestured to the woman beside him, and Vanessa felt a cold anger sitting like a stone in her gut.

      “She’s the finest historical linguist in Europe,” Peterson said. “She’s even familiar with Meroitic.”

      “As familiar as one needs to be with such a crude language,” Dubois said with a shrug. “There’s a reason there are so few bilingual documents in Meroitic. It’s an unspeakably plain little tongue.”

      Vanessa’s anger flared up into a hot rage, wanting to defend the beautiful ancient tongue she’d devoted so much of her life to, but she forced it down.

      “I’ve heard of your work,” Vanessa said, tight-lipped. “I have a great deal of respect for you. Which makes it all the more disappointing to see you working with someone who has so little respect for the science and history of what we do.”

      “Ah, good old Vanessa.” Peterson laughed. “You always were one to take petty jabs rather than let your work speak for itself. Whatever your opinions about my methods, I’m here, and my success needs no disclaimer.”

      “Well, I’m here too,” Vanessa pointed out. “And I didn’t need Daddy’s credit card to manage it.”

      Peterson drew himself up ire, but Dubois stepped between them, ‘accidentally’ dumping her champagne on Vanessa’s gown in the process. Vanessa jumped back, trying to save it, but too late. She watched the alcohol soak into the silk with a grimace.

      “Oh well,” Dubois smirked. “It’s not much of a loss.”

      With a cat’s self-satisfied smile, she led Peterson away while Vanessa tried to ignore the stares of the other guests who’d seen the confrontation. She hurried away through the crowd, snatching a handful of napkins off the catering table as she slipped out onto an empty balcony.
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      The cool night wind was refreshing on her hot, flustered face as she stood near the stone railing, all but hiding behind a pot of trailing jasmine while she blotted uselessly at the wet dark streak on her dress. She sniffled, struggling to avoid tears that would only further ruin her makeup. She didn’t need to make things any worse.

      Vanessa gave up trying to dry herself, leaning against the balcony instead as she tried to calm down from the humiliation. It would all be worth it when she found Amanirenas. Peterson could have his fancy expedition funded by the Sheikh. She really would go out there by herself with a shovel if she had to.

      She heard a step on the stone and looked up, eyes widening in surprise as she saw Sheikh Ramin standing in the archway.

      “Oh.” Startled, she backed away towards the arch on the opposite end of the balcony. “I’m sorry, I’ll just—”

      “Wait,” he called out to her, taking a cautious step closer, as though she were a timid animal he was afraid to frighten away. “I came out here following you, actually. I saw what happened. Towel?”

      He offered her a small towel with a sympathetic expression. Vanessa, face red with embarrassment, meekly accepted.

      “I’m so sorry about all that,” she said, her voice nearly a whisper as she pressed the towel to her dress. “It was my own fault for goading them in a place like this.”

      “May I ask what the argument was about?” Ramin took the towel from her and began to dry her gown himself. If Vanessa hadn’t been so mortified, she might have been touched.

      “Ah, it’s silly,” she said with a sigh. “Interdepartmental rivalry. I’m an archaeologist.”

      “Really?” He looked interested at once, eyes lighting up. They were a deep, warm brown that seemed almost flecked with gold. “What’s your specialty?”

      “Egyptology, technically,” Vanessa explained. “But my focus is on the ancient Nubian kingdoms, particularly Kush.”

      “Fascinating,” Ramin said, and Vanessa could tell he meant it. “I’ve only met one other person with that focus. He’s actually here tonight.”

      “Professor Van Rees,” Vanessa confirmed, unable to help smiling. His excitement was infectious. “He’s my mentor.”

      “A wonderful gentleman,” Ramin complimented, smile broadening in a way that made the corners of his eyes crinkle. “A brilliant scholar, although his choice of friends can be a bit questionable. I hope his choice in protégés is more sound?”

      “So do I,” Vanessa said with a small laugh. “I’m Vanessa. Vanessa Hawkins.”

      She offered her hand to shake and he accepted, bending over it to kiss the back of her fingers elegantly.

      “Sheikh Ramin Al-Zand,” he said, looking up at her in a way that made her heart flutter. “A pleasure to meet you.”

      “It’s an honor,” she said, swallowing a sudden nervous lump in her throat.

      “You know,” he said. “I could see about replacing your dress if you like.”

      Vanessa’s eyes widened at the idea.

      “No, thank you,” she replied at once. “I appreciate the offer, but I couldn’t. I only came to visit with the professor, anyway. And since I seem to have lost him and made a fool of myself, I should probably just go anyway.”

      “Please, I insist,” he said, still holding her hand. “It’s no trouble. And I would hate for you to leave early.”

      She smiled, a mix of flattered and embarrassed, and reluctantly agreed.

      He swept her away, up a back staircase to the upper floors of the palace where many finely furnished bedrooms and suites sat unoccupied.

      “My family has been using this place as a townhouse for years,” he explained as he sorted through a closet in one of the rooms. “During the winter, my father needed to be in the capital for work and my mother to attend important parties. So, my sisters and I would live here until the summer when we would return to the family palace or any of our various summer homes. But now, my sisters are married, and my mother prefers to stay in the country, and my father hardly needs so much space, which is why I am turning it into a museum. But many of our old things are still here, and unless I am mistaken, my sister Fara is just your size. Ah, here we are.”

      He pulled a dress bag from the depths of the closet, the dark blue canvas obscuring the gown within. He unzipped it a fraction to check what was within, then nodded in satisfaction.

      “This is the one,” he said, pushing it into her hands. “Please, try it on for me.”

      A little overwhelmed, Vanessa took the dress bag to a corner of the room sheltered by dressing screens and stripped off her ruined cape dress. Then, she unzipped the dress bag and felt her breath catch.

      The gown inside was unbelievably beautiful. It was soft, gauzy blue chiffon, laced with an intricate web of embroidered detail picked out in silver and crystal and pearl. She couldn’t begin to imagine how expensive it was. Just the thought of wearing it made her feel dizzy. But the idea of refusing the Sheikh after his kind gesture was even more unthinkable.

      With painstaking care, she put the dress on, terrified of accidentally ripping off one of those crystals with a clumsy gesture. Once she’d carefully zipped herself in, she stepped out from behind the screen slowly.

      “Is it all right?” she asked with a frown as Ramin turned to look at her. “I’ve never worn anything this beautiful in my life. I must look like a pig in pearls.”

      “You look magnificent,” Ramin said without hesitation, his smile making her heart race again. “You would think it was made for you.”

      He offered her his arm and she took it somewhat shyly. He led her back towards the party, and Vanessa, standing beside him this way, remembered the woman he’d entered the party with.

      “What happened to the other woman you were with?” she asked, curious.

      Ramin frowned, the first time she’d seen him look unhappy tonight.

      “She went home early,” he said. “We had a small disagreement. She made a joke that, rather than turning this place into a museum, I should just give it to her. I hear these kinds of jokes often. I do not think they are funny.”

      Sensing that it was an awkward topic, Vanessa hurried to change it.

      “So, you’re interested in archaeology?” she asked. “The professor mentioned that you’re very involved in historical projects in this area.”

      “Absolutely,” he agreed, cheering up at once. “In my culture, it is considered respectful to learn the family histories of those you do business with. And so, I was always thought to be a very polite boy, because learning the history of my people and my country always fascinated me. I learned all the major family histories, but then I kept going, back to before our nation was even formed. The history of this part of the world, its cultures and stories, are richer and more incredible than anywhere else in the world, in my opinion.”

      “I’m inclined to agree,” Vanessa said with a smile. “I’ve been obsessed with Egypt since I was a child. And, as I grew older and learned about all the other cultures that surrounded ancient Egypt—well, it became a lifelong addiction! There’s really never been anything else in my life.”

      “What attracted you specifically to Ksatta-Galan?” he asked as they snuck back into the party.

      “Oh, Amanirenas,” Vanessa said at once. “Do you know of her?”

      He shook his head, clearly intrigued.

      “Warrior queen of the Kush,” Vanessa said with a grin, delighted for the chance to tell the story. “The Meroitic Kingdom of Kush was a strong competitor with Egypt for most of its existence, but it couldn’t stand up to Rome. After Augustus defeated Mark Antony, Rome turned its attention south with the goal of pushing into Africa. But they would never get past Kush.”

      “Thanks to Amanirenas, I’m guessing?” Ramin said with a grin.

      “Exactly.” Vanessa was always thrilled for a chance to tell Amanirenas’s story. They found a couch in a sheltered alcove and sat as Vanessa continued. “Amanirenas and her husband Teriteqas knew Rome was coming, so while the Roman forces were occupied in Arabia, they made a preemptive strike.”

      “A bold move,” Ramin said, raising an eyebrow. “They must have known it was doomed.”

      “You would think.” Vanessa laughed. “But they were shockingly successful, sacking Aswan, Elephant Island, and beheading statues of Augustus in Philae. They carried the heads back with them and Amanirenas buried one under the doorway of her palace.”

      “I’m guessing the Romans weren’t pleased with this,” Ramin wagered, leaning on the back of the couch as he watched her, clearly amused by the animated excitement with which she told the story.

      “Oh, definitely not.” Vanessa chuckled. “The Romans struck back with a force of ten thousand men, in the process killing Teriteqas and taking one of Amanirenas’s eyes.”

      Ramin’s eyes widened. “But that’s not the end of the story?”

      “No, only the beginning,” Vanessa said. “Amanirenas, grieving and injured, took her husband’s place as Qore, king, as well as Kandake, queen mother. From then on, she fought beside her son, Akinidad. But the Romans were relentless. They destroyed the Kushite capital and kept pushing. The Kushite began to seek terms for peace.”

      “I’m assuming the Romans didn’t accept?” Ramin asked, intrigued.

      “They didn’t get the chance,” Vanessa said, shaking her head. “While terms were still being discussed, the Romans pushed the Kushite back to Dakka, and Akinidad was wounded and died. Then, to add insult to injury, they took Qasr, the town of which Akinidad had been chief, defaced the monument to his death, and established a garrison in its place. Amanirenas withdrew from the peace talks.”

      “I can imagine,” Ramin said with a frown. “It seems like the war took everything from her.”

      “But it never broke her,” Vanessa said. “She rallied her armies and descended on the Romans like a biblical plague. Some accounts say she rode elephants and fed her enemies to lions. She was ruthless and vengeful, with nothing left to lose. She pushed the Romans back all the way past Qasr and beyond. And when she was on their doorstep, knowing they feared her, she sent men to Augustus himself to talk peace again, this time with new terms.

      “The Romans abandoned and evacuated the lands surrounding Egypt and the Kushite were exempt from paying any tribute to the Emperor. Amanirenas ruled for the rest of her life, and the peace she brokered remained until the end of the Meroitic Empire.”

      “A very impressive woman,” Ramin said, smiling. “And quite a story. I can see why it captured your interest.”

      “There’s only one problem with it,” Vanessa said. “The Meroitic language has never been deciphered, and Amanirenas and Teriteqas’s tombs have never been found. The only side of the story we have is that told by Roman historians. We may never know Amanirenas’s story in her own words unless that changes.”

      “I have a feeling you want to be the one to change that,” Ramin guessed.

      Vanessa chuckled, embarrassed.

      “Is it that obvious?” she asked. “But I could talk about the Kandake all day. What story was it that captured you?”

      “You will think it’s silly,” Ramin said, looking away, though he was smiling.

      “Of course I won’t,” Vanessa insisted. “You just listened to me gush about ancient Nubia for ages. What could be sillier?”

      “It was a fairy tale,” Ramin confessed. “A bedtime story my mother read to me when I was a small child. The Adventures of Prince Ahmed. Except, when my mother told it, she replaced the prince with an ancestor of our family, and so I was quite certain everything that happened in the story was true, and that I was descended from the prince. And so, I first began looking into our history searching for the prince and evidence of his story. But I soon realized I was just as enraptured by the real history as by the fairy tale.”

      “I’ve always loved fairy tales,” Vanessa said, leaning closer to him in interest. “I would love to hear yours.”

      “Well, first there were three brothers,” Ramin began, clearly pleased by the opportunity. “Princes, all in love with the same princess…”
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      They talked for hours, trading stories, fairy tales, and scraps of history. After a time, Ramin called for wine, and by the time the party was winding down, they were both several glasses in. A little tipsy, Ramin looked at his watch.

      “Ah, I’m afraid your company is entirely too pleasant,” he said with an embarrassed chuckle. “I’ve rather neglected my other guests. I was meant to meet someone tonight about funding an expedition.”

      “Who needs funding?” Vanessa scoffed, a little more inebriated than he was. “A real archeologist will march out there with nothing but a shovel and a plan if they have to.”

      “Really?” Ramin asked, amused.

      “That’s what I’m going to do,” Vanessa confirmed proudly, finishing her glass.

      “I thought you were just here to visit your mentor?”

      “Well,” Vanessa turned pink, looking away. “That may have been a bit of a fabrication.”

      Ramin raised an eyebrow.

      “All right, it was a lie,” Vanessa gave in easily. “I’m lying to him, too. The truth is, I think I’ve found it! The tomb of Amanirenas!”

      She covered her mouth as she realized she was talking too loudly and then continued in a stage whisper.

      “It’s not even that far from here!” she said. “I’m planning to go out and look for it tomorrow. Just me and a shovel. I’m not going to let anyone else’s money or squeamishness get in my way this time.”

      “You can’t really hope to search miles of the Nubian Desert on your own?” Ramin said with a frown.

      “I don’t have a choice,” Vanessa said, hands in the air. “It’s a wild goose chase; everyone says so. If I made it official, no one would fund it. If I told Abraham, Professor Van Rees, he would try to fund it himself and last time he nearly went bankrupt! No, this time I’m going to be the one taking the risk, and just me.”

      “You can’t be serious.”

      “Deadly serious,” Vanessa confirmed, straightening up as much as she could after so much wine. “I’m going to find that tomb or die trying.”

      “You realize that’s a very real possibility,” Ramin pointed out. Vanessa waved a hand dismissively.

      “What about this,” he proposed. “I was planning to fund an expedition anyway. I’ll fund yours.”

      Vanessa started to protest at once, but the Sheikh held up a hand to stop her.

      “I know, I know, it can’t be official,” he said. “So, it will just be you and me, then. At least then you’ll have some equipment and a little backup. And we’ll share credit for the discovery. I’ve been involved in thousands of digs, but I’ve never actually found anything myself. It would be an incredible opportunity for me to actually be there when the tomb is found. What do you say?”

      Vanessa stared at him hard, seeming for a moment perfectly sober as she judged his sincerity. She held out her hand.

      “Deal,” she said, and he accepted, shaking on it.

      “Deal,” he agreed.

      She swayed against his shoulder, then, her moment of clarity passing.

      “Has anyone ever told you that you have beautiful eyes?” she mumbled.

      The evening drew to a close and Ramin located the professor, putting the still rather inebriated Vanessa into his care.

      “I’ll see you tomorrow morning,” he said, kissing her hand as he stepped away. “I do hope you remember me.”

      “I think I’ll remember this evening for the rest of my life,” Vanessa said earnestly.

      Abraham chuckled, shaking his head as he helped her into his rented car.

      “I’ll make sure she remembers,” he told the Sheikh. “Good evening, and thank you, Your Highness.”

      He climbed into the car beside Vanessa and she watched through the car window as they pulled away. Ramin remained on the curb, watching them go until they were out of sight.

      “Well, you certainly had a good time,” Abraham said with a deep laugh as Vanessa sighed. She was beginning to sober up.

      “Oh, I did,” she said honestly. “What a wonderful man. I’ve never met anyone outside of academia with such an extensive knowledge of Middle Eastern archeology. And such a good sense of humor! And he listened to me talk about Assyrian burial practices for what must have been an hour, and, you know, I think he was genuinely interested! He made the most fantastic point about the direction the bodies face in mass graveyards and he actually knew more about their spirituality in relation to death than I do! Oh, I could have talked to him forever…”

      “I’m sure you could have,” Abraham said kindly. “Just be careful, my dear. I did tell you he’s a heartbreaker.”

      “He can’t be that bad,” Vanessa said, refusing to believe it. “He certainly wasn’t making any passes at me. We just talked about history the whole time.”

      “I’ve been living and working in his circle for a year now, girl,” Abraham said with the air of a scolding father. “The gossip in the city talks about practically nothing else but his affairs. I’ve seen the women come and go myself. However kind he seemed, you should be careful. He’ll try to take advantage of you; I’m certain.”

      “He wasn’t like that,” Vanessa insisted, but she was less sure now.

      Abraham insisted she stay with him rather than the hostel, and they picked up her things before returning to the apartment he kept downtown. It was a spacious and richly appointed home which Vanessa saw little of before she exhaustedly retired to the guest bedroom. She did wonder briefly how Abraham was doing so well. That consulting work must have been incredibly lucrative.

      She fell into bed, but found herself restless, thinking about what Abraham had said. Eventually, she pulled out her laptop and ran a search on Ramin’s name, not expecting to find much. And at first, she didn’t.

      International news outlets regarded him as a minor royal of little importance, mostly mentioned in conjunction either with his father or with his archeological exploits. But then she stumbled onto the local news sites, tabloids out of Khartoum and the Gulf states to which Ksatta-Galan was connected. They were filled with nothing but talk of Ramin and his romantic adventures.

      Every week was a new dramatic breakup or exposé or interview with an old girlfriend. It seemed as though he’d hardly had a single relationship that lasted beyond a month or two. And no sooner had he started a new one than there were a dozen articles predicting when and how it would end.

      She read for more than an hour, scrolling through article after article about his philandering before she finally closed the laptop and fell back into her sheets, frowning at the ceiling in dismay. None of what she’d seen of the Sheikh tonight seemed to match with what she was reading, but she could hardly ignore the plethora of evidence that proclaimed him a womanizer.

      Oh well, she thought as she rolled over. So what if he was! She didn’t intend to let him run off with her heart, no matter how charming he was. This was just business. He was helping her discover the tomb in return for a claim to half the credit.

      And even if he weren’t a playboy, she was planning to betray him by stealing from the tomb when they found it. It really wouldn’t do to be getting involved with someone in a situation like this. She’d just have to keep him at arm’s length. She could do that. She was sure of it.
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      Vanessa woke up a bit late the next morning to the smell of coffee and breakfast cooking. Groggy and a little hungover, she dressed and stumbled out to find the professor in the kitchen, whistling cheerfully as he flipped pancakes.

      “Good morning!” he called sunnily. “Go on and pour yourself some coffee and sit down. Breakfast will be along in just a moment!”

      “You’re a saint, Abraham,” Vanessa said gratefully, and, coffee in hand, shuffled off to the dining room.

      It was apparent that the professor had been using the room as an extension of his office. Half of the table was covered in papers and reference books and a large, detailed map of the Nubian Desert. There were several spots circled, one of which Vanessa recognized at once as the location of their last, aborted expedition.

      Sipping her coffee, she ran her fingers over the spot in remorseful memory, until a paper lying near the map caught her eye. She frowned, reaching for it, already scanning the text—a scholarly piece from the 1800s about the Sons of Ham.

      “Here we are!”

      She looked up as Abraham bustled in carrying a tray full of food.

      “Pardon the mess,” he said, scooting papers out of the way so he could set down the breakfast plates. “I’ve been preparing for a little expedition. You know how I get when I’m engrossed in my research!”

      “Expedition?” Vanessa asked, forgetting the paper and sitting down. “Where to?”

      “Oh, it’s just a little thing into the Nubian desert,” he replied dismissively. “Part of my consultation work. To tell the truth, I’m hardly even interested in the subject matter, but the pay is substantial and, well, a man my age needs to stay busy.”

      “I’d love to hear about it,” Vanessa said, loading her plate with a pancake, fruit, and eggs.

      “No, no, it’s not interesting, I promise,” Abraham said, waving the butter knife he was using to spread jam on his own pancake. “I’d much rather hear about your plans with Sheikh Ramin this morning.”

      Vanessa had nearly forgotten her agreement with the Sheikh. She checked her watch and cursed.

      “He’s showing me some of the exhibits he’s planning for the museum,” Vanessa lied, standing up and grabbing some fruit for the road. “And I’m late.”

      Abraham chuckled. “I’ll call you a cab. Hurry and get ready.”

      Pancake still in her mouth, Vanessa rushed to her room, dressing quickly in a simple white cotton button-up and khaki shorts with sturdy hiking shoes.

      Saying a quick goodbye to Abraham, she hurried out to the cab and was soon standing on the steps of the museum where she’d arranged to meet Ramin. He was already there waiting, and he smiled when he saw her.

      “I was starting to fear you weren’t coming,” he said when he saw her.

      “I overslept,” she explained. “I drank a bit too much last night, my apologies.”

      “I guessed as much,” he said with a laugh. “But don’t worry. The extra time allowed me to ensure we are fully prepared. I don’t expect us to find much today, but we can scout the area. Did you bring the map?”

      “Of course,” Vanessa said, lifting the wooden case out of her backpack. Ramin showed her inside to a room where she opened the case, showing him the spot the map indicated, then unrolling a modern map.

      “Calculating for changes in the landscape and borders,” she said, running her hand over the map, “it should be somewhere around here. Not such a huge area to search after all.”

      “Not at all,” Ramin said, nodding. “We can take this road up to here, then horses the rest of the way.”

      “If we’re very lucky,” Vanessa said with a smile, “we may find evidence of it today! We could start proper excavation tomorrow!”

      “One can only hope,” Ramin agreed.

      [image: ]
* * *

      They drove out into the desert in a jeep, pulling a trailer behind it with a pair of strong horses within, from Ramin’s personal stables.

      “I don’t actually know how to ride, you know,” Vanessa told him, talking loudly to be heard over the jeep as it rambled down the dirt road, surrounded by desert on either side. “I’ve ridden a camel before, but it was being led by someone else.”

      “Well, being able to sit without falling off is half the battle,” Ramin assured her. “I’ll teach you, don’t worry.”

      They soon reached the point where the road turned away from the direction they needed to go and Ramin pulled over, concealing the jeep behind a dune before he opened the trailer and brought out the horses.

      “Watch carefully,” he instructed as he lifted down the blankets and saddles from the trailer’s storage. “I’ll show you how to saddle them. You can’t hope to ride a horse you can’t saddle properly.”

      “What about bareback riding?” Vanessa asked.

      “Much more difficult than it looks,” Ramin said with a small laugh.

      Vanessa watched carefully as Ramin saddled the horses, talking to them and soothing them as he worked.

      “Horses are incredibly intelligent animals,” Ramin said. “Smarter than dogs. Smarter than some people I’ve met. But they must be treated with respect. Some trainers think you can bully or frighten a horse into obeying you. They will harass an animal until it is terrified of them and obeys because it knows it will be hurt otherwise. But a frightened animal is an unpredictable animal. When you make yourself the greatest danger to your own horse’s safety, you can hardly be surprised when they eventually, inevitably, fight you or run from you.”

      Ramin’s horses were calm and comfortable. Even with as little experience as Vanessa had, she could see how easily they moved around each other.

      “Do you train them yourself?” she asked.

      “I work with a professional trainer,” Ramin explained. “I prefer it to be done by an expert. But any horse I am going to personally ride I make sure to be involved in the training of. I want them to know and trust me.”

      “It seems like they do,” Vanessa said, a little awed as she stroked one of the animal’s noses.

      “I’ve spent many years with these two,” Ramin said proudly, tightening a strap under the horse’s belly. “I know them better than almost anyone.”

      “How often do you ride them?” Vanessa asked as he helped her up into her seat.

      “It depends,” Ramin said. “I try to ride at least once a week. Sometimes, I’m in the stables twice a day.”

      He laughed, but Vanessa could see bitterness there.

      “It helps to keep my mind off of things,” he said, then shook off the lingering shadow of sadness and took her horse’s lead. “All right, I want you to squeeze your legs gently around him. A good rider on a well-trained horse should be able to control it with just their thighs.”

      Vanessa did as he told her and made a small surprised noise as the horse started moving.

      “Good,” he said. “Now, press in with your left heel.”

      Vanessa did and the horse turned away from the pressure, moving right. He had her try in the opposite direction next, and Vanessa smiled proudly when it worked.

      “This is much easier than I expected,” Vanessa said, surprised.

      “Well, not to be immodest,” Ramin said. “But she is a very good horse. You could still use a lot of practice.”

      “I have the basics,” Vanessa insisted. “Let’s get going!”

      “All right, if you’re certain,” Ramin said with a laugh, swinging onto his own horse with easy grace and pulling a compass from his shirt. “This way.”

      They set off into the desert, the sand swallowing the jeep and the road behind them in what seemed no time at all.
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      The sun beat down, casting iridescent heat shimmers across the reddish-gold dunes. The horses were built for this kind of terrain and walked on tirelessly even after Vanessa began to feel hot and stiff and sore.

      Vanessa found herself often watching Ramin. He seemed at home in this environment, sharing jokes and coaching her on her riding as they went. His dark skin glowed in the sunlight. He looked like a prince from one of his fairy tales, off to adventure. Vanessa reminded herself that she wasn’t interested, and even if she was, it would only lead to heartbreak.

      He’d never met a woman he hadn’t left behind, and she was planning to steal from him. Hardly an ideal situation for romance.

      “We must be getting close,” she said as the day wore on, pulling out a modern map of the area which they’d marked. “Keep an eye out for any unusual dune structures or sinks that might be a sign of something buried.”

      Ramin took out his compass, comparing it to her map.

      “Our best bet is in that direction,” he said, pointing. “You seem to have got a hang of riding. Let’s see how well you gallop.”

      He grinned at her, then suddenly urged his horse on with a shout, exploding into a gallop that carried him away from her at impressive speed. Vanessa fumbled for a moment, then remembered the signal he’d taught her for speed and held on tight as her horse rocketed away after Ramin.

      She laughed victoriously as she caught up with him, the horses straining beside one another as they loped over and down a huge, wave-like dune. Vanessa smiled at Ramin, exhilarated, and he grinned back, his delight dazzling.

      Vanessa’s heart raced, half from the excitement, half from the sight of him cheering as he stood in his saddle, spreading his arms to the sunlight as they raced across the sand. All she could think was that he really was making this difficult for her.

      By the time the horses needed to rest, Ramin had spotted an oasis on the horizon. They turned aside to stop there and rest in the shade of the palm trees which clustered around a clear desert spring. The oasis was beautiful, a garden of lush greenery in the midst of the endless sand. They and the horses drank, then relaxed in the shade.

      “It’s a good thing I brought lunch,” Ramin said as he unpacked bread, hummus, and cheese from one of the saddle bags. “Plus this.”

      He pulled out the bottle of wine with a cheeky grin, holding it over his head as Vanessa reached for it.

      “Ah-ah,” he said, laughing. “No way, I need you coherent for the ride home.”

      “Oh, come on, I can handle one glass,” Vanessa said, flustered.

      “All right, one,” he teased. “But I’ll be watching you, missy.”

      “Excuse you,” she said primly as he uncorked the bottle. “You are neither my father nor my husband. I believe you have precisely no right to judge my drinking habits, sir.”

      “It’s ‘Your Highness,’ actually,” he pointed out, grinning playfully as he continued to hold the wine out of her reach. “And seeing as it’s my wine, I think I actually have every right.”

      Vanessa had no answer for that, so she just scowled as he finished opening the bottle and took a long swig directly from the neck. As soon as he lowered the bottle, she lunged for it and, laughing, he moved it out of her way again.

      “All right,” she said, rolling up her sleeves. “I see how it’s going to be. Fine. I’ll wrestle you for it.”

      He looked over all 5’4” of her and laughed.

      “I’ve squashed bigger flies than you!” he teased.

      “You underestimate me!” she declared. “And that is why you will lose!”

      She threw herself at him as ferociously as she was able and he caught her, surprised and still laughing, and in the struggle, she snatched the bottle from his fingers and rolled away, victorious.

      “All right, all right, I conceded defeat,” he said, eyes teary with mirth. “The wine is yours.”

      Vanessa punched the air with a fist, the other busy pouring wine into her mouth.

      Both giddy with the beautiful day and each other’s company, not to mention the wine, they lounged in the shade through the hottest part of the day, talking idly and enjoying themselves. For once, Amanirenas—normally Vanessa’s first priority at all times—felt secondary to just spending this day with Ramin.

      “…and then he jumps in with the faux invitation to join his expedition to find Cush,” Vanessa was saying, her toes in the warm water of the spring. “As though I would ever work with him—as though he genuinely wanted to! He’d probably already hired that Dubois woman and just wanted to humiliate me.”

      “Kush as in Amanirenas’s kingdom?” Ramin asked with a confused frown.

      “No, not quite,” Vanessa explained. “The biblical Cush-with-a-C. One of the sons of Ham, son of Noah.”

      “No relation to Amanirenas, I take it?”

      “Of course not.” Vanessa rolled her eyes. “Unless you’re a particularly ossified kind of biblical archeologist. The kind of people who think the world literally flooded for forty days think Cush, son of Ham, was the founder of the kingdom of Kush. Because the names sound the same, you see.”

      “That’s really it?” Ramin leaned back on his hands, unconvinced.

      “That, and an outrageously racist theory from before World War One,” Vanessa explained. “Rather misleadingly called the ‘Curse of Ham.’ Supposedly, Noah fell asleep drunk and naked in his tent, and his son Ham came in and saw him. Ham laughed at him, then went and got his brothers, who entered the tent walking backward and dropped a blanket over their father so they wouldn’t have to see him.

      “But Noah wakes up and finds out Ham saw him and laughed at him and flies into a rage, in the course of which he curses Ham’s son Canaan, saying he will be a servant of his brother’s servants forever. At the time, the curse of Ham was used to justify the slavery of the Canaanites to the Israelites, but a few hundred years later the story was twisted to declare that the curse had turned Ham’s sons, including his eldest, Cush, black. The so-called Curse of Ham was commonly invoked as a justification for the slave trade.”

      “Occasionally, in the study of history,” Ramin said bitterly, “one finds too many reasons to be ashamed of humanity.”

      Vanessa nodded in weary understanding.

      “Anyway, if you believe in the Curse of Ham,” she continued. “Then the mere fact that the Kingdom of Kush was a nation of sub-Saharan Africans is ‘evidence’ that Cush must be its founder, and thus there must be evidence of him somewhere in the country.”

      “That is thin evidence indeed,” Ramin said, shaking his head.

      “But enough to bring Terrance Peterson to Ksatta-Galan looking for his burial site,” Vanessa said, shaking her head. “Honestly, the sooner biblical archeology is dismissed as a serious subject of study, the better.”

      “I take it you’re not religious, then?” Ramin guessed.

      “No,” Vanessa said, then suddenly worried she’d offended him. “Are you?”

      “I do not actively practice, though my family has been Muslim for centuries.”

      “I’m sorry for…” Vanessa trailed off, cringing in embarrassment.

      “There’s no need to apologize,” Ramin said at once. “I understand your frustration, even if I don’t quite agree with you.”

      “So, you agree with biblical archeology?” Vanessa asked, frowning.

      “Well, first of all,” Ramin began. “I think the kind of people who could, in this day and age, be pursuing the Curse of Ham as serious scholarly evidence should spend more time reading their scriptures and less time trying to force them to conform to their own warped beliefs. I have read the Christian Bible, and I think there are some critical passages about how we are all God’s children and meant to love one another that Mr. Peterson must have missed.”

      Vanessa laughed, licking some hummus off her thumb. “You’re telling me.”

      “But I do not think that religious scriptures should be discounted as a source of valuable historical information,” Ramin went on. “Certainly, it must be more difficult to approach things objectively when dealing with history that has personal, spiritual significance. But the Abrahamic scriptures are ancient documents that, even in their newest and most heavily altered forms, reveal critical information about the cultures, beliefs, and practices of ancient civilizations. When they are treated as the palimpsest of historical and cultural information they are, rather than flawless statements of literal fact, they are an invaluable resource.”

      “I suppose I can’t argue with that,” Vanessa admitted a bit reluctantly. “It’s hard to remember that when I’m constantly faced with people like Peterson.”

      “I also don’t think there’s anything necessarily wrong with searching for the miraculous,” Ramin went on. “For people as passionate about their spirituality as we are about history, why wouldn’t they want to seek more, learn more, hope to find the indisputable truth of what they already believe so sincerely?

      “You know, with faith and certainty, that Amanirenas is out there. You believe in her story, even when others tell you that it’s a fool’s errand. What wouldn’t you give to bring back just a shred of proof to show those who had doubted you? That passion, that belief against all sense and all known fact, is what drives you. It’s what drives all scientists. Nothing can remain unknown forever because, somewhere, there is the person who believes an answer exists and will do whatever it takes to find it.”

      Vanessa listened, a little awed by his fervor, and realized with sudden embarrassing certainty just how badly she wanted to kiss him. She shook it off, looking away.

      “It’s starting to cool off again,” she said. “We should probably get moving.”

      “You’re right,” Ramin said, picking up the wine bottle from between them. “There’s a little of this left. Do you want it?”

      “Oh, please,” Vanessa said at once, reaching for it. He held it out of the way again, laughing as she pouted. He got to his feet and suddenly pulled off his shirt, dropping it into the sand as he ran out into the shallows of the spring.

      “Come and wrestle me for it!” he demanded, the sun gleaming on his bronze skin, water running over the sculpted muscles of his stomach. Vanessa felt her face flush red and she looked away quickly, trying to master herself.

      “No, thank you,” she said. “I’m suddenly not thirsty, actually.”

      She began busily packing up their lunch as Ramin, laughing, came back out of the water.

      “Fine, you don’t want to fight for it,” he said, darting in front of her, still wet and stripped to the waist. “I’ll trade it to you.”

      “What for?” Vanessa asked suspiciously.

      “A kiss,” he suggested, confirming her suspicions.

      Vanessa scoffed incredulously and turned away, hurrying to her own horse.

      “I’m sorry,” he said at once, following her. “I’ve offended you. I saw the way you were looking at me and I thought—”

      “I’m not going to be one of your tabloid articles, Your Highness,” Vanessa said stiffly, trying to convince herself as much as him. “I’m here to work, nothing more.”

      “Of course,” Ramin said, looking a little hurt. “I just thought—”

      “I’ve seen what happens to women who get involved with you,” Vanessa said, untying her horse. “And I am not interested. I should have guessed that’s what you were after from the beginning.”

      “Vanessa!” Ramin said sharply, offended now. He grabbed her by the arm, turning her to face him. “You would really believe those magazine articles about me before you even get to know me?”

      She jerked her arm out of his hand, angry at him for grabbing her and angry at herself for her inability to be honest with herself.

      “If all you wanted from this expedition was a quickie,” she said, swinging onto her horse, “then I would rather search alone!”

      She spurred her horse on before she could think better of it, galloping away. She heard him shouting after her, telling her that it was too dangerous to be out in the desert alone, but she didn’t dare look back lest she lose her nerve. This was for the best. She couldn’t trust herself around him. And if they found the tomb, she wasn’t certain she’d be able to lie to him about her intentions.
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      She’d left the compass with him, but she had her map and a reasonably good idea of where she was going. She urged her horse in that direction, eyes open for the sign of buried structures.

      For a moment, she thought she saw something, an unnatural edge in the dunes. She pulled her horse up short. Too short, after a long gallop. It reared, whinnying loudly, and threw its inexperienced rider. Vanessa hit the sand with a shout, and by the time she’d scrambled back to her feet, the horse was running away from her at full speed, leaving nothing but dust in its wake.

      Vanessa sat down in the sand with a defeated plop, suddenly realizing just how badly she had messed up. Getting out of this desert was going to be an ordeal. At least the horse would be all right, she reasoned. It was a desert breed more than capable of finding its way home. Unlike her.

      First, she made a point to check the ridge she’d seen, but as it turned out, she’d lost her horse for nothing but a natural stone formation under the sand. Brilliant. She was going to die in the desert for a rock.

      She threw a bit of a tantrum then, kicking at the sand and yelling at the sky. But she quickly decided that was pointless, and pulling out the map she’d thankfully kept in her pocket and not in the saddlebags, she picked a direction and started walking.

      The sun sank lower and the sky caught fire, boiling red and orange flames as heat rose over the sand. She trudged on, exhausted and hot, having left most of her water with the horse. Still, it wouldn’t be more than a day’s walk back to the road if she didn’t get lost. And even if she did, when the horse turned up without her, they’d send a search team looking for her. She’d be fine. Probably.

      The sun was hanging off the edge of the horizon by bloody fingertips when she heard laughter and voices in the distance. Exhausted and sunburned, Vanessa followed the sound mindlessly, not caring who it was so long as they could give her a drink and a ride home. She climbed a dune and, from its peak, recognized where she was in an instant.

      One piece of desert tended to look more or less like another, but this piece of desert had been the culmination of her life’s work and her most disappointing failure. And with the tents and tools of an expedition set up across it, it was unmistakable. Her disbelief only grew as she realized who was sitting at the fire, right in the same place she’d set hers three years ago.

      “Peterson,” she said as she stumbled up to the circle. “What in the world are you doing here?”

      “Vanessa?” Peterson said in surprise. Renée Dubois sat next to him along with a handful of other men Vanessa knew to be colleagues and mercenary muscle hired to guard the expedition and barrel their way into stubbornly sealed tombs. These kinds of men had no respect for what they unearthed, and were the type to cheerfully destroy most of a site to tear out the parts they thought were more shiny or exciting.

      “Goodness, you look like a boiled lobster,” Peterson said, laughing. “You really did just walk into the desert, didn’t you? And it looks like you forgot even the trowel. Honestly, what were you thinking? Come and sit down; I’m dying to hear an explanation.”

      “What are you doing at this site?” Vanessa asked, ignoring his barbs. “I thought you were looking for Cush.”

      “I recently acquired some new information to suggest a relevant burial site might be in this area,” Peterson said coolly. “I thought it would be poetic justice to begin our search where you were forced to end yours. Don’t you think it’s just a perfect symmetry?”

      “What new information?” Vanessa demanded. She’d entirely forgotten her exhaustion in the face of the furious suspicion that was growing in her chest.

      “Have a seat, dear, and I’ll tell you all about it,” Peterson said mildly, waving a porter over to bring Vanessa water as she reluctantly took a seat across the fire from them. “Taggert, go get one of the jeeps ready. Miss Hawkins will need a ride back into town. Oh, and do put your head in the old man’s tent. He’ll want to see this.”

      One of the mercenaries—a large, intimidating man with sandy blond hair—stood and shuffled off towards the vehicles parked at the edge of the camp. A porter handed Vanessa a canteen of water which she drank half of immediately in one long gulp.

      “Well,” Peterson began. “You know how I prefer to continue the work of others rather than breaking new ground myself.”

      “You mean you like to steal other people’s research and take credit for it,” Vanessa said, scrubbing water from her mouth with the back of her hand.

      “Allegedly,” Peterson said, raising an eyebrow. “None of those accusations have ever been proven.”

      Because Peterson Senior paid the victims off, Vanessa thought sullenly. But she just glared at Peterson Junior, waiting for an explanation.

      “But I recently became engaged in a rather rare corner of the field,” Peterson went on. “Which, as you know, precious few people are working on. I had no choice but to start from scratch, which I’m sure you can agree is tedious beyond all bearing. I must admit, I wasn’t making much progress.”

      “It might have helped if you weren’t looking for a myth,” Vanessa pointed out.

      “But searching for myths is so much more rewarding, wouldn’t you say?” Peterson leaned forward with a cold smile, the fire making his features look manic. “Say you’re looking for the grave of Cush, stepping stone to Noah himself, and people will throw money at you. They’ll clamor for the opportunity to follow your expedition with documentary cameras and write a dozen articles about the mere possibility. If you tell people you’re looking for some dusty old queen who no-one cares about, you’ll end up, well, like you, Miss Hawkins. With no funding, no respect, and your life’s work unfinished. Isn’t that right, Abraham?”

      Vanessa looked up in shock at the name. Taggert was returning from the vehicles and Professor Van Rees was beside him, looking at Vanessa with an expression of shock and shame.

      “Abe,” Vanessa murmured, heart aching with the betrayal. “You’re working with them?”

      “Old Abraham was out of work and out of capital,” Peterson gloated. “This close to a job washing floors, until I made him an offer.”

      “I had no choice, Vanessa,” Abraham said, shoulders heavy with regret. “I had nothing left. I just wanted to find what I’ve spent my whole life looking for. If I can just see Amanirenas’s tomb once, I don’t care what it’s called in the history books.”

      “A noble sentiment,” Peterson said facetiously. “And he’s really been surprisingly useful. He found the map, after all. And when we couldn’t translate it, he was the one who suggested sending it to you. We would never have found the site without that.”

      Vanessa’s eyes widened as she remembered Peterson, standing over her work, slipping his phone into his pocket as she walked in. He wasn’t just stealing her expedition, he was stealing her work directly. And Abraham had helped him do it.

      “Come now, Miss Hawkins,” Peterson said. “We should get you back to civilization.”

      He began moving towards the jeep, and Vanessa, crushed, stood to follow him. She didn’t know what to say to Abraham. She could only stare at him, her eyes wrought with disappointment. The professor had no answer for her either, except to look away, ashamed.

      Vanessa turned her back on him, following Peterson to the jeep. He climbed into the back, Taggert in the driver’s seat, and she climbed in beside him, stiff and shaking with impotent fury. What could she do? They’d taken everything. Peterson would find the tomb before her and declare it whatever he wanted it to be with no regard for the actual contents. He probably wasn’t above fabricating evidence if he needed to.

      Even if Vanessa went to every authority she could about the theft, Peterson’s father would cover it up. It would take a decade of work to convince even the archeological community that Peterson’s work was a sham, and nothing would ever change the popular conception, especially if Peterson really found a way to tie it back to Noah himself.

      The jeep rolled across the sand in silence, Vanessa’s stomach rolling with distress. Everything she’d worked for was gone. And Professor Van Rees, a man who’d been like a father to her all her academic career…

      They’d been driving for a while before Peterson gestured to Taggert to stop the jeep.

      “I really do have to thank you,” Peterson said as the jeep slowed to a stop at the top of a dune. “We would have been quite stuck without your help on that map. Renée is excellent, but she can’t hold a candle to your obsession, I’m afraid.”

      “Why have we stopped?” Vanessa asked, tired of his posturing. “You’ve won. I just want to go home.”

      “Most of all,” Peterson continued without acknowledgment as Taggert climbed out of the car, coming around to her door and pulling it open. “I have to thank you for stumbling into my camp tonight. It really wouldn’t have been complete without getting to do this.”

      Vanessa started to ask what he was talking about, but Taggert grabbed her by her shirt and dragged her out of the car, throwing her down into the sand.

      “When I find Cush and then Noah,” Peterson preened, “no one will ever be able to accuse me of riding my father’s coattails again. I’m going to be in every history book from here to judgment day, and you—well, ideally you’ll never even make it out of this desert. Goodnight, Miss Hawkins.”

      Vanessa stared, shocked beyond all reaction, as Taggert climbed back into the driver’s seat. By the time she was on her feet, they were already pulling away, and though she ran after them she had no hope of catching up. As she fell to her knees, giving up, a cold night wind swept over the sand, erasing even the tracks of the tires.

      [image: ]
* * *

      People underestimate just how cold the desert gets at night. The sand holds no heat, and once the sun disappears, temperatures drop below zero with shocking speed. Vanessa went from overheated and sunburned to shaking with cold.

      She stumbled on, following roughly the direction the jeep had gone in. She tried at first to keep an eye on the stars to ensure her direction by them, but she’d already spent half the day walking and overheated, and now she was freezing and more tired than she’d felt in her life. She soon lost focus and could only blindly walk forward, hoping she’d find the road eventually.

      Part of her almost didn’t care; perhaps she should just lie down in the sand and give up. What options would she have if she did make it out of this desert? Give up the work she’d been ready to spend her whole life on? Keep at it, knowing it likely wouldn’t be vindicated until she was Abraham’s age, if ever? Pick some other lost cause Peterson could just as easily snatch from under her?

      She stumbled and nearly went down, raising her head with effort. There was a light in the distance, glimmering on the other side of the dunes. She hardened her jaw and straightened her back. No. She was going to take her work back. She would stop Peterson, one way or another.

      She headed towards the light, determination filling her anew. The light, as she drew closer, turned out to be a palace.

      Had it been daylight, she would have called it a mirage. It rose out of the sand like it had been scooped up from some richer place and dropped here. Palm trees and ferns grew green and lush over the high stone walls, and towers topped with onion domes stretched towards the starry skies. It glowed with golden light like something from a fairy tale.

      Vanessa stumbled towards it, a little dazed by the sight, only to be stopped abruptly by a gun.

      She stumbled backward, hands in the air, as a guard pushed his gun into her face, shouting at her in high-speed Arabic. Vanessa was much better at written Arabic than spoken, and scrambled to remember the words to say that she was harmless and lost.

      A second guard joined the first, both of them yelling over each other as they interrogated Vanessa, making their words all the more difficult to understand. She tried to blurt out an explanation as one of them grabbed her by the arm.

      “Vanessa!”

      The guards looked up at the shout from behind them as a familiar figure appeared in the palace gates. Sheikh Ramin hurried towards them, pushing the guards away to pull Vanessa into a tight embrace. Stunned, Vanessa just stood frozen in his arms until he let go.

      “How did you get here?” he asked, amazed. “We found your horse wandering in the desert. I was about to leave with a search party.”

      “It’s a long story,” Vanessa said with relief. “But how are you here? What is this place?”

      “Come inside,” Ramin said, guiding her towards the gates. “You need rest and water. I’ll explain everything. And you can tell me what happened after I lost you.”

      Vanessa didn’t argue, allowing the Sheikh to guide her inside, quietly glad that he wasn’t holding a grudge about how they’d separated. She felt more than a little stupid about all that now.

      “Uncle!” Ramin called as they entered the great marble hall of the palace. “Call off the search! We’ve found her.”

      A tall, older man—as handsome as Ramin despite being in his sixties—hurried down the stairs.

      “This can’t be Miss Hawkins!” the older man said, coming to stand beside Ramin. “Where was she?”

      “She just wandered up to the door,” Ramin said with an incredulous laugh. “Vanessa, this is my uncle, Sheikh Ansar. This is his home.”

      “A pleasure to meet you,” Ansar said, taking Vanessa’s hand to bow over it dramatically. “My nephew has spoken of nothing else since he arrived this afternoon.”

      “Well, I did think she was on her own in the desert,” Ramin said, a little embarrassed. “I assumed you would either camp out at the dig site or return to the city. We planned to find you in the morning. But then your horse turned up without you…”

      “There will be time for catching up later, Ramin,” Ansar scolded him. “The poor girl has been through a nightmare. Let us give her a chance to catch her breath.”
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      They led her to a comfortable sitting room and settled her on a plush couch with a blanket around her shoulders, then soon presented her with water and hot tea and food. Once she had a little more energy back, Vanessa explained about losing her horse and the jeep ride into the desert from Peterson.

      “The deceitful devil,” Ansar blustered, red-faced with anger. “I don’t care who his father is; there will be repercussions!”

      “It’s a good thing he didn’t know Ansar’s palace is out here,” Ramin said in quiet gratitude. “My uncle prefers to avoid the bustle of the city, so he had this place built in the middle of nowhere.”

      “It may be remote,” Ansar said, shaking a finger at Ramin. “But it is still the sovereign territory of Ksatta-Galan and the Al-Zand family! We’ll see how well his blasted father’s money holds up to the ire of literal royalty.”

      “It won’t matter if he finds the tomb before we can stop him,” Vanessa said ruefully. “He’ll still win. Legal drama will only drive the press fervor around the discovery and ensure everyone remembers the tomb as that of Cush or Noah or whatever he decides it is. Academia may declare him wrong after the fact, but with an equally sensational media circus, it won’t matter.”

      “Well, then we will just have to find it before him,” Ramin said.

      “That’s easier said than done,” Vanessa warned him.

      “It’s a big desert,” Ramin said with a smile. “Don’t count us out just yet.”

      “We’ll see,” Vanessa said, unsure. “At any rate, thank you very much for your help, Sheikh Ansar. I think I would have been in real trouble without your palace here.”

      “As a friend of Ramin’s, you’re welcome here anytime,” Ansar said kindly. “Heaven knows I need the company.”

      He chuckled in amusement, but Ramin looked uncomfortable.

      “You would not be so in need of company if you lived closer to the city,” Ramin pointed out. “You could live near the family.”

      “What a dutiful nephew he is,” Ansar said to Vanessa, still laughing. “He worries about me far too much.”

      “You’re getting older, Uncle,” Ramin pointed out. “It’s not good for you to be alone so much.”

      “Being alone is precisely what I like,” Ansar said with a sniff. “Certainly, I enjoy your visits, but I hardly need a pack of relatives rushing about underfoot, all noisy and demanding. Peace and quiet are the best things for a man my age.”

      Ramin shook his head, frustrated.

      “I’m going to go and find some more tea,” he said, standing. When Vanessa moved to stand, he gestured for her to remain seated. “Please, stay and rest. I’ll be right back.”

      “Don’t mind him,” Ansar said when his nephew had left. “He thinks because being alone is so frightening to him that it must be the same for everyone.”

      “Do you really not have any family here in this huge place?” Vanessa asked, curious.

      “Only myself,” Ansar replied. “I know it’s a bit wasteful for an old bachelor, but I do intend to leave it to Ramin when I’m gone. It’ll be full of children in no time, I’m certain.”

      “I’m not so sure…” Vanessa muttered into her glass of water.

      “You’ve been reading the tabloids, I assume?” Ansar asked, raising an eyebrow.

      Vanessa blushed, looking away.

      “The rumors are hard to avoid,” she admitted. “I’d barely met him before people were telling me that he’s, well, not the marrying type.”

      Ansar laughed a little, deep and rolling.

      “Is that what they say?” he asked. “The truth is quite the opposite, in my opinion. He’s trying, quite desperately I believe, to find someone. He’s terrified of being alone like me, you see. But, being a prince, he attracts a certain unsavory caliber of person in great numbers. And, since in his urgency to find someone he shows little discernment, he is rather frequently taken advantage of. I think he’s begun to expect it now, and at the faintest sign that a woman is pursuing him for his money or his title, he rejects them outright, and moves on to the next in line. It’s exhausting to watch, frankly.”

      Vanessa listened, not sure she believed it, but at the same time moved to sympathy. And she’d thrown that fit this afternoon, accusing him of using her…

      “I’m afraid he’s rather sabotaged himself,” Vanessa said sadly. “It seems like anyone who didn’t have an ulterior motive would avoid him just based on his reputation.”

      “Such is the difficulty of dating while royalty,” Ansar said, then shrugged and leaned back, pulling out an old-fashioned tobacco pipe. “Which is why I avoid it all entirely.”

      “You’re really content to be alone?” Vanessa asked. “I mean, have you never fallen in love?”

      Ansar lit his pipe and inhaled deeply. He was silent for a long moment, gazing into the smoke.

      “Once,” he admitted. “It’s not much of a story. Ramin’s father, the current Sheikh, is actually my younger brother. I was crown prince. But when it came time for my father to pass on his crown, I was unwed and without heirs and, in general, rather an unreliable person. I’d spent my life traveling and pursuing a dedicated philosophy of hedonism, you see. But my dutiful brother had stayed at home and ingrained himself in the local politics, and taken a wife. He already had young Ramin, only a little child then, and several daughters. I was advised to refuse the crown and allow it to pass to my brother instead, and I, more concerned with my own entertainment than my responsibility to my family, agreed.”

      “I’m sorry,” Vanessa said with a frown, unsure if it was the right sentiment.

      “Don’t be,” Ansar said, waving a hand. “I’d have been a terrible ruling sheikh, especially then. I didn’t know a blasted thing, and even now I tend to be more concerned with indulging myself than anything else. My brother was a much better choice. I don’t regret it, save for one thing.”

      He was quiet for another moment, watching the smoke drift up from his pipe. Vanessa waited, curious.

      “A few years later, my wanderlust died down a bit,” he said. “And I met a woman. Fareeha. She was spectacular. My match in everything. Brilliant, wild…” He sighed longingly. “I told my family I intended to marry her. But I had not been paying attention to politics, as my brother had. There was a rising instability in the country. Some who wanted to overthrow the monarchy. And my abdication had caused a division. There were those who still thought I should be Sheikh. And if I married or had children, that division would only widen. I would become a threat to my brother’s claim to the throne, which might destroy Ksatta-Galan entirely. And so I didn’t. I ended my relationship with Fareeha. She married someone else, and I took my leave of society. I came out here, where I could do no harm to anyone.”

      “But that’s terrible,” Vanessa said, her heart breaking at the thought. “You should never have had to do that.”

      “I denied my responsibility to my family once,” Ansar said solemnly. “I could not do it twice. But please don’t pity me. I’m happy here, truly.”

      He sighed and stood up from his chair, pipe clenched in his teeth.

      “Well, since I don’t need to go searching the desert for a beautiful damsel tonight,” he said with a groan. “I think I’ll retire. I’ve had rooms prepared for you and Ramin. Just ask one of the staff to show you. In the morning, we’ll see what we can do about that Peterson character. Goodnight, Miss Hawkins.”

      Ansar headed for the stairs and, as he passed a hall door, added, “And goodnight, Nephew.”

      Ramin stepped out of the shadows reluctantly as his uncle departed.

      “How long were you listening?” Vanessa asked.

      “For most of it,” he admitted, his voice heavy.

      He crossed the room to set the tea tray he was still holding down on the coffee table.

      “I wanted to apologize for what I said at the oasis,” Vanessa said a little awkwardly. “I was being an idiot.”

      “I was foolish, too,” Ramin said, pouring them both tea. “I shouldn’t have come on so strong. Especially knowing the kinds of rumors that are out there about me.”

      “Perhaps we can try again,” Vanessa said, offering a hand to him. “I’m Vanessa Hawkins, idiot archeologist.”

      He took her hand with a smile.

      “Ramin Al-Zand,” he said. “Insatiable playboy.”

      “It’s good to meet you,” Vanessa said, smiling back at him.

      He held her hand just a little too long, then they let go, both of them a little flustered. Vanessa cleared her throat.

      “So, Mr. Insatiable Playboy. Why do you date so many women?”

      “You’ve seen my uncle,” Ramin said, inclining his head in the direction the man had left. “I don’t want to end up like that, a hermit in a palace, ostracized for the good of the crown. It’s terrifying.”

      “So, you’ll take anyone?” Vanessa asked, frowning.

      “Of course not,” Ramin said, shaking his head. “That’s part of the problem. Whoever I marry has to be up to my family’s standards as well. Someone accomplished and intelligent who won’t embarrass the crown when she eventually becomes Sheikha. On top of that, I won’t be with someone who’s only interested in me for my money or my title.

      “After a handful of normal relationships that just didn’t work out, the tabloids started reporting on me as being some kind of philanderer. One of my exes gave this lurid interview, and after that, I couldn’t be seen with a woman without it becoming the talk of the town. Now, half the women who approach me are either after my money or the fifteen minutes of fame from having dated me. Any women who might be different see the same articles you did and run the other way.”

      “That sounds frustrating,” Vanessa said sympathetically. “Sometimes I feel the same way with my work. Except it’s funding or research approval instead of women, and rather than my money or title they’re either running from my research subject or my devotion to it above all else.”

      “That does sound frustrating,” Ramin chuckled. He looked up suddenly, then stood. “It’s too early for bed. Why don’t I give you a tour of the palace?”

      “That sounds great,” Vanessa agreed, standing to join him. “Lead the way.”

      She followed him out of the sitting room and through the long, marble-floored hallways.

      “I spent a great deal of time here while I was growing up,” he said as they walked. “My sisters and I ran over every inch of this place. I suppose my father brought us here to cheer my uncle up after what happened.”

      “It seems like you two are close,” Vanessa said, walking beside him.

      “In some ways, he was more a father figure to me than the Sheikh,” Ramin admitted. “My father is a great man who cares for me deeply. But he is, understandably, quite busy with matters of state. My uncle, with his wealth of free time, was far more willing to devote a bit of that time to me and my sisters when we were growing up. Where my time with my father was most often dedicated to teaching me the functions of various matters of state, it was Ansar I came to with my troubles and from whom I received the advice of which I still abide by to this day.”

      They crossed into an inner courtyard overflowing with flowers. Jasmine danced in the night breeze and hyacinth climbed trellises against the walls, which rose tower-like around them to the highest floors, leaving no square inch without greenery except that which contained the blue ink frame of the star-speckled sky.

      “I broke my wrist falling from that trellis once,” Ramin said with a chuckle. “I don’t even remember why I decided to climb it. I was almost to the third floor before it came away from the wall and I lost my grip. I’m lucky I wasn’t hurt worse, honestly.”

      “You seem like the type to get into a lot of mischief like that,” Vanessa teased.

      “I was,” Ramin confirmed, reaching up to pluck a jasmine blossom and offer it to her with a theatrical sweep of his arm. “And you? Were you a well-behaved child?”

      “Well, that depends on who you ask,” Vanessa said with a small laugh as she took the flower. “My teachers all thought I was a dream and the other children thought I was weird and dull. But my parents were quite lost for how to deal with me. My mother was a dentist and my father was an accountant. The kind of people who think mustard is spicy and were worried painting the living room walls anything but white would be ‘too avant-garde.’

      “Then there was me, barreling through their orderly world, tracking in mud from digging for fossils and scaring them when I went on adventures into the woods alone. By any measure, I was a studious if anti-social child, more inclined to spend my Friday nights in my room reading about ancient civilizations than gallivanting with boys. But they never quite understood. You know, to this day, I actually think they’re disappointed in me. I’m not sure what it was they wanted from me, but I guess traveling around the world digging up tombs wasn’t part of it.”

      “What a pity for them,” Ramin said as he took the flower she was twirling between her fingers to set it in her hair. “They missed out on something truly special.”

      Vanessa blushed, looking away, and Ramin withdrew.

      “I apologize,” he said. “I didn’t mean to flirt again.”

      “No, it’s fine,” she said quickly, embarrassed, touching the flower in her hair. “I like it.”

      “Does that mean you’ve changed your mind about me?” he asked, offering her his arm.

      “Well, I wouldn’t say that,” Vanessa said loftily, taking his arm as he led her out of the courtyard and into a moonlit corridor, its lattice walls letting in the night breeze and the glow of the stars.

      “I’ve been foolish.” He chuckled. “A brilliant woman like yourself probably has some devoted scholar back home, waiting for her.”

      “Maybe I do,” Vanessa said with a smile.

      “Well, he must not be an archeologist, or he would be here with you,” Ramin said thoughtfully. “Is he a poet? Does he write you sweet sonnets? I could write better. The moon which glows through Saturn’s jealous eye, compared to you, is a dull and borrowed shine!”

      Vanessa giggled, shaking her head.

      “While I do have a soft spot for poetry,” Vanessa admitted. “I’ve never cared for poets.”

      “Of course not,” Ramin said at once. “The man who’s stolen your heart must be one powerful enough to keep it from all your suitors. A warrior then! Show me his strength and I will show you I can best him.”

      He mimed a series of fencing moves with an accuracy that made Vanessa sure he wasn’t wrong. She laughed again.

      “No,” she told him. “I haven’t yet met a warrior who could also keep up with the conversation.”

      “So, it’s a conversationalist you love,” Ramin said with an air of understanding. “A glamorous socialite who can whisk you away to fine parties full of fascinating people. But, tell me his name and I will gather all the brightest minds and brilliant souls of Europe to your parlor with a sweep of my arm.”

      Vanessa, pink in the cheeks and still laughing at his theatrics, shook her head again.

      “No,” she said, amused. “No socialites. Too many parties are exhausting. I’d rather be studying. And no warriors or poets, either.”

      “Then who is the man who’s stolen your heart?” Ramin begged.

      “Well,” Vanessa considered. “He’s someone who matches me not just in intelligence, but in enthusiasm. He doesn’t lose interest when I ramble about the ancient world and he can answer me readily with stories of his own. He’s brave, unafraid to ride out in search of answers or adventure. But he’s responsible as well. He cares about his family. He’s considerate, thoughtful…and he has the most beautiful dark brown eyes.”

      They’d reached the end of the corridor and Ramin paused, his back against the broad, carved double doors.

      “He isn’t a prince by any chance, is he?” Ramin asked, raising an eyebrow.

      “As a matter of fact, he is,” Vanessa admitted with a coy smile.

      “Ah, then I can’t hope to compete,” Ramin said with a sigh. “Tell me his name and I’ll admit my defeat to him. He should know how close I came to stealing you away.”

      “You already know his name,” Vanessa teased.

      “It isn’t Peterson, is it?” Ramin asked with a frown, and Vanessa laughed loudly, shaking her head.

      “Well then, the only other prince I know is…” Ramin frowned dramatically, playing it up as he considered his options. Suddenly, his eyes shot wide in mock horror. “It can’t be Uncle Ansar! That scoundrel! I left him alone with you for half a moment and he’s stolen your heart! I should have known. He’s always been far too charming for his own good.”

      Vanessa was laughing too hard to answer him.

      “This blow to my honor is too much,” he said, shaking his head. “I will have to duel him to the death. I shall inform him immediately.”

      He turned as though to march away decisively and Vanessa, still giggling, reached out to stop him.

      “No, no, it isn’t him.” She laughed, holding his arm.

      “Oh, don’t worry,” Ramin assured her. “I’ll make sure to lose the duel. I would never steal your one true love so cruelly.”

      “It’s you!” Vanessa said through her laughter and put her arms around his neck to pull him down towards her. “It’s you.”
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      The kiss was at once a surprise and somehow inevitable, like she’d been waiting for it since the moment they’d met. His warm mouth moved against hers and her heart jumped in her chest, fluttering wildly as a bird in a cage with excitement.

      His arms were strong and firm as they held her close, a frame she hung on as her knees felt weak. It could have lasted seconds or centuries, the slow slide of his hand into her hair all she ever cared to feel again. The heat of his skin, the scent of him so close, left her dizzy. Gradually, they parted for breath and, realizing what they were doing, stepped away from each other.

      “It’s getting late,” Vanessa said, looking away, suddenly shy. “We should probably get some rest.”

      “Yes,” Ramin agreed, avoiding her gaze. “I’ll find someone to show us to our rooms.”

      He hurried away and she followed slowly after, leaving a gap between them, both of them a little overwhelmed by what had just happened and unsure how to treat each other now that it had happened. Vanessa’s heart and lips burned to kiss him again, but at the same time she knew it would be a mistake, and he seemed to feel the same, at least judging by the way he was avoiding even looking at her now.

      A moment later, a maid was leading them upstairs to the guest rooms.

      “Here we are,” the woman said, stopping before a pair of large doors. “The bed has been made for you and everything has been aired out.”

      She opened the doors to the finely appointed room and its singular, king-sized bed. Vanessa covered her face.

      “I believe there’s been a misunderstanding,” Ramin said to the maid with a small chuckle. “We aren’t together.”

      “Oh!” the maid blushed. “My apologies, Your Highness. I’ll have a second room prepared at once.”

      She hurried off, leaving them alone in the hallway.

      “You take this room,” Ramin said graciously. “I’ll take the next one.”

      “Are you sure?” Vanessa asked. “I don’t mind waiting.”

      “I insist,” he said, urging her towards it with a hand on her shoulder. “You had a long day. You need the rest.”

      “Thank you,” Vanessa said as she stepped towards the doors. “Really. For everything.”

      “It was my pleasure,” he replied, his touch sliding from her shoulder down to her hand. “Truly.”

      He let go reluctantly and, fighting the urge to ask him to share the room with her, Vanessa murmured goodnight and closed the doors between them.

      She sank against them then with a sigh. She really shouldn’t be letting herself get swept away by this. Even if he wasn’t a womanizer like the magazines said, he was still a prince, miles out of her league, and not what she’d come here for.

      She was here for the tomb of Amanirenas and the treasures it held. The thought, which had made her uncomfortable to begin with, now felt like a stone in her gut dragging her down. She didn’t want to do it. But the thought of the debt waiting for her when she finished her degree was terrifying. She shook it off, feeling foolish. That hardly mattered now. Ramin and Ansar’s promises to fix the situation were appreciated, but they had no chance against Peterson’s head start.

      Her bags had been brought up to the room, fetched from Professor Van Rees’s apartment that morning when Ramin had assumed they would stay there during their expedition. She changed into a nightgown and fell into the huge, comfortable bed.

      The night breeze blew, cool and jasmine scented, through the tall, open windows, the diaphanous white silk curtains catching the moonlight in pearly shadow. She turned restlessly between the Egyptian cotton sheets, thinking about Ramin and the kiss. He was making no attempt to hide the fact that he was interested in her, and she couldn’t pretend she wasn’t interested any longer. But there were just too many complications.

      Part of her knew she was just making excuses. She was good at them; she’d spent the last four years dating men she knew she wasn’t interested in so that it would be easy to let go when they decided they weren’t interested in her.

      She was afraid of what would happen if she ever let herself really fall for someone. She wasn’t sure she could handle it. She knew, with almost total certainty, that if love ever came between her and her work, she would choose her work. But she didn’t want to know what it would feel like to make that decision, so she’d avoided it as much as she could. And here it was now, sneaking up on her in the guise of a man almost too perfect to be real. It was, to be honest, terrifying.

      After an hour or more of tossing and turning, her thoughts full of the Sheikh and her own stubborn fears, she gave up on sleep and slipped out of bed, lighting a candle and taking from her bag the case containing the ancient map of Nubia. She set it up on the vanity in the corner of the room and spread her papers across the delicate surface.

      If she wasn’t going to sleep, she could at least work. She could continue her translation of the map. She’d been meaning to plot out the best possible dig sites—though that seemed a bit pointless now that Peterson was already camped out on her primary location. She doubted they’d take well to her digging twenty feet away from them.

      For an hour, she worked steadily, eyes itching with tiredness in the flickering candle light, transcribing names and comparing them to the Greek. One good thing would come of this, at least: Peterson couldn’t steal her work on the Meroitic language. That would be hers alone, and thanks to this map she was very close to a full translation. The kind she could apply to all the hundreds of un-translated Meroitic steles and engravings that had been discovered and thus far left a mystery. Like those that might be in the tomb Peterson uncovered.

      She sighed at the thought, sending one of her papers fluttering off the desk. She bent tiredly to pick it up, rubbing at her eyes. It was a listing of the locations of the Sahara’s edges by year. The sand spread a little bit more every year. Desert encroachment was a real danger to neighboring biomes, not to mention human habitations. It was also a pain in the rear for archeologists trying to guess the locations of sites in the Sahara based on landmarks long swallowed by the sand and borders that no longer existed.

      She was always forgetting to adjust her calculations…

      Vanessa stopped cold as sudden realization washed over her. When she’d translated the name on the map, she’d been so excited and moved so quickly. Had she remembered to adjust for the Sahara’s moving edges?

      She began scribbling calculations frantically, working out the difference the drift had caused. Her heart hammered as she looked down at the new location of the tomb site, more than a mile east of where she’d been looking before.

      She got to her feet, slamming her bedroom door open to run across the hall to where the maid had prepared a room for Ramin, hammering on his door.

      He opened it, shirtless and dazed, and stared at her.

      “What’s wrong?” he asked.

      “I found it!” she said, elated. “I got the calculations wrong before! I forgot to account for desert growth! Peterson is digging in the wrong place!”

      It took Ramin, half asleep, a moment to process what that meant. Then, he suddenly laughed, triumphant and delighted, and lifted her by the waist, spinning her around before he pulled her into an elated kiss.

      “We still have a chance!” he said as they broke apart. “We’ll leave tomorrow morning!”
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      At dawn the next day, after a few hours of restless, excited sleep, they had breakfast with Sheikh Ansar, who eagerly arranged a proper expedition for them. By the time the sun fully rose, they were leaving with a party of hired laborers, with sufficient supplies for a multi-day dig.

      As they neared Peterson’s dig site, Vanessa urged the party to remain quiet and go the long way around, trying to avoid notice. The longer they could search before Peterson knew they were there, the better.

      “We’ll start here,” she said as they reached the area on the map and the excavation crew began unpacking the supplies. “And grid the rest out. We want to clear each area as fast as possible, so we’ll just do a quick comb of each square—half an hour, an hour at most—before moving on.”

      “You’re not worried about missing something?” Ramin asked.

      “If we don’t find anything after we’ve checked the whole grid, we’ll go through and look again,” Vanessa said, rolling up her sleeves. “But an initial sweep will help us eliminate the most unlikely sites and narrow down our options. Let’s get to work.”

      With a smile, she grabbed a shovel and jumped in beside the laborers, laying out the plans for each area they would search before they started shifting sand. Vanessa kept her eyes peeled for any sign of a potential site somewhere under the sand. They’d know they were in the right place long before they found any structures.

      The day was long and hot. Vanessa and Ramin worked alongside the diggers, taking frequent breaks during the worst heat of the day. But even when they weren’t actively working, the possibility of finding the tomb was all either of them could talk about.

      “This is going to change everything we know about this culture,” Vanessa gushed late that afternoon as they rested on their shovels, exhausted and dirty and still practically humming with excitement. “Between the translation of the map and the wealth of artifacts in the tomb, who knows what we might learn about them and their involvement in the ancient world? Roman records are notoriously thin and generalized about the sub-Saharan region. Who knows what was really happening in this part of the world?”

      “Hopefully us, soon enough,” Ramin answered with a laugh. “What do you expect the tomb will be like? Are we going to be excavating a pyramid?”

      “Possibly!” Vanessa said with an excited grin. “Kushite pyramids were a bit different from the Egyptian variety, however. The Nubians built more than two hundred pyramids that we know of, vastly more than the Egyptians. Their pyramids tended to be smaller, with steeper walls. But there’s a possibility the tomb may be beneath a tumulus, a burial mound, with the tomb itself dug into the bedrock.”

      “Forgive me if I really hope it’s a pyramid,” Ramin said.

      “That would be rather more spectacular, wouldn’t it?” Vanessa confessed.

      They were interrupted as one of the laborers shouted for their attention. They hurried towards the man, Ramin conversing with him in Arabic as Vanessa knelt to see what had been dug up, carefully brushing the sand away.

      “Oh, it’s pottery shards!” Vanessa exclaimed.

      “Is that good?” Ramin asked, kneeling beside her to look.

      “It’s fantastic!” Vanessa said, elated. “The Kush broke pottery on graves as part of the burial ritual! And look at the quality of these pieces! This was an incredibly fine vase, probably made for the occasion.”

      “Fine enough for royalty?” Ramin asked, a smile beginning to spread across his face.

      Vanessa nodded in agreement and Ramin waved the other laborers over, telling them to concentrate on that area. They hadn’t been digging more than an hour before they discovered the first opening, shifting a stone seal away from a dark shaft.

      “Is it an entrance?” Ramin asked, peering down into the darkness.

      “No, but we’re close!” Vanessa said excitedly. “It’s probably a vent, for letting in air and light while the workers were building the tomb below. Goodness, I can’t believe the seal held so long! It looks like the sand has barely reached the tomb at all!”

      “Should we go down?” Ramin asked, ready to start climbing at once.

      “Oh, no,” Vanessa said with a small laugh. “It’s probably sealed off at the other end. It’s only a vent after all.”

      “Oh good, that will make this much easier.”

      Vanessa looked up in surprise as the familiar voice interrupted their conversation, to see a gun pointed at her face. Around her the team of diggers were backing away, hands raised, from Terrance Peterson’s line of mercenaries, their weapons raised. It was Taggert who had his gun trained on Vanessa and Ramin. Peterson himself stood behind the man, looking smug and self-satisfied. Behind him, Renée Dubois looked on, bored, while Professor Van Rees shuffled uncomfortably.

      “You,” Vanessa hissed in undisguised animosity. “Get off my dig site, you Luddite.”

      “I think you mean my dig site,” Peterson said mildly. “I’m the one with the official sanction of the university and the Sudanese government.”

      “This isn’t Sudan,” Ramin said, bristling. “This is the sovereign territory of Ksatta-Galan and I—”

      “Oh, shut up,” Peterson said, rolling his eyes. He gestured to Taggert, who struck suddenly, cracking the butt of his gun against Ramin’s head. The Sheikh slumped, dazed or unconscious, and Vanessa caught him with a yelp of fear and concern, holding him to her chest. His head was bleeding and his eyes were unfocused and unresponsive as Vanessa shouted his name.

      “I do have to thank you for finding the correct location, Miss Hawkins,” Peterson said. “We’d barely started on that other site when Taggert spotted your little expedition here trying to sneak around us. I thought it would be prudent to keep an eye on you and, wouldn’t you know it? I was right.

      “Once again, I couldn’t have done it without you, Vanessa. I’ll make sure there’s a footnote about you, or a plaque or something once they find your bodies.”

      “What?” Vanessa and Professor Van Rees said at once.

      “Peterson, you can’t just murder them!” Abraham said, horrified.

      “Of course not!” Peterson said with a snort. “I’m just going to put them in that hole and let the desert do the hard work. A couple of idiots, a student and an amateur, fooling around on a dig site, stumble into a vent hole and are tragically lost. If anything, it’ll be great for publicity.”

      “I won’t let you,” Van Rees insisted, grabbing Peterson by the arm.

      “Well, that’s a shame, professor.” Peterson sighed. “You could have been quite useful. Taggert?”

      Taggert whacked his gun over the professor’s head, and Vanessa shrieked as she saw him topple to the ground. Two more of Peterson’s goons dragged Abraham over to Vanessa’s side and, as she watched, stricken, dropped him into the vent. Vanessa watched him vanish into the darkness, as she still clung to Ramin.

      Ramin shifted, trying to gather himself, and Taggert reached down to drag him out of Vanessa’s arms, shoving his gun in her face when she tried to hold on to him. Vanessa was helpless to do anything as the goon pushed Ramin into the hole after Abraham.

      “You next, Miss Hawkins,” Peterson said lightly as Taggert dragged her to her feet and nudged her backward with the gun until her heels were against the edge of the opening. She watched sand sliding in past her heels and felt cold terror heavy as a stone in her gut. There was no way out.

      “All of you,” Taggert yelled to the laborers, his gun trained on Vanessa. “If you want to survive to work another day, you work for us now. Get back to it.”

      With that threat, the laborers scrambled to continue digging.

      “You really should have accepted my offer back at Columbia,” Peterson said, shaking his head. “You could have saved yourself a lot of trouble. Then again, I still would have needed to eliminate you before you published your work on the Meroitic language. That would have been far too damaging to my work, you know. I suppose this was inevitable, really.”

      “You’re a bigger idiot than I thought if you think anyone is going to believe you,” Vanessa said, summoning all her courage for a last spiteful moment, spitting at his feet. “You’re going to rot in prison for this.”

      “That remains to be seen,” Peterson said with a shrug. “But by that time you will most certainly be dead. Goodbye, Miss Hawkins.”

      Before Vanessa could say anything else, Taggert shoved her backward. With a shriek of terror, she fell down into the darkness of the tomb.
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      It was a long fall, but not as long as she’d feared. She landed on a slope of soft sand, rolling to a crashing stop on a bedrock stone floor. Dazed, she struggled up onto her knees and looked up just in time to see the vent seal being dragged back into place, cutting off the light. For a moment, she sat in the cold and the dark, feeling incredibly alone.

      Then, a light blossomed in the darkness beside her. She jumped, frightened, until she recognized Ramin’s face. She threw her arms around him at once, making him drop the match he was holding as he hugged her back.

      “I’m so glad you’re alive!” she sobbed.

      “Are you hurt?” he asked. “Were you injured in the fall?”

      “I’m fine!” she said at once, shaking her head as he fumbled for another match. “What about you?”

      “Well, I have a splitting headache,” he admitted with a laugh, the match illuminating the gash on his scalp and the blood drying on his face. “But I don’t think it’s serious.”

      “Where’s Abraham?” Vanessa asked, remembering he’d fallen first. “Is he all right?”

      “He’s here,” Ramin said, moving to reveal the older man, unconscious on the stone floor. “I think he hit his head coming down. He hasn’t woken up yet. I found the matches in his bag.”

      “He might have a flashlight,” Vanessa said, moving towards him. “Check again.”

      She took Abraham’s pulse and looked for signs of serious injury as Ramin dug through the bag. There was a nasty bump on his head, but he wasn’t bleeding there. But his skin was cold and clammy, as though he were in shock.

      “I think he’s just passed out, but it might be a concussion—no idea how long he’ll be knocked out,” she told Ramin anxiously. “We need to get him to a doctor, soon.”

      “Easier said than done,” Ramin replied with a frown, pulling out a mechanically powered lantern. Vanessa took it, unfolding the crank and giving it a few rapid turns until it began to glow, the bright white light washing over the cold stone.

      The room was larger than Vanessa had expected, with high walls narrowing up to the vent. There were the marks of what had once been doorways on each of the four walls which had been bricked up, presumably when the tomb was finished. One had collapsed and darkness yawned beyond it.

      “Where are we?” Ramin asked, wide eyed. “This isn’t a vent. It’s too large.”

      “It’s some kind of atrium,” Vanessa replied. “It may be that there were multiple tombs here, and at some point during the construction they were all connected in this room. That, or it’s a labyrinth.”

      “A labyrinth?” Ramin looked worried.

      “You know how in movies the adventurers are always stumbling into booby traps in old temples?” Vanessa asked. “Which is ridiculous, because temples were public gathering places that dozens, if not hundreds, of people would be in and out of every day?”

      “Yes?” Ramin’s expression of worry deepened.

      “Well, while no-one put those kinds of traps in temples,” she explained. “They definitely put them in tombs. Grave robbing was a serious concern.”

      “So, we’ve just been dropped into a maze full of deadly traps?” Ramin asked.

      “Possibly,” Vanessa said, and the lantern slowly dimmed back to darkness.

      “There are some supplies in the professor’s bag,” Ramin said as Vanessa cranked the lantern back up. “If we stay here, we may survive long enough to be rescued.”

      “The professor won’t last that long if he’s concussed,” Vanessa said, setting the lantern aside in order to slide her bag under the old man’s head. “He might suffer brain damage if he doesn’t wake up soon. He’ll live to the morning if we’re lucky, but it will be days before anyone comes looking for us here. We have to get out of here and find help.”

      “Do you think there’s a way out?” Ramin asked, looking around.

      “I think our only other option is to sit here and wait to die,” Vanessa pointed out. “I’d rather take my chances with the labyrinth than starving slowly.”

      “Fair enough,” Ramin said, climbing to his feet. “What about the professor?”

      Vanessa looked down at the man with a frown.

      “I don’t know,” she said. “I don’t think there’s really anything we can do for him. But we can’t just leave him alone…”

      They sat for a while in silence. The already chilly tomb grew colder as the sun set in the desert above them. The professor’s breath made white clouds above his lips, reassuring Vanessa that he was, for the moment at least, still alive.

      She kept the lantern cranked whenever it began to dim and Ramin sorted through their supplies, spreading them out on the cold stone around him. They had three flasks, none of them completely full, and a few granola bars, a box of matches, the lantern, and a few excavation tools.

      Vanessa and Ramin both had their phones, but neither would get any signal this far out in the desert. They’d tried to determine if they had a way to build some kind of sled for Abraham, but Vanessa wasn’t certain they should move him, even if they could.

      It had been perhaps an hour since they’d fallen when Professor Van Rees opened his eyes. He made a confused sound, catching Vanessa’s attention, then tried to sit up, groaning in pain and lying back down as Vanessa hurried to his side and urged him to rest.

      “Where are we?” he mumbled, confused.

      “Inside the tomb,” Vanessa explained. “I think. I believe we may have fallen into one of the antechambers.”

      “Then it’s really here?” Abraham asked, awed. “We’re inside it?”

      “Yes,” Vanessa said, sniffling as she held his hand. “The tomb of Amanirenas. We found it. We would have found it during that last expedition if not for the storm. We were so close all along!”

      “I knew it.” Abraham sighed, leaning back with a tired exhale. “I knew it was here. I’m so sorry, Vanessa. I never meant for this to happen. After so many years, I just wanted to see it, just once. I didn’t care how. I shouldn’t have let Peterson use me. And I should never have allowed him to take advantage of you.”

      “Dang right you shouldn’t have,” Vanessa said through her tears. “How could you have been so stupid? If you’d just stayed with me, we would have found it together.”

      “You still can,” Abraham said, taking her hand and squeezing it weakly. “I don’t need you to forgive me. But you must get out of this place alive for me. You must find Amanirenas. That’s all that matters now.”

      “I can’t leave you here,” Vanessa said, shaking her head so hard her tears fell on him. “You’re hurt.”

      “Don’t be foolish, girl,” Abraham said, voice rough with pain and exhaustion. “You can’t do anything for me here. Find a way out of here and you can sit by my hospital bed all you like. But until then, you can’t give up.”

      He patted her hand reassuringly and Vanessa sobbed.

      “I love you, old man,” Vanessa said, scrubbing at her eyes.

      “I love you too, girl.” Abraham sighed. “Now, get out of here. I’m not ready to die just yet.”

      Vanessa nodded and stumbled to her feet. Ramin took her by the shoulders, pulling her into a comforting hug.

      “Should we leave him the lantern?” she asked Ramin, hiccuping.

      “Why bother?” Abraham answered from the floor. “I don’t mind the dark. And you’ll need it more than me.”

      “Thank you, professor,” Ramin said, bowing his head. “I promise we will bring back help for you.”

      “Never mind that,” Abraham said dismissively. “Promise me you’ll look after her.”

      “I swear it,” Ramin said, holding Vanessa closer. “I’ll protect her with my life.”

      Abraham didn’t answer, only nodded before closing his eyes again.

      Ramin took a deep breath of the stale air and Vanessa held up the lantern, looking at the bricked-up doorways around them.

      “I suppose we should start there,” Ramin said, gesturing towards the collapsed, open door.

      “Wait,” Vanessa said. “Give me a match.”

      Ramin obeyed and as the lantern faded to darkness again Vanessa lit the match, watching it carefully as they stood in the center of the empty atrium. The flame stood straight up and Vanessa turned slowly, letting the flame face each doorway, until, at one of the sealed doors, the one across from the collapsed way, it flickered suddenly, the smoke vanishing between a gap in the stones.

      “There!” she said. “That’s the way out. There’s an air current coming from behind this door.”

      “Well, then I suppose it’s a good thing the professor had this in his supplies,” Ramin said, hefting a mallet for driving in tent spikes.

      Vanessa stepped back as the Sheikh began hammering at the stones. The mallet wasn’t made for this kind of work, but the stones were old and loose already. Soon, they were collapsing back into the tunnel behind the doorway. With a last remorseful glance back at Professor Van Rees, Vanessa held up the lantern and followed Ramin into the labyrinth.

      “So, exactly what kind of traps can we expect in this kind of tomb?” Ramin asked. “Do you know at all?”

      “Well, it’s hard to say,” Vanessa admitted, keeping a hand on the wall as they walked cautiously, single file, down the narrow corridor. “There have been some very creative traps employed to deter grave robbers over the years. Concealed pits are probably the most common. Mazes like this one aren’t unusual either, full of secret doors and false rooms. And then there are the more unusual things like—”

      Ramin threw out an arm to stop her suddenly, throwing them both back and onto the floor as a barrage of metal bolts fired across the narrow corridor, nearly killing them both. As soon as the firing stopped, Vanessa scrambled to her feet, hurrying to the hole the bolts had come from, peering into it curiously.

      “I can’t believe it!” she said excitedly as Ramin was still getting to his feet. “I’ve heard about these in Chinese tombs, but I never thought I’d see one this far west! I suppose I should have known. Kush wasn’t called the Kingdom of the Bow for nothing.”

      She pulled a penknife from her bag, wedging it under a brick to loosen it, finally sliding it out to reveal the ancient crossbow behind it.

      “Automatic crossbows!” Vanessa exclaimed, delighted. “The same traps guard the tomb of Emperor Qin Shi Huang!”

      “Of the Terracotta Army?” Ramin asked, impressed. “What in the world are they doing here?”

      “This could be evidence of trade between ancient China and the ancient Near East!” Vanessa squealed. “It’s a wonder they’re still working! This is amazing!”

      “What’s amazing is that they didn’t kill us,” Ramin pointed out.

      “They shouldn’t be too hard to avoid,” Vanessa assured him, still examining the crossbow in open wonder. “You can see the holes in the wall they fire through. And it’s not as though they can reload themselves. We can throw something ahead of us to activate the pressure plate and then proceed without danger.”

      “You make it sound so simple,” Ramin said with a frown.

      “Most of these things are, if you know the trick to them,” Vanessa said casually, heading down the hall again. “Like the labyrinth. You keep a hand on the left wall and look out for secret doors and eventually you can’t not find your way out. It’s easy really—”

      She was still mid-sentence as the floor collapsed beneath her, opening up into a yawning chasm above a pit of spikes. Ramin caught her, dragging her back to safety, and she stared down at what had nearly been her death with wide eyes.

      “Perhaps we shouldn’t treat this place too lightly,” Ramin pointed out. Vanessa nodded in agreement.

      They proceeded cautiously, keeping to the left wall and watching always for traps. They encountered a few more pits and crossbow traps, but the worst difficulty so far seemed to be the maze itself, which seemed to go on forever.

      “It must be one of the biggest labyrinths ever constructed,” Vanessa said as they trudged on. “It’ll be an incredible discovery if we can get out of it alive.”

      “You told me that most of the Kush pyramids you’ve seen were comparatively rather small,” Ramin said. “Just the chapel and a few antechambers, even for royalty. Why is this one so enormous and well-guarded?”

      “That’s a good question,” Vanessa said, unable to help a smile. “And one I really hope we get to answer.”

      She stopped short suddenly, and Ramin nearly ran into her.

      “What is it?” he asked.

      “I felt a breeze,” Vanessa replied, dropping to the floor. “At my ankles.” She held the lantern against the base of the wall, squinting at the shadows, and laughed. “It’s a secret door! We must be almost out. Help me try to slide it.”

      Ramin threw his shoulder against the door behind hers and pushed. The section of wall slowly slid inwards on a polished interior floor, and Vanessa’s eyes widened as she took in the room beyond it. The walls were painted and the floors were crowded with riches around the base of an elaborate sarcophagus.

      “Oh my goodness,” she breathed.

      Ramin started to step forward and Vanessa saw the wind current of his step stir what she at first thought was dust, until she recognized its black color and slight shimmer. She dragged him back, putting her shirt over her face.

      “Don’t breathe in!” she warned him. “It’s hematite dust!”

      “Dust?” Ramin asked, confused, even as he tore a sleeve off of his shirt to tie around his face, giving her the other sleeve to do the same.

      “The Egyptians used it to guard tombs,” Vanessa explained as she tied the scrap of fabric in place. “It’s like powdered glass. Breathe in too much, and it will slice your lungs to ribbons.”

      “Good spot,” Ramin said, swallowing a nervous lump in his throat. “Will covering our faces be enough?”

      “As long as we don’t linger,” Vanessa affirmed, stepping past him into the tomb.

      “Is this Amanirenas?” Ramin asked, following her cautiously. “It can’t be, can it? The symbolism is wrong.”

      “Exactly,” Vanessa agreed. “It’s impressive—probably a prince. But none of the figures on the walls are depicted as active rulers.”

      She gestured to the intricate murals, squinting at the Meroitic hieroglyphs curiously.

      “I wish I could stay here longer and decipher these,” Vanessa mourned.

      “I do too, but getting out of here is more important,” Ramin said, moving past her to the bricked-up door opposite the sarcophagus. He took the mallet to it, slowly breaking it down enough for the two of them to hurry through into the next chamber, relieved to find it not covered in the deadly dust.

      “I wonder who that is,” Vanessa remarked, looking back towards the room they’d left. “I don’t know of any Meroitic princes that match the age and time period in the murals.”

      “I think you’re about to find out we didn’t know most of the Meroitic royalty,” Ramin said, and Vanessa turned to follow his gaze. On the other side of the small antechamber was an open doorway into another wide hall, which was lined on either side with open doorways, and through each one was another sealed tomb.

      “Goodness,” Vanessa said, lightheaded. “There’s so many!”

      They walked together down the broad, ornate corridor, Vanessa helplessly counting tombs, until they reached ramps that led them up to a second layer, full of yet more tombs.

      “This is a royal graveyard,” Vanessa said, her voice high and weak with awe. “Going back for generations! Years and years of Meroitic history we never knew about! It’s bigger than Jebel Barkal! Goodness, it might rival the Valley of the Kings! This is going to change history!”

      She swooned against Ramin’s side and he held her up, laughing, his eyes wide and dazzled at what he was seeing.

      “We have to make it out now,” he said, grinning. “There’s no way we can let Peterson get credit for this!”

      The broad corridor eventually sloped back down to the lower level, but in the center it turned towards a wide doorway, also sealed with stone. It looked as though it had been blocked off long before any of the others.

      Across from it, the corridor sloped up again and Vanessa could feel a breeze coming from that direction. That was, undoubtedly, the way out.

      “Shall I?” Ramin asked, standing in front of the ancient sealed tomb with his mallet raised.

      “We shouldn’t,” Vanessa said, biting her lip. “It’s bad practice.”

      “We might still die down here,” Ramin countered. “Do you want to risk never seeing it?”

      Vanessa frowned, then nodded decisively.

      “Do it.”
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      The bricks were old, but much more sturdily set than the others. It took a while, and help from Vanessa, before they broke through. Air rushed into the hole, whipping Vanessa’s hair against her cheeks. Her heart pounded with excitement, predicament forgotten as Ramin widened the hole enough for them to step through, tying on their makeshift masks again in case of hematite dust.

      Inside, the room was massive. A team of clay horses flanked the doors, painted with gold and encrusted with gems. One had collapsed over time, enough to make it apparent that the clay had been sculpted around mummified horses, presumably sacrificed for the inhabitant of the tomb.

      Beyond the horses, chests and fine vases overflowed with wealth. Gold and jewels glittered in the light of the lantern. The walls were alive with finely made murals and engraved hieroglyphs depicting the life and exploits of a great ruler dressed in golden wings, leading armies into battle.

      In the center of the room was a massive gilded bed made of a single, unimaginably large piece of wood, upon which sat two of the most elaborate and beautiful sarcophagi Vanessa had ever seen. She stumbled towards them, shaken and awed, until she could stand beside them.

      She nearly tripped over the row of statues lined up around the end of the bed, which she realized belatedly were heads. Heads from the statues of Roman emperor Augustus, famously beheaded and stolen during the Kushite war.

      Vanessa leaned over the sarcophagus on the left as Ramin moved around to look at the one on the right. Vanessa stared into its carved death mask in trembling awe. She immediately recognized the beautiful dark face, one-eyed, with a woman’s smile, cold and victorious, clutching weapons against her dress like golden wings.

      “It’s her,” Vanessa said breathlessly. “It’s really her. Amanirenas.”

      She realized she was crying and hurried to dry her tears, afraid to damage anything in the room.

      “Look here,” Ramin said, directing Vanessa to the large engraving above the bed.

      “It’s a memorial stele,” Vanessa said, sniffing. “It says—and this is a very rough translation, so forgive me: ‘He goes ahead to prepare the renewal and protection of the soul. She follows after, leading the host of all who stood against her into the afterlife. The world that trembled before her steps weeps at her absence. The grand patron praises the Qore and Kandake. Aman opens the shining translucent spirit for rebirth. There will be eternal honor indeed for the Kandake.’

      “Below that, the author changes—you can tell by the mark here. That hieroglyph is only used by royalty.”

      Vanessa swallowed in sudden amazement.

      “This is, these are her words,” she stuttered. “This is her writing. I mean, she probably didn’t engrave it herself, but you know what I mean.”

      “What does it say?” Ramin asked, clearly enthralled.

      “‘Here is Teriteqas,’” Vanessa read. “‘Qore of Meroe and all of Nubia, husband of Kandake Amanirenas, who lies beside him. I have taken endless victories in his name and in the name of our son, Akinidad. But none could satisfy as well as his company. The wealth that I won from our enemies, the peace I have brought to our people, I bring all to him in the afterlife, where he may do with it as he likes. For love beyond life, for love that could conquer armies, for love and nothing more. I will be at his side again in the place eternal.’”

      Vanessa was crying again, and suddenly she began to laugh, hysterical through her sobs. Ramin hurried around the sarcophagi to hold her.

      “What’s wrong?” he asked. “Are you all right?”

      “I am,” she sobbed. “It’s just—God, you’re going to hate me for this. It’s just that, I can’t take anything now!”

      “What?” Ramin asked, moving away from her a little.

      “I know, I know, I’m terrible,” Vanessa admitted, rubbing at her face. “I’m just as bad as Peterson. I planned to steal something from the tomb from the beginning. Just something small. Enough to pay off my debts from school, that’s all. I’ve been feeling awful about it from the beginning. It’s half the reason I pushed you away so hard. There’s no way I can do it now, knowing she dedicated all of this to him.”

      Ramin sighed, then pulled her close again. They walked out of the tomb and sat down in the hall where they would have less fear of the hematite dust.

      Vanessa leaned against Ramin as she let all she was feeling at the moment overwhelm her.

      “Do you hate me?” she asked when she could speak again.

      “Of course not,” he answered at once, kissing her hand. “It was stupid. But I understand why you wanted to do it. And why you couldn’t go through with it. I’d like to believe that, even without the engraving, you would not have been able to go through with it.”

      “I really hope you’re right,” Vanessa said with a small laugh. “I’m not sure I know myself well enough to say, anymore.”

      “I know who you are,” Ramin said kindly. “You’re my idiot archeologist, remember?”

      Vanessa giggled tiredly.

      “And you’re my insatiable playboy,” she agreed.

      He bent to kiss her, then, and even though she was dusty and sweaty and aching from all they’d been through, she felt a rush of excitement run through her, only matched by the moment she’d stepped into Amanirenas’s tomb.

      “If we live through this,” she said as they parted, breathless. “This is going to be the best day of my life. Even if we don’t, it’s still pretty high up there!”

      “Dying does kind of lose some ‘best day ever’ points,” Ramin said with a chuckle. He looked into her eyes, his expression soft with affection. “I’ve spent so long searching for anyone who would stay with me, just terrified of ending up old and alone in an empty palace. I’d almost forgotten what it felt like to be falling in love with someone.”

      Vanessa flushed pink, looking away, but he caught her chin and tipped her face up to look at him again.

      “Vanessa. You are, without a doubt, one of the most incredible people I’ve ever met,” he said. “You’re brilliant, endlessly curious, genuinely excited about life and everything you do. I want to find that kind of joy in life. I want to be like you. I want to be with you.”

      “You could do so much better,” Vanessa said with a nervous laugh. “Honestly, I’m boring. Everyone says so. You and Professor Van Rees are the only ones who’ve ever listened to my stories without dozing off or trying to change the subject. You’re so intelligent, and considerate, and wonderful, and you deserve more.”

      “You should value yourself more highly,” Ramin said earnestly. “Because in my opinion, you are worth more than a dozen princesses.”

      Vanessa hid her face, flustered.

      “We should focus on getting out,” she said, changing the subject.

      “Yes,” Ramin agreed. “We’re going to get out. And when we do, after all this is done, you’re going to let me take you out to dinner.”

      “Let’s just get out of here first,” Vanessa said, laughing, halfway between delight and embarrassment.

      They got to their feet and headed for the part of the corridor that sloped upwards. They passed through a series of dark chambers, into a final large room. Vanessa stepped on something that crunched and moved back quickly, shining the lamp down on the floor.

      “Pottery,” Ramin said, examining a piece of broken ceramic.

      “This must have been the chapel,” Vanessa commented, looking at the engraved walls. “Where they held the burial ceremony before sealing the tomb.”

      “So, this part of the graveyard was actively used,” Ramin gathered. “Which means it should still be open somewhere, right?”

      “Probably!” Vanessa agreed, grinning. “And no traps.”

      “Always a plus.”

      They made their way through the chapel, stepping carefully to avoid the shattered pottery pieces, remnants of innumerable funerary rituals. Above them, the ceiling sloped up steeply to the point of a narrow pyramid, buried somewhere below the Saharan sands, its walls thickly inscribed with the stories and rituals of an ancient people nearly lost to time.

      At the far end of the room, they found a doorway flooded with sand, beneath which they could see the ground sloping up.

      “This must be the main entrance,” Vanessa observed.

      “It looks like we’re going to have to do some digging,” Ramin said, frowning.

      “Maybe,” Vanessa agreed, stepping back and raising her lamp to look up at the ceiling. “We’d have to do a lot less if we could get up there.”

      “There’s fresh air coming from somewhere,” Ramin said thoughtfully, looking up with her. “Do you think one of the vents up there is still open?”

      “I think it’s a better chance for us than trying to crawl through a mile of sand,” she replied. “The whole pyramid is submerged. The only question is, how do we get up there?”

      Ramin squinted around them for something to use, tugging on Vanessa’s arm when the lamplight illuminated something in the corner. Vanessa directed the light towards the alcove and Ramin went to investigate.

      “You’re not going to believe this,” he said with a laugh as he stepped out of the way to show her an ancient, weathered wooden ladder. “It must have been for cleaning inside the chapel.”

      “Or maybe for working on the murals,” Vanessa agreed. “But it’s more than a thousand years old. There’s no way it’s safe.”

      “It’s worth a try,” Ramin said with a shrug. “Besides, it’s anchored to the wall pretty well. The wood feels petrified.”

      “I’m less worried about the wood than the rope,” Vanessa said, frowning at the frayed and ancient knots.

      “I’m going to try it,” Ramin said. “Stay here.”

      Vanessa watched, concerned, as the Sheikh began climbing, surprised when the first few rungs of the ladder held his weight. He was a few feet up before a step snapped, nearly pitching him back down to the stone floor. He caught himself, hanging for a moment as he recovered.

      “Be careful!” Vanessa shouted below him, her heart in her throat at the thought of him falling.

      “I’m all right!” he promised. “I’m gonna keep going.”

      “You should just come down,” Vanessa yelled up at him. “We can find another way up that’s a little less suicidal.”

      “This is working,” Ramin reassured her. “Just hang on a little longer.”

      He climbed on, beyond the range of Vanessa’s lamp. Vanessa’s heart squeezed in an anxious fist as she listened for any sign that he was about to fall. There was a sudden snapping noise above her and she shrieked, heart in her throat.

      “Ramin?” she shouted, terrified.

      “I’m all right!” he called back down. “Another rung snapped, but it’s fine! There’s scaffolding up here. They must have still been working on the murals. I’m standing on it. It’s safe. You can climb up.”

      Vanessa was highly doubtful that any of this was safe, but she started climbing anyway, lamp tied to her hip, carefully testing every rung before she put her weight on it. She nearly had a heart attack when one split under her hand.

      “You’re doing fine,” Ramin called down to her. “Just keep going! You’re almost there!”

      After what seemed like an eternity, Ramin reached down and caught her arm, pulling her up onto the scaffolding platform. The whole structure shifted and groaned with every movement.

      “We shouldn’t linger here,” Vanessa said anxiously. “Every time we move we’re weakening the ancient ropes and support more. It’s not going to hold for long.”

      “Can you see the open vent?” Ramin asked, squinting upward. “What about that match trick?”

      “I’d need a much bigger fire,” Vanessa said, shaking her head. “And there isn’t anything to burn around here except—”

      They shared a look that plainly showed they were both having the same ridiculous idea.

      The scaffolding came down easily, nearly landing on Vanessa. They chose the piece they destroyed carefully, wanting to avoid weakening the rest of the structure and also anything that they might need to climb up to the vent. They took out the ladder as well, Ramin using a rope from his bag to haul up the main platform, hanging the rest over the end for them to climb up and down. They tossed their firewood on a pile in the center of the grave chapel as far away from anything valuable as Vanessa could manage.

      “Move that pottery out of the way as carefully as you can,” Vanessa instructed, fretting. “Oh, the smoke is going to ruin any murals or engravings near the peak. Not to mention how it’s going to dry things out. This is the worst thing I’ve ever done as an archeologist; I want you to know that.”

      “I know how you feel,” Ramin said, carefully relocating pottery shards. “But I think our survival is a little more critical at the moment.”

      “Speaking of which,” Vanessa said as she arranged the bonfire. “We’re going to need to move quickly once this is lit. Whatever gap is letting in the fresh air isn’t going to let the smoke out fast enough. We’ll smother in here if we take too long.”

      “Well, that’s worrying,” Ramin said with a frown. “What if we can’t get through the vent?”

      “Do you have any other ideas?” Vanessa asked.

      He didn’t, and together they constructed the bonfire. Vanessa, holding her breath, put a match to it.

      The dry, ancient wood went up fast, the blazing light illuminating the interior of the chapel completely for the first time. Vanessa was briefly distracted by the beautiful murals, the statues and carvings which illuminated the walls.

      What incredible histories and mythologies these walls would tell when she could have a proper look at them. But the smoke was rising and Vanessa quickly focused on it again, watching with a laugh of relief as it was pulled towards a corner and vanished out of a thin crack. The fire was growing and the smoke was building up. They had no time to waste.

      “There!” Vanessa pointed out to Ramin. “Let’s go!”

      They climbed the rope back up to the scaffolding and hurried across it, feeling it shake and slump with every hurried step. Ramin climbed first onto a higher platform and reached back to pull Vanessa up, catching her hand just a second before the scaffold below her collapsed beneath her feet. She shouted in wordless fear, dangling in the air, as Ramin struggled to drag her up onto his platform, which was already weakening.

      The closer they got to the peak of the pyramid, the denser the smoke became. Soon they were coughing, covering their faces with the rags they’d used against the hematite dust to try to buy themselves a little more time. Vanessa’s eyes streamed, and it became difficult to see. She focused on the vent above them, not wanting to lose it in the thickening haze.

      “We’re almost there,” Ramin yelled back at her, climbing onto the next platform. “It’s right above me!”

      Before Vanessa could answer, the platform shook beneath her and began to collapse. Ramin turned back to reach for her, but she was already scrambling away from the collapsing edge. She pressed herself to the pyramid wall as the scaffold crumbled, leaving a thin ledge on which she perched, shaking.

      “Hold still!” Ramin called to her. “I’m coming back for you!”

      “Keep going!” Vanessa shouted, waving him off. “You’ve got to open the vent!”

      “I’m not leaving you behind!” Ramin cried.

      “If you don’t get that vent open, we’re going to suffocate!” Vanessa insisted, then flattened herself against the wall again as the remaining scaffolding shuddered. “Get it open, then come back for me!”

      Ramin’s jaw tensed in distress, but there was no way he could get to her without killing them both. Reluctantly, he turned back to the vent above him. He pushed at it with his hands, coughing through the smoke as he tried to shove it open. It didn’t budge and, frustrated, he pulled out the mallet, swinging it up at the vent seal. The awkward angle sapped much of his force. The stone didn’t move. He kept trying, pushing with his hands, his shoulders, striking with the mallet in desperation.

      Below, Vanessa sat on her thin ledge, looking down at the growing fire below, which was spreading to the fallen pieces of scaffolding. She felt the heat rolling off of it, sweat beading on her skin and her heart thundering in her ears. It was getting hard to focus, her head swimming, and she knew it was because of the lack of air amid all the smoke. They wouldn’t last much longer. If Ramin couldn’t open the seal, they were going to die.

      Ramin swung desperately at the stone one last time, then stumbled and fell to one knee. He looked back at Vanessa, his eyes full of fear and guilt.

      Vanessa looked back at him, wishing she could change things, fix this somehow. Or at least tell him she didn’t blame him.

      Suddenly, the stone above Ramin shifted. He looked up in shock as a crowbar worked its way under the ancient stone seal and lifted it away. Fresh air rushed into the tomb as smoke billowed out, feeding the fire below which roared to renewed life. Vanessa clung to the wall and held her breath as boiling heat rushed past her while the fire flared. It was climbing all the more voraciously now, and soon it would reach her ledge.

      But the vent was open. A second later, an arm was reaching down to pull Ramin out. He looked back at Vanessa, pulling down the scarf over his face.

      “I’m coming back for you!” he shouted and took the arm, letting it pull him up out of the burning tomb and into the sand.
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      Ramin knelt there coughing for a moment, gasping for clean air after all the smoke, then looked up at his savior, only to see a crowbar being swung down at his head.

      He rolled out of the way with a shout, springing to his feet, mallet in hand.

      Taggert stood in front of him, his blond hair a mess of blood and dirt. His lips glittered with hematite dust and a crossbow bolt still stuck out from his shoulder.

      “What happened?” Ramin asked, wide-eyed.

      “You did!” Taggert snarled. “You had us dig right into that death trap! Half of my men were shot full of dang arrows the second we cracked open the entrance. When I saw the smoke, I thought it was one of my men signaling me. I’m almost happier it’s you. Now I get to kill you myself!”

      Vanessa, trapped in the tomb below, could hear none of this. Her attention was focused on the fire that climbed ever higher towards her, the platform she clung to growing weaker, sagging further, threatening to drop her into the inferno below. She couldn’t stay here. It was going to give out any second.

      She scanned the remaining scaffolding for any piece that might hold her weight, spotting the nearest one too far away to reach. She’d have to jump for it. Her heart raced, reminding her how many ways this could go wrong. She could miss the jump and fall. The next platform could collapse as soon as she landed on it. The platform she was on could give out when she jumped. And she was dizzy and getting weaker every minute from smoke inhalation. If she was going to move, she needed to do it now.

      Gathering her courage and stepping back as far as she could on the narrow ledge, Vanessa ran towards the solid platform. She felt the ledge shaking under her steps, beginning to fall. She leaped a second before it crumbled, throwing herself forward over the flames. She hit the second platform at chest height, knocking the wind out of herself and almost falling before her fingers caught on the wooden planks.

      She dragged herself up, shaking and afraid, and lay on the platform, wheezing in smoke and knowing she’d bought herself only a few more minutes. If Ramin didn’t return for her soon, it would be too late.

      Above, Ramin dodged another swing from Taggert’s crowbar and lunged aside, aiming a blow at the other man which missed, throwing him off balance. Taggert was a large man and a practiced brawler, fueled by rage and revenge. But Ramin was leaner, faster, and well trained in using speed to his advantage. He knew if he could get past Taggert’s guard, he could win. But he knew he didn’t have time to wait for Taggert to wear out.

      Vanessa was in danger just a few feet below him. It was time to fight dirty.

      He ducked under Taggert’s next strike, feeling the rush as the crowbar swung an inch away from him, and slapped the crossbow bolt sticking out from Taggert’s shoulder. The man roared with pain and stumbled sideways. Ramin moved counter to him, slamming the mallet into the arm holding the crowbar. Taggert dropped it in surprise and turned into the next blow, which Ramin aimed directly at his head. Taggert toppled to the sand, hopefully unconscious, and Ramin rushed back to the vent, kneeling beside it. Sand showered down into the hall as he searched for Vanessa, seeing the collapsed platform where she’d been trapped.

      “Vanessa!” he shouted, fear in his voice.

      “Here!” Vanessa called back from her new position. “What’s going on?”

      “I’m coming! Hang on!” he called back.

      Vanessa’s eyes widened as she saw something rising behind Ramin’s back.

      “Look out!” she shouted.

      Ramin turned just as Taggert, bloody, dazed and enraged, threw himself at the Sheikh. Ramin caught him, holding the other man’s hands away from his throat, and they struggled in the sand, wrestling for control. Vanessa could just see them, grappling beside the vent. She stood, helpless and terrified, wanting to fight but trapped, only able to watch.

      Then, Ramin dug his heels into Taggert’s gut and shoved, flipping the larger man over his head and directly into the open vent.

      Taggert yelled in fear as he fell, scrambling for a handhold in the sand around the vent’s edge. Ramin rolled over, grabbing the man’s arm. But he grabbed the left, where the crossbow bolt was still sticking out from Taggert’s shoulder. Taggert shouted in pain and let go. And just like that, he was gone. Vanessa watched in horror as he plummeted past her and vanished, screaming, into the flames. There was nothing to be done to save him.

      She looked away, afraid and in shock, until Ramin called her name. He was standing on the platform beneath the vent, a rope from Taggert’s supplies secured to the heavy stone seal. He threw the other end to her and she tied it around herself. He hauled her up while the flames consumed the scaffolding below them, and together they climbed out into the safety of the desert sun, battered but alive.

      Exhausted, injured, and weak, they rested. Vanessa dragged the seal back over the vent and covered the cracks in the stone with sand, hoping to smother the fire within. When the smoke and heat had begun to subside, they started to move again.

      They’d been lost in the tomb all night. The sun was rising, the air cool. They stumbled back to the dig site, nearly half a mile of desert away. The men they’d hired to dig were still there, gathered in concerned discussion with one another. When they saw Ramin and Vanessa stumble over the hill, they rushed to the couple’s aid, bringing them water and insisting they rest.

      “We can’t,” Ramin explained. “Professor Van Rees is still down there. He needs help.”

      “We already found him,” one of the laborers explained, and Vanessa’s shoulders sagged with relief. “We saw Peterson and his men run into the maze. The big blond one went over the hill looking for the smoke signal you made. We were alone, so we went to the hole to rescue you. You were gone, but we got the old man out and I sent two of my best with him in one of the jeeps to find help.”

      “Oh, thank goodness,” Vanessa sobbed, and Ramin put his arms around her as she gathered herself.

      “Is there a jeep left?” the Sheikh asked. “We should all head back. We need to get medical help, and a professional search party to find Peterson. Not to mention telling everyone about the tomb. It’s so much bigger than we thought.”

      Vanessa raised her head as she heard a familiar sound in the distance.

      “I don’t think we’ll be needing a jeep,” she said, and pointed at the helicopters coming over the horizon towards them.
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      The nearest source of help, it turned out, had been Sheikh Ansar’s palace. Professor Van Rees had told the Sheikh everything and he’d sent out a rescue party at once. Ramin and Vanessa were airlifted to the hospital where the professor’s injuries were already being treated.

      “I can’t wait to get back down there, honestly,” Vanessa said as they lay in hospital beds near one another, both being treated for smoke inhalation and Ramin on concussion watch. “I hope the fire didn’t damage too much. I hate to think how much information we might have lost from the burial chapel.”

      “Honestly, I feel the same,” Ramin said, smiling as he thought about the tomb. “All those sealed chambers—who knows what’s in them?”

      “Really, I would think after an experience like that you would never want to set foot on a dig site again!”

      They looked up as Sheikh Ansar entered the hospital room. Ramin smiled brightly at the sight of his uncle.

      “Don’t be ridiculous.” Ramin laughed, interrupting himself with a hacking cough. “I’m better than ever!”

      “Save it for your father.” Ansar chuckled. “He and your mother and sisters are on their way here, now.”

      Ramin groaned, and Vanessa laughed.

      “I haven’t even told my parents I left the country,” she admitted with a wince. “They’re going to get a shock…”

      “Oh, did you see to the crew?” Ramin asked Ansar. “They saved our lives, not to mention the professor.”

      “They have been quite heavily rewarded,” Ansar assured him. “None of them will ever have to work again if they don’t care to.”

      “I’d like to thank them personally when we get out of here,” Vanessa said. “I owe them more than I can say.”

      “Any news about Peterson?” Ramin asked. “Have they found him yet?”

      “Not yet,” Ansar admitted. “The maze is making things difficult. It’s enormous. They think it may stretch for miles under the sand. If so, it will be the largest labyrinth ever built. A wonder of the ancient world. And the newspapers are already reporting you two as having discovered it. They interviewed Professor Van Rees earlier tonight. He gave you sole credit for the discovery, Miss Hawkins, and made the significance of Amanirenas’s tomb clear. Peterson would have to emerge from the maze riding Noah’s ark to change things now.”

      Vanessa fell back into her pillows, glowing with happiness. She’d found Amanirenas. That was enough. But the rest was certainly icing on the cake.

      “I think there will be a lot of job offers waiting for you when you go back to America,” Ansar said with a fond chuckle.

      “She has one more obligation before she goes back,” Ramin said, reaching out to her across the space between their beds. Vanessa took his hand with a smile. “She’s promised to go to dinner with me.”

      “Oh, the reporters are going to love that,” Ansar snorted. “They’re clamoring for a chance to speak to you both. Not just the Ksatta-Galan news either. The size of the tomb, not to mention the drama of the crown prince’s daring escape, has made this international news.”

      Vanessa grimaced.

      “Oh, well,” she said. “I suppose more exposure for Amanirenas is a good thing?”

      “Tell me if you still believe that in a week,” Ansar replied, standing and putting on his hat. “Speaking of, I had better get back out there. I’m doing my best to hold them off. I just wanted to let you know that your family is on the way.”

      “Thank you, Uncle,” Ramin said fondly. “I owe you more than I can say.”

      “We’re family,” Ansar replied lightly, heading for the door. “It’s my responsibility to take care of you.”

      He paused suddenly in the doorway, looking back at them.

      “That reminds me,” he said. “If you intend to continue running around, endangering your life, you had best see to your own family responsibility. Providing an heir, that is?”

      He glanced at Vanessa meaningfully and raised an eyebrow. Vanessa went bright red and covered her face as, laughing, the old Sheikh turned and left.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Vanessa was there on the dig site two days later when the rescue teams finally found Peterson and what remained of his team. Renée Dubois led the surviving men out, though she was injured and weakened from days of hunger and thirst. The rescue team carried out anyone who couldn’t walk.

      Vanessa and Ramin had been overseeing plans for the continued excavation (and lending expert help to the rescue team who were still having some difficulties with the traps), but hurried to where the rescue team was emerging when they heard the lost people had been found.

      Renée, ragged, covered in dust, teeth set in a permanent snarl that seemed directed at life itself, marched straight towards Vanessa. Ramin stepped between them, concerned by the steely look in Renée’s eyes. Renée stopped in front of him, squaring up, until Vanessa pushed him aside.

      “Renée,” Vanessa said hesitantly. “I’m glad you’re alive.”

      Renée stared her dead in the eye, having clearly been through hell. Vanessa wasn’t sure what to expect. Renée stuck out her hand suddenly and, when Vanessa took it cautiously, shook it briskly.

      “I wanted to tell you that you were right about that pissant,” Renée said in her thick accent. “He panicked as soon as we encountered the first trap and ran off into the maze. He was an idiot and a coward.”

      “I’m sorry you got dragged into all this,” Vanessa said sincerely. “I’ve seen your work. You deserved better.”

      “I was foolish,” she said. “I imagined he was a crusader just because his quest involved the holy. He never believed his own speeches. He only knew he could exploit the weaknesses of people like me.”

      “It wasn’t your fault—” Vanessa started to say.

      “Of course it wasn’t,” Renée said fiercely. “Even after he ran away, that imbecile would have gone on leading us into disaster. We survived only because he was lucky enough to have chosen me to join the team.”

      At that moment, the rescuers were bringing Peterson up out of the maze on a stretcher, his eyes open but his stare blank and unresponsive.

      “He hasn’t spoken all day,” Renée said, turning to watch him. “I think he is preparing an insanity defense for when he is tried for your attempted murders.”

      She spat in his direction, then swayed on her feet. Vanessa reached out to steady her, but Renée waved her off.

      “The doctors are waiting for you,” Vanessa said. “They’re going to airlift you to the hospital. You should go.”

      “I will,” Renée said. “I just wanted to talk to you first. To apologize. For working with that twit. I should have said something when he put you in that vent. The professor was braver than me. And also, I apologize for what I said about your dress. You looked beautiful, that night at the party.”

      Vanessa smiled, a little flustered.

      “Thank you,” she said quietly.

      “If you ever require another linguist to help with your research,” Renée continued. “I am at your service. I’m fairly certain now that I have ripped crossbow bolts out of my own leg, I am qualified for any degree of field work.”

      She nodded to Vanessa and then Ramin, then limped off towards the medical chopper. Vanessa noticed the deference with which all the surviving mercenaries treated her.

      “That woman is a little terrifying,” Ramin said, and Vanessa nodded.

      “I think I like her,” she grinned.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Sixteen

        

      

    
    
      Once preparations had been made to continue the excavation, Vanessa realized it was time to go home, at least temporarily. Professor Van Rees had gone back already, ending his sabbatical early and resuming his work. Now that Amanirenas had been found, it was as though life had returned to him in a rush.

      Vanessa would follow him, at least long enough to update her parents on what had happened, formally tell the university about her research and discoveries, and publish her thesis, which now had a very dramatic conclusion. It would be a while, but she knew she wanted to return to Ksatta-Galan as quickly as possible, and not just to continue work on the tomb.

      The night before her flight out, a sleek town car picked her up from the professor’s apartment, where she’d been staying. She wore a gown the Sheikh had bought for her, a shimmering dark blue sheath that fell all the way to the floor in velvety waves.

      She was driven to a fine restaurant in a skyscraper in the center of the city, where the maître d’ showed her to a glass elevator which rose above the glittering night-time city all the way to the rooftop. The restaurant was lush with potted plants and overlooked the glorious skyline, and Ramin was waiting by a table. He smiled as soon as he saw her.

      “You look amazing,” he said warmly, and drew her into a kiss that left her lips tingling and her heart fluttering.

      The food was incredible, the wine superb, but nothing was better than the conversation, in Vanessa’s opinion. They lingered over their meal, discussing discoveries they’d made so far, future research prospects—anything but what would happen tomorrow.

      Eventually, over dessert, Ramin gave in.

      “So,” he said. “Your plane leaves tomorrow.”

      “Yes,” she confirmed. “A little after noon. We could have breakfast together if you like.”

      “I’d rather have dinner with you again,” he admitted, taking her hand across the table.

      She smiled, knowing how he felt. She didn’t want to leave him, after all they’d gone through.

      “I don’t have a choice,” she said. “I need to finish my work at Columbia. And my parents saw me on the news before I had a chance to tell them what happened, so they’re losing their minds…”

      “I know you have to go,” Ramin said softly, thumb running over the back of her hand. “But can you blame me for wishing you didn’t?”

      “I won’t be gone more than a few months,” she promised. “Do you think I’d let them excavate Amanirenas’s entire tomb without me?”

      He laughed, reassured, and she squeezed his hand.

      “Once I’ve graduated,” she said. “Wild horses couldn’t keep me away, student loans be darned.”

      “You know,” he said, “if you’re looking for potential jobs after you graduate, the University of Ksatta-Galan has an opening for a professor of archeology. I can almost guarantee you’d get it.”

      Vanessa chuckled at his teasing tone.

      “I’ll keep that in mind,” she said.

      “In all honesty,” he said quietly. “I want you to come back, Vanessa. Not just for the dig. For me. The things we talked about down in the tomb… With everything that happened, I don’t know if you’ve really thought about it. About you and me.”

      She had to admit, everything had happened so fast that there hadn’t been much time to just think about what she was feeling. But some things were obvious.

      She knew she trusted him with her life. She knew she loved talking to him. She knew he would never ask her to choose him over her work because he loved her work as much as she did. He was someone she could travel with, learn with, really share the most important parts of her life with. She already knew all that. So what, really, was there to think about?

      “I’m not just coming back for the dig,” she said, smiling at him. “I want to be with you, Ramin.”

      He leaned across the table and kissed her, knocking over the salt shaker and nearly her drink, but she couldn’t find it in her to care.

      They took the car back to his apartment, barely able to let go of one another. After everything they’d been through, there was nothing Vanessa wanted more. Ramin pressed her to the wall of the elevator as they rode it up to his penthouse, his kisses fast and hungry, his hands on her hips, pulling her close against him.

      They were shedding clothing by the time they crossed the threshold of his apartment, leaving a trail of jackets and shoes across the rich, stylish home. The bedroom was huge, the bed set beneath a wide window with stunning views of the city that Vanessa hardly noticed, her attention wholly focused on the man holding her.

      Ramin’s kisses fell burning across her throat and down her chest as he laid her on the bed, his fingers hot as they slid across her skin. He whispered words of devotion as she showered his face in soft, delicate kisses and lifted his shirt away. The moonlight through the window highlighted the planes of his muscular chest, and she planted kisses everywhere the light touched him, as though she was jealous it had reached him first.

      He explored her body delicately, like he was uncovering something ancient and infinitely precious, his every touch ghosting over her skin as though afraid she would crumble or vanish into mist if he were too rough. Vanessa trembled at this teasing treatment, desperate for more and frustrated by his restraint, gently holding her back when she tried to urge him forward.

      Until, finally, she made herself say the words, begging him for more. All at once, he was ruthless, plundering her like a tomb full of riches, his fingers leaving marks on her thighs and his kisses leaving red blossoms across her throat. She cried her approval to the ceiling and he responded with unabashed enthusiasm. The moonlight through the window cast the bed in silver as they gave in to what they’d both wanted since the moment they’d met.
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      The next morning, Vanessa woke first, in the pale blue light of dawn, and smiled as she saw him sleeping beside her, his expression peaceful and unguarded. The room was quiet and still, the only sound the rustle of the sheets when she moved. She felt warm, heavy, and content, happy to slip back into slumber a while longer, or just to lay there awake, breathing in the serene morning.

      Light edged Ramin’s dusky skin in gold and gilded his face, catching in his eyelashes and the curve of his cheek. She couldn’t resist tracing its pattern along his jaw with a gentle touch. He stirred, breathing deeply, and his eyes fluttered open. He smiled when they focused on her, and he reached out to touch her cheek and stroke her hair.

      Vanessa felt a sleepy laugh bubbling up from her lips. The fact that they were there, alive and together with no regrets, seemed suddenly miraculous. He laughed with her, pulling her close to kiss her eyelids and nose and finally her mouth, long and slow. They rolled into the sheets while the sunlight turned golden outside the window and took their time with one another, unashamed and unworried about the future.

      Later, he slipped out of bed just long enough to fetch coffee and oranges. They lay together in the tangled bedding, talking softly about anything but the future. Vanessa watched the moment when she’d have to leave crawl closer, willing time to move slower and let her enjoy this.

      “You know, I think my father liked you,” Ramin said, pressing an orange slice to her lips. “He always said I should be with someone educated. He used to lament the thought of me marrying some feather-headed supermodel.”

      Vanessa took the orange slice in her teeth and swallowed it, licking her lips for the last drops of tart juice.

      “I couldn’t tell,” she confessed, peeling off a slice from her own orange and offering it to him. “He was so stoic. It was like talking to a statue. I wasn’t sure what he felt about anything.”

      “He’s always like that,” Ramin said with a laugh, taking the orange with his fingers and leaning in to steal a kiss. “I can count the number of times I’ve seen him smile on one hand. My mother is always explaining to guests, ‘He’s happy, I swear! His face is just like that!’“

      Vanessa laughed, nearly dropping her orange.

      “Now, my mother and sisters, they love you,” Ramin continued. “My sisters can’t wait to dress you up like a doll.”

      “They can do what they like.” Vanessa giggled. “I was an only child; I think it might be nice to have sisters for the first time.”

      “I have five,” Ramin replied seriously. “I can tell you with absolute certainty that it is a nightmare.”

      “It can’t be that bad.” Vanessa laughed.

      “It was!” Ramin promised. “The two older ones used to dress me up in their clothes and goad me into all sorts of mischief. I could never refuse a dare from either of them. And the three little ones used to follow me everywhere. I never had a moment’s peace, and whenever one of them did something naughty, it was always somehow my fault.”

      Vanessa’s laughter only grew imagining him as a child, at war with all his sisters.

      “Just you wait,” he assured her. “You’ll see, once you’ve had time to get to know them. Nothing but trouble.”

      She shook her head, then noticed the sun over his shoulder. She rolled over to check the time on her phone and swore when she saw it. She scrambled out of bed, throwing back the sheets and searching the room for her discarded clothing.

      “It’s time already?” Ramin asked.

      “Past time,” Vanessa admitted. “If I don’t hurry, I’ll miss my flight.”

      “You could always come back to bed,” Ramin invited her. “I’ll charter you a private jet tomorrow.”

      “No, no, the ticket is already paid for and my parents are picking me up at the airport and I couldn’t ask you to do that,” she said as she struggled into her pants. “And, to be perfectly honest—”

      She turned to kneel on the mattress so that she could kiss him again, slow and indulgent, before she pulled away.

      “If I get back in bed now, I don’t think I’ll ever leave.”

      “And what’s so wrong with that?” Ramin asked with a chuckle, but he got out of bed and began to get ready as well.

      Vanessa couldn’t pretend it wasn’t tempting. But part of the reason she liked Ramin so much was because he wouldn’t come between her and her work. This was necessary if she wanted to continue her career. And she had to admit, part of her was scared of rushing into something with Ramin and finding out that the closeness she felt with him now was just a result of surviving a stressful situation together. The time apart would be time to work out if this was something she really wanted.

      Ramin’s town car, with its diplomatic flags, made the drive to the airport much faster and easier. He walked her to her gate and Vanessa hesitated before the security check, realizing this was it. She turned back to him, almost hoping he would say something that could convince her to stay. But he only smiled, a little sadly.

      “Call me when you land,” he said. “I’ll keep an eye on the dig until you can come back.”

      “Keep me updated on Peterson’s progress, too,” she said. “The university will want to know. I think they’re planning to fly him back to the States soon, but in the meantime.”

      “Of course,” he said with a nod. “Don’t worry. I’ll keep calling you as long as you want me to.”

      There was a kind of resignation in his voice, a sound that said he didn’t really expect her to come back at all. Vanessa realized, with a feeling like the bottom falling out of her stomach, that there was a chance she wouldn’t.

      This really might be it. The end of their adventure together. The thought made Vanessa feel like crying. Was it enough that she didn’t want this to end? Would she feel the same in a month?

      She caught him by the lapels of his coat and pulled him into a heated kiss. Whatever happened in the future, right now, she wanted this.

      Ramin put his arms around her, softening the kiss as he held her close for what might be the last time. If this was the end of them together, it was good that it was ending this way.

      Finally, reluctantly, he let her go as the airport intercom called final boarding.

      “I’ll see you soon,” she promised as she let him go, smiling like it was easy, even though her heart was breaking. “Don’t go falling in love with anyone while I’m gone.”

      She winked, and he laughed.

      “Just come back to me,” he said softly. “I’ll wait as long as you need.”

      He kissed the back of her hand as she stepped backward, widening the space between them slowly as though that would make it less painful. She waved, unable to say the words goodbye past the lump of her heart in her throat. He waved back and she forced herself to turn away, hurrying to her plane.

      She tried to force herself not to look back, but she did anyway. He was still there, smiling at her. He stayed there watching her until she was out of sight. Vanessa hated to imagine that smile fading away.
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      The next two weeks were chaos; in addition to the paper Vanessa needed to finish, there were endless interviews and questions about the tomb of Amanirenas that Vanessa was obligated to deal with for the sake of the future of the dig.

      Public interest fueled this kind of thing far better than academic value ever could. Not that there wasn’t plenty of the latter as well, considering the size of the tomb, the magnitude of the discovery, and the implications for the ancient world it created. She was mobbed by historians as much as she was by journalists, all wanting the firsthand account. It was exhausting, especially when all she wanted to do was work.

      She’d taken to hiding in the university library, where campus security kept the journalists at bay and, if she hid far enough back in the stacks, she could avoid most of the undergraduates as well. Vanessa stumbled back to her hidden table one afternoon, more exhausted than she’d felt climbing out of that tomb, and slumped into her chair. The sun streamed through a high window in dusty bars, illuminating the warm-colored hardback covers of the old reference texts that filled the oak shelves around her.

      Vanessa, long red hair a frizzy mess, dark circles under her eyes, breathed in the scent of old paper and ink. It was soothing to her, and she needed any calming influence she could get.

      “You look like you’ve been in the trenches, girl.”

      She looked up as Abraham limped out from between the shelves. He’d taken to using a cane since their time in the tomb, still recovering from his injuries. The look rather suited him. He leaned on its pewter, falcon-shaped head as he smiled at her in amusement.

      “I have been,” she said, rubbing at her eyes. “I just turned in my thesis. At the very last minute, of course. Honestly, it’s a miracle I didn’t have to ask for an extension with all the interviews and board meetings getting in the way.”

      “The board is still hounding you to turn the dig over to them, I take it?” Abraham asked with a chuckle, easing himself down into a comfortable chair.

      “Of course,” she said, rolling her eyes. “I’m too inexperienced, too emotionally involved, too ‘delicate.’ Take your pick. And it has absolutely nothing to do with them wanting all the valuable artifacts and prestige for themselves, of course.”

      “So, you’re sticking with your decision to donate it to the museum of Ksatta-Galan?” Abraham asked, settling back into the chair with a groan.

      “The tomb is on their land,” Vanessa pointed out. “It’s only right they should keep it. Not to mention, keeping the artifacts near the dig site itself will be better for research. I don’t want all the evidence of Amanirenas scattered across the world out of context from where it came from. That’s how the kind of misinterpretation Peterson specializes in happens.”

      “Have you seen the latest on him?” Abraham asked.

      She shook her head. “I’ve been too busy.”

      “He’s come out of his catatonic state,” Abraham reported. “But his father’s lawyers are still saying he’s unfit to stand trial. They’re going to make sure to drag this out for years, but I doubt he’ll manage to avoid jail time even still.”

      “Even if he doesn’t, nobody is ever going to take his work seriously again,” Vanessa said. “Really, that’s all I could ask for.”

      “I’m fairly certain you could ask for a lot more than that,” Abraham said with a chuckle. He nodded to the bag she’d dropped on the table when she’d arrived, out of which were spilling two dozen envelopes which she’d just retrieved from her campus mailbox. “More job offers?”

      “Most of them,” Vanessa said tiredly. “The first handful were exciting. Now, it’s just exhausting. There are too many options. And they just keep coming.”

      “It’s a good problem to have,” Abraham reminded her. “Not so long ago, you were lamenting over finding a position at all after you graduated. But I suppose it does all seem a bit superfluous when there’s only one position you want.”

      The invitation from the University of Ksatta-Galan had arrived only a few days after her plane had landed. It was currently tucked into her coat, a little wrinkled, where she’d been carrying it around since it arrived. She put her hand over it with a small smile.

      Working had been difficult enough with all the distractions. But on top of that, she’d hardly stopped thinking about Ramin since she’d stepped off the plane. It had only been two weeks of the month or two she’d expected to be gone, but already she knew there was no place she wanted to be more.

      She wanted to continue the excavation of Amanirenas’s tomb and she wanted to immerse herself in the culture and history of Ksatta-Galan. But, most of all, she imagined being in Ramin’s arms again, researching with him, traveling with him, finding new adventures. She sighed thinking about it. The only worry was if, during this separation, he had remained as interested in her as she was in him.

      They had called each other a few times during the interim, but they were both prohibitively busy with the circus surrounding the discovery of Amanirenas’s tomb. She hadn’t spoken to him in days, and it was hard to say how he was feeling. She simply didn’t know.

      She began sorting through the envelopes, setting aside the offers from particularly prestigious institutes. Whether she accepted them or not, she wanted to save them just for bragging rights. And if things didn’t work out with Ramin, it would be good to have a backup plan, even if she hated to think about it.

      As she set aside another envelope, she grimaced, realizing the next one was from Columbia.

      “Did the board decide to formally beg you to stay?” Abraham inquired, as Vanessa, rolling her eyes, began opening the envelope.

      “Oh, they already did that in person,” she replied, removing the letter from its envelope and beginning to scan over it. “They actually wanted to give me the spot they were holding for Peterson. This is about my student loans.”

      “Ah, the old dragon,” Abraham said with a knowing frown. “Even after such an achievement, the bills still need to be paid, I suppose.”

      Vanessa’s eyes widened abruptly and, stunned, she dropped the letter, sitting back in her chair, staring.

      “Is it that bad?” Abraham asked, reaching over the table to take the letter. He pulled his reading glasses from his jacket, scanning over the document with a frown that evaporated into shock as he saw the total.

      “But…this says your loans are paid off! Your balance is zero! You don’t think the Sheikh…?”

      Vanessa lurched to her feet and began stuffing things into her bag, seemingly at random.

      “I need to get on a plane,” she said, then stopped. “No, wait. I have to do something else first. Abraham! I need you to help me pack.”

      Abraham limped after Vanessa as she rushed out in a whirling dervish of papers.

      “Vanessa,” he cried after. “You can’t be thinking of going back right now!”

      “Not just going,” Vanessa said, grinning wildly as she marched through the library shelves. “Moving.”

      Abraham looked stunned, but he kept hurrying after her. “Vanessa, you can’t just upend your life like this! Not just because he paid off your loans!”

      “It isn’t about the loans,” Vanessa said, turning on her heel to catch Abraham by the shoulders. “Don’t you understand? He’s spent years hounded by gold diggers, ending any relationship with anyone who even hinted at being after his money. But he did this for me. I didn’t ask for it, he didn’t even ask if I wanted it, he just gave it, no questions asked or strings attached. Do you have any idea what that means?”

      “Not the faintest,” Abraham confessed, wide-eyed.

      “It means he loves me,” Vanessa said with a dazzling, delighted smile.

      And with that, she was off and running again.

      “I’ll call you when my plane lands!” she shouted back at him, and Abraham gave up running after her, raising his hands in surrender. There was no stopping her now.
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* * *

      Getting on the plane that day turned out to have been rather over-optimistic of her. It took Vanessa about a week to arrange everything and pack all her belongings. But it was still a week early when she finally left, much to the distress of Columbia University who were still desperate for her to stay.

      Ramin was surprised when she told him she was on her way, but he was waiting when she landed. She ran from the terminal to throw her arms around him. He caught her, laughing, and spun her around as she kissed him with all the passion of three weeks missing him.

      “You came back,” he breathed, holding her tightly while the airport revolved around them, as though he hadn’t thought it was possible.

      “And I’m never leaving again,” she promised.

      When they’d recovered enough to do more than laugh and kiss one another silly, they left in his town car.

      “You’re just in time,” he said as they drove. “Tonight is the opening of the first exhibit at the Ksatta-Galan History Museum. It’s all early artifacts from the tomb.”

      “I can’t wait to see it,” Vanessa said, grinning.

      “You can more than see it,” Ramin said with a laugh. “I want you to help me with the opening. It’s your discovery, after all.”

      They stopped only briefly at Ramin’s expansive penthouse to drop off Vanessa’s things and give her time to change into a nice dress for the night. Though the time between when they pulled off the clothes she’d arrived in and when she put on the dress was significant, it was very well spent.

      Before sunset, they stood on the steps of the same museum where they’d met, holding a pair of oversized golden scissors behind a scarlet ribbon.

      “Nothing can overstate the magnitude of this discovery,” Ramin said to the assembled crowd, one arm around Vanessa. “Words cannot express how it will change not just the history of our country, but its future, and how everyone looks at the history of this part of the ancient world forever.”

      As the crowd cheered, Ramin looked to Vanessa with a warm smile. The news in his country had been going wild with speculation about their relationship since they’d first escaped the tomb together. There was no point in hiding the way they felt about each another now.

      “And the credit for all of this falls to the beautiful Miss Hawkins,” Ramin said proudly. “She dedicated her life to the discovery of this tomb, working ceaselessly and making revolutionary advances in the study of this part of the world and its languages in the process. She is one the brightest minds of her age, and I, for one, am immeasurably grateful to her for the decision to keep the artifacts in their home country, and incredibly proud to stand beside her.”

      Vanessa felt her face turn red as she looked up at him, love radiating from his eyes. At his cue, she cut the ribbon and let the celebration sweep her inside to where the trophies of her accomplishments lined the walls. But she couldn’t take her eyes from him.

      They spent the night lost among the relics of ancient Nubia, answering questions from the wealthy and influential guests, making polite conversation. Vanessa could only think about when the party would end and when she would be alone with Ramin again.

      “So, what comes after this?” one of the guests asked, a baron of some sort, judging by his sash, which was intimidating enough even without his incisive questions. “Will you continue your research?”

      “Of course,” Vanessa said with a smile. “It’ll likely be a few years before the excavation of Amanirenas’s tomb is anywhere near a stage when I could move on to something else. It’ll be decades before everything it has to teach us is properly documented. I’ll be working on this for a very long time. After that, I may find another project to tackle, but honestly, there’s enough here to keep me busy for the rest of my life.”

      “Is that enough for you?” the baron’s wife asked, sipping her champagne and looking at Vanessa curiously. “After running through tombs with a prince like that, fighting mercenaries and all, will simple academic work really satisfy you?”

      Vanessa laughed a little, embarrassed.

      “You make it sound like I’m some kind of adventurer,” she said. “I’m just an archeologist. I’ll be happy to get back to my studies.”

      “And if she decides she wants to go adventuring again,” Ramin added with a wink, “I’m sure I can find something to catch her interest.”

      The guests laughed, and Vanessa blushed, pleased.

      “And what about you and the Sheikh?” the baroness asked. “Is that just a one-off adventure as well?”

      Vanessa glanced at her man, bashful but pleased.

      “Well,” she said. “Sheikh Ramin is a very complex man. Like the tomb, I think I could easily spend the rest of my life studying him, and never run out of new things to learn.”

      That caused a flurry of interested questions from the guests. Vanessa struggled to steer the topic back towards more academic matters, but she could see Ramin smiling at her, and that made it all worth it.

      The night wore on, the conversation endless and exhausting.

      “I feel like I’m going to suffocate,” she whispered to him at one point, the eyes and expectations of the guests almost a physical weight.

      “I’d rather be back in the burning tomb,” he replied under his breath, and she laughed quietly. But she knew the feeling. It was time for a break.

      She scanned the room for a way out and smiled as she saw the doors at the other end of the room opening.

      “Look!” she said loudly. “They’re bringing out the cake!”

      Everyone turned and, taking Ramin’s hand, Vanessa pulled him away down one of the museum corridors, away from the crush of people. He followed eagerly, his hand warm in hers. They hurried through the dimly lit halls, lined with the glittering treasures of a lost world, until the ambient chatter of the crowd dimmed to silence behind them.

      They didn’t stop until they’d reached the red velvet rope isolating the part of the exhibit where Amanirenas and Teriteqas’s sarcophagi were displayed. The two massive coffins lay in the center of a large room, lights shining down on their newly cleaned and restored surfaces, which gleamed with gold and turquoise and inlaid gems.

      The treasure Amanirenas had been laid to rest with was spread out around them, safely preserved for her journey to the afterlife with her husband.

      This part of the exhibit wasn’t open yet, so they could linger here safely, unafraid of being bothered.

      Vanessa paused, staring up at Amanirenas with a warm contentment in her heart. She’d been working towards this for so long that she almost felt a little lost now that it was found.

      The baroness’s question lingered on her mind. Yes, there was still plenty to do. Decades’ worth of work, in fact. But none of it was quite the same as the hunt for Amanirenas, now over. She’d need to find something new to devote her life to. Ramin put his arms around her from behind.

      “You know they’ll want us to be there to cut that cake,” he murmured.

      “They can wait a little while,” she replied, still looking at the sarcophagus. “I just needed a minute to breathe.”

      “I’m not complaining,” Ramin said with a small laugh.

      Vanessa took a deep breath, closing her eyes, enjoying the peace and being close to him for a moment.

      “You might have to get used to things like this,” Ramin told her. “They tend to be a rather regular thing for me.”

      “I’ll survive,” Vanessa said with a smile. “Or I’ll learn to schedule lots of well-timed trips out of the country.”

      “I might have to accompany you on those.”

      “I wouldn’t have it any other way.”

      Above the two sarcophagi hung a plaque, a reproduction of the stele in the tomb, complete with Vanessa’s translation.

      “For love beyond life,” Ramin read, holding her close, his breath warm against her ear. “For love that could conquer armies.”

      “For love,” Vanessa finished, “and nothing more.”

      He kissed the back of her neck and Vanessa felt a thrill run through her.

      “I have something I need to tell you,” she said, and turned to face him as he looked up. “I’ve accepted the offer from the University of Ksatta-Galan. I’m starting in the fall.”

      “That’s amazing!” Ramin said, his eyes lighting up.

      “I’m not done,” Vanessa said before he could say any more. “I also intend to keep working on the tomb. So, it only made sense, I figured, to just bring everything when I came here.”

      She held her breath as he looked at her, at first confused, and then in understanding.

      “I don’t have to move in with you…” she said immediately. “I’m not trying to rush you or move too fast. I was thinking about taking Professor Van Rees’s apartment actually, now that he’s moved back to the States. I want to be here regardless, not just because of you, so—”

      He put a hand against her lips to stop her, then replaced it with a soft kiss.

      “I want you to move in with me,” he said. “If you want to. Honestly, I don’t want to spend another morning without you. I love you, Vanessa Hawkins.”

      Vanessa felt her heart soaring, threatening to fly right out of her chest with delight. She kissed him again, passionate and excited.

      “I love you, too,” she said as they separated. “I really do.”

      He pulled her close and, laughing, they danced through the exhibit, temporarily forgetting the crowd that waited for them a room away, the work that needed to be done, even the riches of the ancient world that surrounded them, glittering in the low museum lights.

      All that mattered was there in their arms, their hearts in sync, ready to do anything. For love, and nothing more.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Epilogue

        

        Six Months Later

      

    
    
      Vanessa leaned over a backlit table in the university lab, carefully cleaning a piece of broken clay pottery. The shards of the original vase lay on her table in various states of restoration as she slowly cleaned and sorted them. Once all the pieces were restored, she intended to reassemble them.

      Generally, she left the vases shattered out of respect for Kush burial practices, but this particular vase was one that had been used during the entombment of Teriteqas or Amanirenas. It bore paintings and hieroglyphs relating to them, and Vanessa could never pass up a chance to learn more about their lives together.

      The piece she was working on now was the largest, and bore an image of the Kandake and Qore together, looking out over their kingdom. She smiled as she looked at it, thinking about the ancient queen whose love had conquered Rome, and also of her own little romance.

      “How’s it coming, professor?”

      Vanessa still wasn’t over the thrill of being called professor. She looked up at the undergraduate assistant who was helping her with various restoration projects and smiled. He was a native of Ksatta-Galan and one of her most promising students.

      “I’m just about done cleaning these pieces,” she said. “How are yours looking?”

      “Just finished!”

      Vanessa looked over his work with a nod of approval.

      “Very good!” she said. “We’ll get through the backlog in no time. Once we’ve cleaned and cataloged all of the pottery from the burial chapel, we can move on to the stuff in the actual tombs! Exciting, right?”

      The young man nodded and smiled, but looked a little unsure.

      “Professor?” he asked, a little wary. “Forgive me but…why are you doing this?”

      “I’m sorry?” Vanessa blinked, not understanding the question.

      “Cleaning pottery like this,” the young man elaborated. “It’s grunt work. You’re the famous Professor Hawkins, who solved the Maze of the Dead and found the Tomb of Amanirenas. Isn’t there something more exciting you could be doing?”

      Vanessa considered the question for a moment and looked away. Certainly, there was plenty for her to do. Most of it involved writing papers and giving lectures and rehashing what she’d already learned a thousand different ways because no one was ever satisfied until she’d picked it apart from every available angle.

      “Sometimes, I just miss getting my hands dirty,” she said, and figured that was explanation enough.
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* * *

      Work on the tomb had come to a slow stop. Exploring the maze was too dangerous until they could come up with a plan to safely disarm all the traps. The parts that had already been cleared during the rescue efforts had been roped off, and now tourists could walk through them, escorted by overpriced guides.

      Much of the tomb itself was now open to tourism as well, though Vanessa had protested that it wasn’t yet well preserved enough to tolerate being open to the air and the constant disturbance of irreverent tourists.

      They’d run into legal issues as well with a vocal anti-preservationist group claiming the university shouldn’t be allowed to open any more of the sealed burial chambers out of respect for the dead. Which, Vanessa understood, and actually agreed with to an extent. But there had to be a way to balance respecting these ancient cultures while also learning about and preserving their history and culture. And while they searched for that balance, work had ground to a halt. Vanessa was stuck working only on what they had already excavated from the main burial chamber.

      Vanessa left work thinking about it and feeling the frustration settle in the pit of her stomach. The truth was, even before work had been stopped, she’d been running out of things to hold her interest. They’d already gone over the main chamber—Amanirenas’s chamber—with a fine-tooth comb, translating all the script, cataloging all the treasures, even examining the mummies themselves. All of which had served to paint a much clearer picture of Amanirenas’s life and rule.

      But then they’d been done, and moved on to the lesser kings and minor nobles whose tombs also filled the massive ancient graveyard. And certainly, their lives were interesting and, of course, vitally important to the study of the region. But Vanessa kept finding herself going back to Amanirenas, searching for a hint of that spark she’d felt before, the drive and excitement she was used to feeling when she was searching for answers.

      At this point, however, all the answers had been found. Now it was just a lot of academics rearranging those answers and reinterpreting the evidence until they could come to a consensus on what it all meant. Vanessa wanted to be out there discovering again.
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* * *

      Vanessa smiled to herself as she hurried home to the beautiful penthouse she now shared with Ramin Al-Zand, crown prince of Ksatta-Galan; her best friend and her lover.

      “I’m home!” she called as she opened the door, not sure if he would be there to answer. He had told her that he would be busy with matters of state today.

      But he appeared in the front hall before she’d even closed the door, sweeping her into his arms to kiss her so suddenly and thoroughly that she was left breathless and dizzy.

      “Welcome home, my love,” he said as he released her, his voice a low, affectionate purr.

      “That’s a good welcome,” she said with a giggle. “Almost makes me want to see how you say goodbye.”

      She slipped a hand under his clothes teasingly, thinking his passionate greeting had been an invitation for more. To her surprise, he caught her hand, stopping her.

      “Not just yet,” he said with a wink.

      Before she could ask why, she heard a movement in the doorway, and turned to see an older couple hurrying towards them from the living room.

      “Mom! Dad!” she said with a surprised laugh, stepping away from Ramin to hug them.

      “How’s it going, Professor Hawkins?” Her father nudged her in the ribs playfully.

      “Oh, you look so good!” her mother gushed. “The sun has been great for your skin. You were always such a pale child.”

      “What are you doing here?” Vanessa asked, pleasantly confused.

      “It’s been a while since you made it over to the States to visit them,” Ramin explained, putting his arm around her shoulders. “So, I flew them out here to come see you.”

      She kissed his cheek in delight. She didn’t have the closest relationship with her parents, but she still loved and missed them. Getting to see them like this was a wonderful gift.

      For a while they just talked, catching up. Vanessa told them about her work at the museum and the university. They talked about her mother’s private practice and the painting course her father was taking at the community center.

      Talk eventually turned to Vanessa’s job, albeit not in the way it usually did where her parents were concerned.

      “We’re just so glad that you’ve finally settled down into a real job,” her mother said at last.

      “Just so proud of you,” her father added.

      “We were worried you were going to be running around, digging in the dirt, pretending to be Indiana Jones forever.” Her mother laughed. “But a professor, now that’s a real career!”

      “I’m not pretending to be Indiana Jones, Mom—” Vanessa started to argue, but her father held up a hand to stop her.

      “What your mother is trying to say, is that we’re so proud of you for getting your life together,” he said fondly.

      “We were really worried about you!” her mother said. “Getting yourself into debt with a degree in ancient history—what kind of job do you get with a degree in ancient history? But working in a classroom, writing papers, settling down with a nice young man, now that’s what we wanted for you. A nice, stable life.”

      She patted Ramin’s hand as she said this, obviously thrilled with him. Vanessa squashed down her annoyance with some difficulty. Ramin was smiling, but it was the smile Vanessa had come to recognize as his ‘diplomatic’ smile, worn when he couldn’t afford to show how he was actually feeling.

      “We should get going,” he said warmly. “We have reservations for dinner.”

      Vanessa smiled at him gratefully and steered the conversation away from her work as they took Ramin’s town car to the restaurant. Vanessa recognized it as soon as they pulled up.

      “Oh!” she said. “This is the place we ate at after we found Amanirenas!”

      “Yes, right after we were released from the hospital,” Ramin said fondly, looking up at the tall building. “I made her promise to have dinner with me while we were still trapped down there in the tomb. I half expected her to refuse once we were free.”

      Vanessa’s parents looked slightly uncomfortable at this reminder of how he and Vanessa had met.

      “I don’t think I could ever refuse you anything,” Vanessa said with a smile.

      They took the glass elevator up to the rooftop. As they ascended, watching the city skyline through the elevator walls, Ramin squeezed her hand.

      “I have another surprise for you tonight,” he told her.

      “What’s that?” she asked.

      He winked.

      “Wait and see.”

      The elevator opened, and Vanessa saw a much larger table than the one she’d sat at with Ramin during that first dinner. Her eyes widened as she realized who was sitting around it.

      Ramin’s father, resplendent with his long beard and bright white thawb, stood as they entered. Ramin’s mother stood beside him in a beautifully patterned abaya. On the other side of the table were Ramin’s uncle, Sheikh Ansar, and a woman Vanessa didn’t recognize.

      “Your Majesty,” Vanessa said, inclining her head to the ruling Sheikh and Sheihka. “Your Highness.”

      Her parents drew up short, at a loss.

      “Mom, Dad,” Vanessa said, pulling them forward. “May I introduce Ramin’s parents, his majesty the Sheikh Al-Zand and his wife, the Sheikha Fatima. And this is his uncle, Sheikh Ansar.”

      Her parents, a bit shell-shocked, murmured polite greetings.

      “I’m sorry for not warning you they would be here,” Ramin said with a smile. “I wanted to surprise you. Tonight, our families will eat together.”

      They settled down around the table, and Sheikh Ansar introduced his companion.

      “This is Fareeha,” he said, holding her hand affectionately. He leaned closer to Vanessa to wink. “She’s a widow.”

      Vanessa laughed, but she was glad he was finally finding some happiness in spite of his responsibility to his family. Though, she wondered what had changed his mind.

      “I guess I hadn’t really thought about it,” her mom was saying to Ramin’s mother. “I mean, we’d seen on the news that he was a prince, but there are so many of those in this part of the world, you know? I didn’t think about the fact that he was actual royalty.”

      “As long as he makes my girl happy, I don’t care if he’s the King of Sheba or a bus driver,” her father said.

      “I mean, not an actual bus driver,” her mother corrected.

      “I know what I said, Helen.”

      “She shouldn’t be dating anyone who doesn’t have a steady job, Michael,” her mother protested. Vanessa rolled her eyes as her parents devolved into bickering about Vanessa’s hypothetical bus driver boyfriend.

      “I’m just grateful she’s willing to share even a little of her life with me,” Ramin said, kissing Vanessa’s hand and making her forget, at least for a minute, her frustration with her parents. “I’m incredibly proud to be with such a brilliant, accomplished woman. She’s already changed the world, and I know she’s only going to do more with time.”

      “And I am proud my son has found such a worthy woman,” Sheikh Al-Zand said solemnly. “A woman not just equal to his title, but of surpassing wit and grace.”

      That silenced her parents for the moment, and Vanessa smiled gratefully, her face flushed with delighted embarrassment.

      “I suppose that whole thing with the tomb was pretty impressive,” her mother admitted.

      Vanessa accepted that this was probably the best she would get and tried to change the subject.

      “So, we’re working a new exhibit right now on Kushite burial pottery…”
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* * *

      A little while later, after the conversation had turned to a playful argument between Ramin and Ansar about the pronunciation of Amanirenas’s name, Vanessa’s mother leaned over to her to speak to her confidentially.

      “You know your father and I are really proud of you,” she said. “Right?”

      “Sometimes it’s hard to tell,” Vanessa admitted. “Sometimes, I don’t think there’s anything I could do to make you approve of me. Nothing I did was ever enough.”

      “We just wanted to push you,” her mother explained. “We could tell even when you were little that you were smarter than either of us. So, we just wanted to make sure you were, you know, always trying for something better! We didn’t want you to get conceited or complacent.”

      Vanessa looked away, not wanting to comment and risk starting a fuss during dinner.

      “I guess we should have been more careful,” her mother said, “about making it clear how happy we were with what you’d accomplished. No one could ask for a better daughter. We love you, honey.”

      She took Vanessa’s hand, squeezing it encouragingly, and Vanessa smiled back at her. Her relationship with her parents might not be perfect, but she was glad there was a chance things might get better.

      The dinner proceeded well. The food was, of course, beyond reproach. The chef would never serve less than his best to the Sheikh himself. Though Sheikh Al-Zand didn’t speak or smile much, he seemed to be having a good time. And her parents were getting along pretty well with Ansar and his new love interest.

      Vanessa was, as always, just happy to spend the night with Ramin. But she had to wonder what all this was about. Flying her parents out to see her was strange enough, but organizing a dinner with all of his family as well? Something was up.

      Her suspicion only increased as they lingered over dessert and wine and Ramin began to shift restlessly, clearly working himself up to something. She’d known him long enough to recognize that look of nervous excitement. She just couldn’t figure out what he was planning.

      Then he cleared his throat, the rest of the table falling quiet as he raised his wine.

      “I’d like to make a toast,” he said standing up, “to Vanessa Hawkins. What you’ve achieved in the field of archeology will change history, and your career is only just beginning. I know you’ll continue to make incredible discoveries long into the future. I hope I’ll be there to see them all.”

      He smiled down at her kindly, turning to face her more fully.

      “You and I both spent our youths looking for adventure,” he said. “Through history and fairy tales, we both struggled to find a greater meaning for our lives. But the greatest adventure I’ve ever had is just being part of your life. I know, standing beside you, the adventures will never end. When you met me, I was paralyzed with fear of being alone or trapping myself with someone who didn’t love me for myself. But you’ve never asked me for anything except my love. For love beyond life. For love that could conquer armies. For love, and nothing more.”

      Vanessa’s heart skipped a beat as she recognized those words from the inscription above Amanirenas’s tomb.

      “Ramin,” she said softly, forgetting for a moment where they were. He couldn’t be planning to…

      But Ramin was already moving down onto one knee, taking a small box from his coat pocket. Vanessa’s breath caught in her throat, overwhelmed tears springing to her eyes.

      “I want to stand beside you forever,” Ramin said, opening the box to reveal a beautiful ring, a reproduction of that worn by Amanirenas. “Through this life and the next. Vanessa Hawkins, will you marry me?”

      There was a frozen moment as Vanessa stared at him, unable to find the words, and then suddenly she threw herself forward onto her knees in front of him to kiss him thoroughly. What better answer was there than that?

      He held her tightly, kissing her back, both of them laughing against one another’s lips, giddy with happiness.

      “Well, did you say yes or not?” Vanessa’s mom interrupted impatiently.

      “Yes!” Vanessa said, laughing, as Ramin slid the ring onto her finger. “Yes, yes, absolutely yes!”

      He kissed her again, then drew her up onto her feet. He looked away from her for only a moment to glance at his father, hoping for approval. Sheikh Al-Zand just nodded and smiled, the first time Vanessa had seen him do so.

      Ramin beamed, squeezing Vanessa close.

      “I have one more surprise,” he said to her, grinning. “I’ve already chosen a location for our honeymoon.”

      “Really?” Vanessa asked, confused.

      “South America,” Ramin replied with a grin. “I have connections there, one of whom just informed me of the possible location of a lost pre-colonial Aztec library.”

      “A library?” Vanessa gasped. “But Cortez burned everything! There are only three pre-colonial Aztec codices in existence!”

      “Not anymore,” Ramin said, delighted by her excitement. “At least, not if we can find it and translate them.”

      Vanessa kissed him again, hard and fast with her excitement.

      “When do we leave?” she asked as they separated.

      “Wait, you’re going off to the South American jungles?” her mother asked, distraught. “What about your nice teaching job?”

      “Oh, relax, Helen,” Vanessa’s father said, waving her down. “It’s what she loves.”

      “It’s not all I love,” Vanessa said, smiling at Ramin adoringly.

      She kissed him again as their family, now one, laughed and talked about the wedding preparations. But for Vanessa, all that mattered was that she was going to spend the rest of her life doing what she loved, next to the man she loved. The adventure, she knew now with absolute certainty, would never end.

      

      
        The End
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      “Miss? Excuse me, miss?”

      Sophia jumped as she looked up from her phone, a strand of smooth brown hair falling across her face as she faced the barista.

      “Is this your double shot espresso?”

      Brushing the strand from her cheek, she granted the young man a sheepish smile as she reached for the paper cup.

      “Yes, I’m sorry. Work never sleeps, you know.”

      “Of course. Have a great day.”

      The kid was moving onto the next cup of coffee as Sophia turned and headed for the door, pushing past the long line of people eager to take their first sip of that magic potion that brought everyone in New York City to life.

      Stepping out into the warm spring morning, Sophia pocketed her phone as she inhaled deeply, breathing in the scent of the city that she adored. When she had toured the university of her dreams ten years before, Sophia had known in that instant that she was made to be a New Yorker. The architecture was unbelievable, and she wanted to be a part of building bigger and better things, adding her own giant masterpieces.

      Her phone buzzed in her pocket, and when Sophia saw who is was, her lip twitched ever so slightly as she tapped it to answer the call.

      “What did I do this time?”

      “Why do you always assume you’re in trouble when I call you?”

      Sophia’s sister, Genevieve, was two years older, and for all intents and purposes had followed a very different life path than her younger, slightly more ambitious sister.

      “Why don’t you tell me why you’re calling, and then we can figure out if I’m right.”

      “You are so weird,” Genevieve laughed. “Well, I’m calling to make sure you’re still coming to our house for dinner tonight.”

      Sophia removed her phone from her ear, checking her calendar in a flash and wincing as she looked at her schedule.

      “I think I know why I’m in trouble,” she said, her tone filled with guilt.

      “Sophia Louise Simms, you did not forget another dinner party! The kids are going to be so disappointed!”

      Sophia’s heart sank at the thought of letting her sister’s children down. While they couldn’t get together terribly often—Sophia had a job that took up much of her time—the time they did spend together was fun and meaningful. She was sad to miss out.

      “Tell them I’ll make it up to them. You can expect a very large delivery of candy later today, okay?”

      “If you don’t do that, I will forgive you. I’m sure they will too, without ever needing to know about it.”

      Sophia smiled slightly as she realized she had instantly won her sister’s forgiveness. No matter how many times she had to cancel, her family never faulted her for it. They knew how important her work was to her.

      “Don’t think you aren’t my preference,” she hedged, stopping abruptly at a crosswalk as yellow cabs and chic town cars flew past, always in a rush. “I actually forgot that I have an engagement party tonight for one of my college friends, Cynthia.”

      “You still talk to her?” Genevieve asked.

      Sophia shrugged, even though her sister wasn’t there to see it. The light changed, and the blinking indicator signaled for the crowd of walkers to get a move on before the next stream of cars decided to plow them over.

      New York was such a crowded, busy place. Sophia loved it. She loved the feel of purpose that surrounded her as everyone in her area rushed to go do something meaningful, whatever it was. There was a sense of urgency that drove her on, filling her with excitement to get to her own work, and get started for the day.

      “Not really. That’s why I have to go. I think I qualify as the worst friend in the world if I don’t.”

      “And what kind of sister are you for bailing on me, hmm?”

      “A very lovable one who always makes it up to you in the end?”

      Sophia’s tone was falsely sweet, and she could almost hear her sister’s eye roll from all the way across town.

      “Just have fun tonight, and try and pencil us into your schedule soon, okay? I believe you owe someone a majorly big fort.”

      “I believe I do, and I won’t back out on that deal either. You can count on me.”

      “Whatever you say. Please take care of yourself and be safe.”

      “Careful, Sis. You’re starting to sound an awful lot like our mother.”

      “Heaven forbid!” Genevieve said, and the two women shared a laugh.

      Sophia ended the call, placing her phone back into her pocket as the sun rose over a skyscraper, blinding all the commuters as they donned expensive sunglasses before ducking into various buildings. When Sophia reached her own building, a rose gold-colored masterpiece, she stepped inside, instantly missing the fresh air of spring.

      “Good morning, Miss Simms.”

      A security guard named Norm nodded to her from his seat behind the gate, and Sophia waved cheerily, holding her precious coffee steady in her other hand.

      “Morning, Norm! Big day ahead?”

      “Yes, ma’am,” he replied, polite as always.

      Sophia smiled warmly at him as she passed through the monitor, which remained silent as she breezed past the main lobby and straight towards the elevators, where she pressed the button for the very top floor.

      Her ears popped as she rose higher and higher into the air. After the twentieth floor, the solid wall structure gave way to a series of windows, and Sophia turned and stared out at the city as she rose far above it, feeling a deep sense of satisfaction as she did so.

      This was exactly why she loved her job.

      Sophia had always been a builder at heart. While other little girls were playing with dolls and sweeping invisible dirt from their pretend houses, she was building unique and interesting towers with anything she could find. She had made friends easily, but it was mostly due to her manner; Sophia really never cared if she had friends or not. She just wanted to build. Getting a degree in architecture was one step among many to get to where she was professionally so early on in life, paired with a very luckily timed internship.

      By the time she was twenty-six, she had designed her first building. In fact, she was proud to be standing in it at that very moment. The rose gold and glass plated elevator were two of her favorite ideas, and as her first structure, she couldn’t have been prouder.

      When she reached the top floor, the elevator let out a pleasant little jingle—another one of her ideas—and when the door opened she stepped out into her chic office space.

      Working at an architectural firm meant everything in the space was dynamic and interesting. There was color and shape and design that had yet to even reach other buildings, and Sophia was proud to have won many architectural awards for the design and implementation of this building. She passed by a photograph of herself on the cover of a popular magazine, deeming her number one on the thirty under thirty list.

      It was good to be on top of the world.

      “Sophie! You’re actually on time!”

      Luis, one of her colleagues, was grinning at her with his arms crossed. She fought back the urge to stick her tongue out at him.

      “It’s spring, Luis. Don’t you think we deserve to enjoy the warmer weather a little? Isn’t that what life’s all about?”

      “Not when you’re aiming to be top architect in New York by thirty. You may have won some little award for this place, but as the saying goes, what have you done for me lately?”

      Sophia rolled her eyes at him, taking a sip of her coffee, which had finally cooled enough to be drinkable.

      “Well, you’ve certainly one-upped me. Well done. Now, what’s on your docket for today?”

      Luis ran through a series of projects he was working on, and they instantly got to business, Sophia following him as they turned and walked towards a project room playfully known as the Sandbox, where all creative imaginings were allowed to happen. The room was comprised of walls made entirely of whiteboard paint, so that they could draw and craft ideas all over the space. Even the tables were made of whiteboard. They approached a project they had been working on for the past few months, evaluating their calculations and design for the rest of the morning and into the afternoon.

      Finally, once one o’clock rolled around, Luis proclaimed that he needed to go out for food, and Sophia waved him off as she continued writing equations and sketches on the wall, her mind whirring at the possibilities of their next big project. When Sophia got into her zone, the whole world around her disappeared, and she was lost in her work. The sun could cross the sky, the moon could rise, and the sun could return, and there was a chance she might not have even noticed that a day had escaped her.

      As she continued staring at one particularly tricky equation, a knock on the door jarred her out of her focus.

      “What?” she asked, trying not to sound curt.

      Luis just laughed. He was used to Sophia’s drive and determination, and he considered it his personal mission in life to keep her grounded, lest her head get too big. He pointed out towards the windows, which graced whatever part of the room that wasn’t made of dry-erase board. When Sophia followed his gaze, she realized that the world outside was entirely dark.

      “Whoa, oops,” she said, glancing down at her thin wrist watch.

      It had been a gift from her parents for her graduation, and one of her most prized possessions. Her mind quickly flitted to them, wondering what they could be up to in their quiet Pennsylvania town on a Friday night. Most likely sitting on the couch, watching TV. Sophia gave herself a mental shake as she looked back at Luis and shrugged.

      “I guess having those automatic lights installed wasn’t totally thought out,” she said.

      She had designed the room so that the lights would gradually increase as the world outside darkened, making the room rely almost entirely on natural light to save energy. The efficient bulbs she had chosen were so close to natural light that she hadn’t noticed the whole day passing by as she worked.

      “I guess the inability to look past one’s nose detracts from living one’s life. Did you even step out for a bathroom break today?”

      Sophia shrugged him off, grabbing her light coat as she made her way towards the elevator. He stepped aside to let her through.

      “Those needs are for peasants,” she said, knowing it would get a rise out of him.

      “Oh, so sorry. I forgot you’re so godlike that you don’t need to eat and pee like the rest of us.”

      “Well remember next time, Luis. I don’t need to be brought down to your silly human level.”

      “Whatever, girl. Don’t you have a party to get to or something?”

      “How did you know about that?”

      “Because they called the office, and I called out to you that you had a message, and you ignored me. I’m surprised you even heard me knock.”

      “So I’m a little dedicated to my work. Sue me.”

      “Only when one of your buildings crashes on me. Then you can bet you’ll be paying me the big bucks.”

      “That day will never come, and you know it.”

      “Well, now you know. For heaven’s sake, go have a drink and get out of here, Soph. You may work like a robot, but I know there’s a person hiding in there somewhere.”

      Sophia stuck her arms out straight, her expression going slack.

      “Does not compute. Does not compute.”

      Luis chuckled.

      “Go on then. At least I can say I got here before you and I’m leaving after you, so today I win the dedication award.”

      “Not true. You had to take a lunch break, like some kind of real human.”

      Sophia laughed as Luis slung another string of fake insults at her, their brother-sister relationship firmly in place as the elevator doors closed in front of her, her last view of him turning his back as he moved on to presumably some other project.

      Like he’s one to talk, she thought.

      Luis and Sophia had joined the firm at the same time as interns, among several other young hopefuls. They were the two most determined, most hard working, most competitive ones in the bunch, and it was through that drive that they were the only two selected to stay on with the firm once the internship had ended.

      Their battle to be the best had been going strong ever since.

      When Sophia and Luis had both been asked to submit proposals for a new architectural firm building, Sophia’s had won out by a landslide, and Luis had never failed to mention design flaws at every opportunity. None of that bothered Sophia in the slightest. After all, her persistence and hard work had won, and they were standing in her building, not his.

      The air was cool when she stepped back out onto the streets of Manhattan. Traffic had died down considerably in the business district, and she stepped out towards the curb, holding her hand out to hail a cab.

      She was late.

      She was always late, really. Sophia was so absorbed in her work that she often skipped important things. It was something she was trying to get better about, but the truth was that she loved her job and everything about it. It was a part of who she was, and the people who stayed in her life understood that.

      At least, she hoped they did.

      A yellow cab pulled up and she opened the back door, sliding in and giving the driver directions to the bar where the party was located. She pulled out her phone, sending a quick apology text to her friend Cynthia, who wrote back that it was fine, so long as she arrived soon. She made a promise that she would and set her phone down, finally giving herself a break from work.

      She was so tempted to go over one more design structure, but she knew if she started on it, she would never get to that party. The cab wound its way around other cars, speeding towards the heart of the city until it pulled over beside a trendy looking place. Sophia paid the driver, leaving him a generous tip as she exited the car, and stepped out onto the sidewalk, breathing in the smell of top shelf alcohol and expensive perfumes.

      Tonight was going to be so much longer than a day at work could ever be.
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      Stepping into the bar, Sophia was met with dark lampshades and modern furniture, on which many women sat upright in slinky cocktail dresses, sipping their drinks as they flirted with strangers.

      Sophia hated going to bars.

      She would much rather be at home, in her pajamas, going over her next design. Instead, she had promised her friends that she would join them, and she knew that if she ever wanted to have a social life again, this was not the party to miss.

      A large crowd was gathered towards the back of the bar, where it looked like a private party room was set up. Heading that way, Cynthia caught sight of her and squealed loud enough to be heard over the club music.

      “Sophie! You came!”

      Sophia smiled at her old friend, who rushed up to her, wrapping her in a fierce little hug. Cynthia had always been petite. With a small build, jet black hair and bright blue eyes, she had been the desire of every man they had ever come across, and Sophia had often been more than happy to pawn suitors off on her unassuming friend just to get them off her back.

      In her limited experience, men had been a nuisance—a distraction from what really mattered. Sophia would not be hampered down by some man who would keep her from achieving all she was possible of doing. It just wasn’t going to happen.

      “Of course I came! I couldn’t miss my best friend’s engagement party now could I?”

      Cynthia took a sip of an intensely red cocktail, her eyes bright. Clearly she was already on her way to drunk, and she grinned broadly as she squeezed Sophia’s hand and pulled her towards the party. When she got there, her other friends took quick notice, and she was enveloped in a series of hugs and smiles.

      It was heartwarming to see all of her old friends. Sophia had been driven in college, but it was Cynthia who had made her get out and enjoy the college experience every once in a while. Because of her, Sophia had some wonderful memories from her time at school. A glass was placed into her hand, and she drank from it, feeling oddly thirsty.

      The lack of food or drink all day suddenly mattered very much.

      “Have an hors d'oeuvre, Soph. Stay a while!”

      Sophia gratefully pulled a small savory pastry off of a tray, resisting the urge to palm four or five of them. Her belly was in full protest at her neglect now, and the drink in her hand only made the urge to stuff her face even more pronounced. Cynthia stepped up to a tall, blond gentleman and laced her arm with his, beaming.

      “Soph, this is Lucas, my fiancé. Isn’t he just perfect?” she sighed, gazing up at him with adoration shining in her eyes.

      Lucas grinned down at Cynthia before holding his hand out for Sophia to shake.

      “It’s nice to meet you, Sophia. Cynthia has told me a lot about you.”

      “Likewise,” Sophia lied.

      The truth was, she had barely kept in contact with her college friends after all these years. While it was good to see them, she could instantly tell that there was something off about the situation. Somehow it was obvious that she didn’t belong, but she couldn’t quite tell why.

      “Sophie! Come here and meet my husband, Josh!”

      She turned to another one of her friends, Kirsten, politely introducing herself to her spouse. They chatted amiably for a while, Kirsten asking about what it was like to be named thirty under thirty, before going on and on about their young baby who was at home alone for the first time.

      “I just hope she’s okay. I mean, of course I basically did a criminal background check on the sitter, who we’ve known for quite some time, but you never really know if someone might do something, you know?”

      “Uh-huh,” Sophia agreed, accepting another drink as a tray passed her by.

      She listened for another several minutes about how reliable the woman’s babysitter was before another one of her friends tugged her in a different direction, and introduced her to the new husband.

      That was when it hit her.

      Sophia was the only single person at the party.

      All around her, cozy couples were drinking and sharing little intimate secrets with one another, clearly enjoying a special lifestyle that Sophia knew nothing about. Her whole life, she had never been interested in romance. She was a worker bee. A go getter. There were so many things that she wanted to accomplish in her life, and marriage and babies was not even near the middle of that list.

      Still, as she looked around her, she keenly felt like she was being left out of an elite club. Was she wrong in focusing so strongly on her career for so long? All of a sudden it looked as though she was about to be left behind, when she had spent her whole life ahead of the curve.

      Shaking her head, she chided herself for such stupid thoughts. Sophia knew her own mind, and she knew what would make her happy. Having a bunch of screaming kids and a husband who didn’t help enough (at least, that was what she assumed always happened, based on most stories she’d heard from married women) was not the life for her.

      So there.

      Slurping at her drink, she grabbed another, feeling the distinct need for fresh air. Her eyes darted around the bar as she looked for some method of escape, and she saw a series of steps that led to a rooftop deck.

      Bingo.

      “Sophie? Where are you going? There’s someone I want you to meet, if I can just find him.”

      Cynthia was gazing around the bar. If Sophia wanted to make an escape, it would have to be fast.

      “Oh no you don’t! I’m getting some air. I’ll be back. If you try and set me up, I will be out of here before you can even say my name!”

      “You are so stubborn! He is a perfectly nice man, and successful too!”

      “I can’t hear you!” Sophia called as she mounted the steps, trying not to bolt up them in her need to get away.

      When she reached the rooftop, a cool breeze danced along her skin, and she shivered, wishing she had brought her jacket with her. At some point she had left it on a chair somewhere—somewhere between meeting Jessie’s husband and hearing about Melanie’s fussy toddler.

      Taking a deep breath, she stepped towards the edge of the roof. The whole area was draped with little bulbs, the muted light adding a soft ambiance and a quieter atmosphere compared to the one below. Seeing the bar, Sophia finished her drink and grabbed another, feeling sufficiently tipsy at that point, though not beyond control.

      Sophia was never out of control.

      Staring around, her eye caught a lone man sitting on a sofa, staring into his drink. Finding it curious that a man would be sitting alone at a bar looking so down, Sophia decided to join him. The alcohol gave her all the courage she needed to do so, though that would have hardly been necessary. If he wanted her to go away, she would, but she was miserable and he looked miserable, and there was some kind of saying about misery loving company.

      Plopping down across from him, she took a deep pull of her drink, staring him down. The man looked up at her, his piercing green eyes striking, even in the dark. His hair was somewhere between black and brown, though in the dark it was difficult to tell where it fell. He wore a fully tailored suit, as though he had also come straight from work, and his expression remained unchanged.

      “Are you here for Cynthia and Lucas’ engagement party?” she asked.

      The man considered her for another moment before he nodded, though his gaze continued to be wary.

      “I am, yes.”

      His voice was deep and masculine, deeper than she had expected. He couldn’t be much older than her. Sophia nodded.

      “Me, too. Doesn’t it suck?”

      His eyebrows lifted at her blunt comment, and after a moment, the corner of his lip turned up ever so slightly.

      “What makes you say that?”

      “Oh please. Let’s not mince words here. You’re sitting up here alone, frowning into what looks like a very fine whiskey. That can only mean that you hate these kinds of parties just as much as I do, which means you are officially the only person I want to be speaking to for the moment.”

      “You deducted all that from me just sitting here, huh?”

      “Yep.”

      “What else can you tell me about me?”

      His gaze was challenging as he leaned in, and she leaned towards him, staring him down without hesitation. She very slowly looked him up and down, and she could tell he was hiding a smile as she did so. She sat back after a moment and took another sip.

      “You must be the one other single person at the party, likely invited as a set up for me. Cynthia was trying to find you to force a connection, which was why I ran away. Turns out I found you on my own, anyway.”

      “How do you know I’m single?”

      “Aren’t you?”

      The man paused for a moment, as though considering his answer.

      “Yes,” he said.

      Sophia nodded.

      “As I said. You and I are the pity invites in a world of married people with children. Judging by your suit I can tell that you put career first, as I do, and that certainly is something I can respect.”

      The man’s eyes narrowed as he took a greater interest in her at those words. He sat back, looking slightly more comfortable.

      “You’ve got quite good perception. I could use someone like you at my firm.”

      “What do you do?” Sophia asked.

      As she sipped at her straw the last of her drink disappeared, and she frowned at her empty glass.

      “Don’t worry, I’ve got you,” the man said, waving to a staff member, who nodded as she headed toward the bar.

      Within a minute, another drink was placed in Sophia’s hand.

      “It’s like magic!” she laughed, sipping at her now full beverage.

      Her eyes met his again.

      “Where were we? Oh yeah, you were going to tell me who you are.”

      The man took a sip of his own drink before placing it in front of him on the glass table.

      “I’m Jed Shields.”

      Sophia stared at him, blinking as she took him in. Of course she had seen pictures of him, but seeing an image and actually meeting someone were two very different things, apparently.

      “As in, Shields Group? That Jed Shields?”

      He nodded, obviously used to being recognized.

      “That’s me. I take it you’ve heard of me?”

      Sophia nodded, doing her best to act nonchalant. It was clear the man had an ego the size of New York, and she didn’t want him thinking she cared one way or the other about his wealth and success. She had her own, anyway.

      Shrugging, she answered his question.

      “I have. You work two buildings away from me. I had to research the neighborhood in depth before I developed the plan for my building.”

      “Your building?” he asked.

      Sophia shrugged, acting humble.

      “Oh, yeah. I designed the rose gold one down the street from you. I’m Sophia Simms.”

      This time Jed looked impressed, and Sophia did her best not to gloat inwardly. He might be some fancy billionaire in advertising—and she had seen many of the ads he had put out all over the city—but she had erected her own building. That was tough to beat, even with the highest of standards.

      “Miss thirty under thirty. I must say that it is an honor to meet you.”

      Sophia laughed, the sound bursting from her.

      “An honor? I wouldn’t go that far.”

      “You wouldn’t? You have managed to accomplish more in your twenties than billions of people will in several lifetimes. I can see why you’re up here with me now. You and I are cut from the same cloth.”

      “Oh? How do you know that?”

      This time Jed allowed his eyes to run along the length of her form, and Sophia felt a tingling sensation as his gaze caressed her. The alcohol was making her lower her guard, clearly, though Jed Shields was hardly a man to look away from. He was handsome, he was super successful, and he was staring at her like he wanted to devour her, now that he knew who she was.

      As successful as Sophia was, that wasn’t usually the response she got from men when she told them what she had accomplished. Usually they cleared their throats, excused themselves, and never came back. Sophia was used to a world in which men were intimidated by powerful women. It was refreshing to meet one who found that part of her alluring.

      “You’re wearing a clean, tailored suit, so you’ve clearly come to this party straight from the office just like I did. You’re single, so clearly you’ve realized the importance of putting your career first and romantic involvement second, like an intelligent person. You’re ambitious, and you’ve succeeded at life, which not many people are able to do, in my opinion.”

      “I suppose if being one of the most celebrated architects in the city by the age of thirty counts as success, then yes, color me guilty,” Sophia said, her drink sloshing slightly in her glass.

      “Now tell me, Jed Shields, if you think that we’re cut from the same cloth, then what is your mantra? Every successful person has one. What is it that you live for?”

      Jed’s gaze was steady as he stared into her eyes, willing her to look away. She didn’t. Sophia would never back down from a man, in any capacity. She held his stare head on, and the longer their eyes met, the more she wanted to jump onto his lap and kiss his stupidly perfect mouth.

      “My mantra? It’s simple, really. Nothing lasts forever. Live life to the fullest, and don’t let anyone drag you down.”

      Sophia blinked at his words. It was something she could have easily said herself, verbatim. Rising, she moved over to his sofa and plopped right next to him, uncaring that her body nestled right into his.

      “You know, I think you and I are one hundred percent on the same page.”

      Jed gazed down at her, his eyes lowered as he considered her move.

      “Then what say you and I move this party to a more private location, and leave these married people in the dust?”

      Sophia met his gaze again, though her vision blurred ever so slightly as she did so. She thought maybe she should just go home alone. There was no reason to complicate her life by jumping into bed with a handsome, cocky billionaire.

      Then her gaze dipped down to his lips, which tilted closer to hers until suddenly they pressed against her own, her whole body igniting as they did so. When Jed pulled back, Sophia gave him her best sexy smile.

      “Let’s get out of here.”
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      Sunlight spilled onto Sophia’s pillow as she rolled over, feeling her smooth sheets glide along her naked skin.

      Wait, why was she naked?

      Cracking open an eyelid, her head burst into a firework display of headaches, and she quickly closed her eyes once again. She wracked her brain for memories of the night before.

      She had shown up to the party, gotten conned into meeting the one other single man, who she found herself. Flashes of their conversation popped into her mind as she remembered getting into a cab with one of the handsomest, most successful men in the city. They had snuggled and laughed the entire ride to her apartment, tripping out of the vehicle before they made their way, quite clumsily, to her apartment door.

      “Don’t take this the wrong way,” she had said, pressing her back against the door as she faced him, “But this is my sanctuary. I’d hate for you to get the wrong idea about it.”

      Jed had eyed her hungrily as he pressed both hands on either side of her, closing her within his towering embrace. The man was sex personified, and she had stared up at him, ready for whatever it was he had planned for her.

      “I don’t consider myself the clingy type, do you?”

      Sophia grinned.

      “Nope.”

      “Good. Now quit your talking and open that door so I can ravage you.”

      “Look at you, taking control,” she’d teased, turning to open the door.

      He had pressed his body against hers as she did so, and her body had reacted with a rush of heat and desire. When the door opened, she’d turned back to him, taking his face in her hands as he pressed her in the direction of the bedroom, Sophia more than willing to join him there.

      The rest of the night had been sensational, possibly the best Sophia had ever experienced. It was a shame her head now felt like cotton balls had been pressed inside it. Braving another look, she opened her eyes again and allowed her vision to clear. Turning her head, her eyes crashed into the dark hair of a sleeping man, all the way on the other side of her king-sized bed.

      Ah, she thought. So it wasn’t a dream, then.

      Slowly dipping her toe out of the sheets and onto the floor, she padded over to her closet, where she very quietly retrieved a pair of pajama bottoms and a white t shirt, sliding into them before leaving the room and closing the door behind her.

      Her apartment was one of the most avant-garde in the city. After her first paycheck from the building project had come in, Sophia did a complete redesign of her own place, which stood a few blocks away from Central Park. If one knew where to look, they could catch a glimmer of green far in the distance, between the other massive structures surrounding her.

      Yawning, Sophia headed to her kitchen, where she made quick business of preparing a cup of very strong coffee. She was leaning with her elbows on her granite counter, her cup nestled between her palms as she tried to stave off the hangover enough to do something productive with her day. Even with a hangover, Sophia had never taken a full day off. There was always more work to be done, more progress to be made. Human weakness didn’t excuse a lack of work ethic, in her mind.

      She looked up when her bedroom door opened. Jed stepped out, fully dressed in his suit once again, and didn’t even look in her direction as he bee lined it for the door.

      Sophia cleared her throat. He stopped, glancing over in her direction.

      “Good morning,” she said, not bothering to hide her annoyance at his rudeness.

      “Morning,” he mumbled, clearly bummed that he would have to engage in conversation the morning after.

      “Not one for sticking around, I see?”

      “I find it a smoother transition if I make my exit without being noticed. Don’t you?”

      “I guess we’ll never know. I’ve caught you.”

      Jed smirked, his dimple showing as he did so. The man looked sexy in the morning, though it was clear he was bent on making a getaway as soon as humanly possible. Sophia lifted an eyebrow as he inched closer and closer to the door.

      “Well then, don’t be held up on my account. You’re nothing to me, after all, but last night was enjoyable, so thanks.”

      “You’re welcome,” he said, and she nearly spit her coffee out.

      The nerve of the man! Was he really so cocky that he couldn’t even have decent conversation after a blowout night? She knew she was good, but having such a one-sided conversation threw her off guard.

      “Well, you know what I always say. Nothing lasts forever. Goodbye, Sandy.”

      Sophia stared at him in disbelief as he turned his back on her and walked out of her apartment, closing the door firmly behind him.

      Good lord, that man was rude! Sophia was hardly a doe-eyed romantic, and she could handle casual sex as well as anyone, but his callous behavior, and the fact that he didn’t even remember her name, had her seething.

      What a jerk!

      She thought mean things about Jed for several minutes as she sipped her coffee, slowly coming to life. After half an hour she had already put Jed from her mind, distracting herself with some design sketching. After she messed up the same calculation four times, she tossed her book onto the coffee table and stared out at the city.

      It was very clear that she would be useless for the rest of the day. Digging around for something to do, she remembered the phone call with her sister the previous day, and she picked up her phone, dialing Genevieve’s number.

      “What’s wrong?” her sister asked.

      “Okay, so when I call you something either has to be wrong or I have to be in trouble. You know I’m a successful adult, right?”

      “I do. I also know that you’re a successful adult because you spend most of your time working, even on weekends. So to what do I owe the pleasure of this exchange?”

      “I’m hungover.”

      “You? Seriously?”

      “Yeah. I went to that party and everyone was all coupled up and I just kept drinking and then this guy slept over and now I’m too hungover to accomplish anything. Can I come visit you guys?”

      “Whoa, hold on. That was a lot of information, there. You had a guy over?”

      “Yeah, but he’s gone now. Anyway, don’t plan on scheduling our wedding. It wasn’t that kind of night.”

      “All right then. Yes, we are at home, we were just getting ready to make some pancakes, but we can wait for you if you’d like.”

      “Pancakes sound amazing. You go ahead and cook them and I’ll be happy to help you eat them.”

      She could hear her niece on the other end of the line shouting into the phone.

      “Is Auntie Sophie coming over? I want to show her how good I make pancakes!”

      Sophia and Genevieve laughed.

      “Well that settles it. You better head over soon. I have hungry children that now refuse to make food until you arrive.”

      “I’ll be there in two blinks of an eye.”

      “Good. We’ll look forward to it.”

      “Bye Auntie Sophie! Come over now!”

      “Bye Emma!” Sophie called back into the phone, ending the call.

      She stood slowly, her head still a little woozy from so many cocktails. She made short business of dressing in a casual pair of jeans and a comfortable blouse before she grabbed her purse and headed out the door, ordering a ride as she did so. When she stepped out onto the curb, a little red car was waiting for her, and she slid into the passenger side.

      “Hi there,” she said, her sunglasses blocking the glare of the sunny spring morning.

      “Good morning!” her driver greeted, diving right into a conversation about the weather.

      Sophia did her best to sound interested and engaged as the driver made his way to her sister’s spacious apartment, about ten minutes away. She supposed she could have walked it, but in her current condition a ride sounded much nicer. Plus, how could she keep the children waiting any longer? Also, she wanted pancakes.

      The car stopped, the driver giving a friendly farewell as Sophia exited the car and gave the man a good rating.

      “She’s here! She’s here!”

      Looking up, Sophia laughed as the faces of her niece and nephew poked out high above, their tiny voices echoing down. She waved up at them before entering the building, pressing the elevator button and riding up until she reached their floor.

      While Genevieve had attended college, she had always wanted to be a mother. She went to a good university upstate, where she met Chris, the man who wooed her into marriage before they even had time to graduate. Not long after, Genevieve was pregnant with their first child, Emma, and after she was born, Genevieve had opted to stay home and raise her full time. Little Jaden came shortly after, and together, Sophia’s niece and nephew were a rambunctious pair that were nothing less than a perfect expression of love.

      The door opened before Sophia even had a chance to put her hand on the knob. Emma rushed into her arms, and Sophia swung her into the air, holding her tight as she circled around. She soon had to stop, lest her coffee decide to make a trip back up. She instantly wondered at the wisdom of spending a hangover with small children.

      “I want to show you how good I am at making pancakes!” Emma said, her little voice filled with excitement.

      Sophia grinned down into her tiny pixie face, setting her down to run back into the house.

      “Come on, Auntie Sophie!” she said, gesturing wildly for her aunt to follow.

      Sophia did, entering the kitchen, which was quite spacious.

      Genevieve’s husband was a banker in New York, and they enjoyed the high life, even as Genevieve strove for a sense of normalcy for her children. She had considered moving them back to Pennsylvania, but Chris’s job wouldn’t allow the move, so she contented herself with a cozy apartment right in the heart of Manhattan.

      Genevieve was placing a bowl of cut grapes in front of Jaden, who was seated at their wooden kitchen table. When Sophia walked in, he grinned at her.

      “Hi Auntie Sophie,” he said, his mouth already full of grapes.

      “Chew your food and swallow before talking, please,” Genevieve scolded, looking at Sophia with an exasperated expression that conveyed just how many times she had had to say those exact words to her child.

      Genevieve walked over and gave Sophia a gentle hug, stepping back to take a look at her.

      “Well, you’ve looked better.”

      “Thanks a lot,” Sophia laughed.

      Even she couldn’t deny that the bags under her eyes were a little more pronounced, her posture a little hunched. Seeing a chair, she plopped into it, snagging one of Jayden’s grapes and popping it into her own mouth.

      “So where are those pancakes?” she asked, before swallowing her grape.

      “Mom! Auntie Sophie talked with grapes in her mouth. Why can’t I do it?”

      “Because Auntie Sophie is an adult and a heathen, and you are neither.”

      Jaden looked up at Sophia, his eyes wide.

      “Auntie Sophie, what’s a heathen?”

      Sophia grinned at him, stealing another grape.

      “It’s someone who has no manners. Your mother is right—you should never follow my example, except when it comes to schooling and career. If you’re successful, you can eat grapes any way you want.”

      “I want to be a banker, like Daddy,” Jaden said, taking care to swallow his own food this time before speaking.

      “That’s an exceptional goal. What action steps have you taken toward that end?”

      Genevieve cleared her throat as she helped Emma flip a pancake.

      “He’s three, Soph. Maybe give him a little more time before outlining his business plan?”

      “One can never start too soon,” Sophia laughed.

      “Yes one can,” Genevieve disagreed, guiding Emma’s hand as she placed the cooked pancake onto a plate.

      Emma jumped down and handed the plate to Sophia.

      “Here you go! You can have this one.”

      “Thank you, my dear,” Sophia said, eyeing the pancake warily to see if there was more batter than cake in it. Pouring some maple syrup on top, she took a bite, and grinned.

      “This is outstanding! You should be a chef, Emma!”

      Emma beamed at the praise, allowing her mother to cook up the rest of the pancakes before joining them at the kitchen table. Everyone took a pair of pancakes and smothered them with syrup, butter, and a sprinkle of cinnamon.

      “Did you guys know there are people in this world who don’t eat their pancakes with cinnamon?” Sophia asked.

      Emma looked completely scandalized.

      “Why would they do that to themselves?” she asked, in all seriousness.

      Sophia repressed a grin. She had forgotten just how serious something as small as not putting cinnamon on pancakes could affect the mind of a five-year-old.

      “I don’t know, Emma. I don’t know. Still, we’re very lucky to know the secret to truly great pancakes, aren’t we?”

      Emma nodded with enthusiasm.

      “You can thank Grandma and Grandpa for that,” Genevieve said, taking a sip of orange juice. “They taught us everything we know.”

      “I miss Grandma and Grandpa,” Jaden said, taking a sip of milk.

      “I do, too. We should go visit them soon, shouldn’t we?” Genevieve said, gently stroking a strand of blond hair behind her son’s ear.

      Sophia loved watching her sister interact with her children. The gleam of love in her eyes was something Sophia couldn’t even begin to fathom. While she had no desire to be a mother herself, sometimes, in moments like this, she wondered if maybe she might be a little wrong about that.

      After breakfast the kids bolted out of the kitchen, their little bodies filled with maple syrup and buckets of energy. Genevieve took advantage of their absence, staring directly at her sister.

      “Now, tell me about this man who spent the night. You don’t usually do that kind of thing. What happened?”

      “How do you know I don’t usually do that kind of thing? For all you know, I could be the paramour of all of New York.”

      Genevieve rolled her eyes.

      “Please. You’re never out of the office long enough to do that. So who’s the guy? Are you sure it won’t go anywhere?”

      Sophia laughed, thinking again about his abrupt and awkward exit. She shook her head.

      “Not a chance. Trust me, Gen. There is no way that I’m ever going to see that guy again, and good riddance.”

      Genevieve leaned back into her chair with a sigh.

      “Fair enough. I’d love to see you happy in love though, Soph. There’s more to life than work, you know.”

      Sophia grinned, placating her sister as she thought more about her designs.

      “Of course there is. Now, let’s go see what those kids are up to, shall we?”

      The topic of Sophia’s love life was firmly closed. Exactly the way she liked it.
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      Sophia sat at the head of the developers’ table, a large projection behind her displaying the results of the past two months of blood, sweat and tears. She was surrounded by an eclectic group of men and women, some of them wearing suits, others dressed more casually. There had never been a dress code at her firm, but Sophia had always believed in dressing for the job you wanted. It was, she believed, part of the reason she was sitting at the head of the table at that very moment.

      “So you’ll see the curve of the infrastructure here will allow for the support we need to lean the building while still keeping it upright.”

      The group stared at the image behind her, and Sophia hoped that they were looking at it with approval. With unreadable expressions, it was impossible to tell if her idea was being well received or not. After a long silence, Luis spoke.

      “I’m just going to say what we’re all thinking. This building is freaking cool.”

      A rumble of chuckles circled around the table, and Sophia smiled as the group lit up with compliments and questions, the rest of the meeting spent discussing how to make her next big dream a reality. Luis stood up and walked over to a side table, where a series of muffins and other breakfast items were on display. When he walked past her, muffin in hand, her stomach lurched.

      Holding a hand over her mouth, Sophia went pale as her eyes widened. In that moment she realized if she didn’t move fast, she was going to vomit right on that table in front of all of her colleagues.

      “Excuse me,” she said, dashing out of the room without looking back.

      She ran down the hall and straight into the bathroom, where the contents of her breakfast were unceremoniously dropped into the nearest toilet. She wiped away cool beads of sweat from her brow, resting her head on her arms as she cradled the toilet, wondering what she could have eaten to get so sick, so fast.

      As she sat there, her mind going over every possibility, she felt a very cold sinking feeling wash over her.

      When was the last time she’d had her period?

      Giving her stomach a moment to settle, she took her time standing up, walking with measured steps as she reached her beautiful office. When she sat behind her desk, she pulled up her calendar on her computer, and began counting days.

      She counted days at least six times before she had to finally admit to herself that there was a definite possibility that she could be pregnant.

      Holding in her panic, she grabbed her purse and stepped out of her office, no longer focusing on the nausea still lingering in her belly. Luis stepped out of the conference room. When he looked at her, his expression grew instantly concerned.

      “Sophia? What’s going on? Are you okay? You look terrible.”

      Ignoring his comment, she nodded, heading straight towards the elevator.

      “I’m just feeling a little under the weather. Can you give the group my apologies? I think I’ve come down with food poisoning.”

      “Of course,” he said, watching her as she pressed the elevator button several times before it finally arrived.

      She stepped inside, staring out at the city, not bothering to say another word to Luis. Her mind was going a million miles a minute.

      There was no way she could be pregnant. They had been careful. They had used protection.

      The elevator reached the main floor, and when the doors opened she rushed out into the street, making quick work of getting to the nearest pharmacy, and blushing as she purchased her first pregnancy test. She got the most expensive one, buying two boxes so she could disprove this with absolute certainty.

      Not wanting to take the test at work, Sophia held her hand out for a cab, sliding into a yellow car as she gave the driver directions. He sped through the city, though not nearly fast enough for Sophia’s taste. She needed this theory to be disproved immediately, so she could get on with her life. The cab stopped in front of her building, and she stepped back out onto the street, too distracted to thank her driver before he pulled back onto the road looking for more fares.

      When she got to her apartment, she was tearing open the first box as she made her way towards the bathroom. Reading the instructions, she followed them, setting the little stick on her bathroom counter as she waited.

      She stared at the test from across the room, too scared to look at it. There had only been one man she’d been with in the past several months, and that man was, for a lack of a better term, a complete and utter cad. The thought of having a baby at all was not something Sophia was ready for, but to have a baby with that arrogant beast of a man?

      Enough time had passed for her to see her answer. Taking a deep breath, still feeling sick, she stepped over and looked at the results. She slapped a hand over her mouth as she choked back a sob.

      It was positive.

      Ripping open the second box, she took the second test, waiting a shorter amount of time before she braved a look. The results were identical to the first.

      Sophia Simms, workaholic, was pregnant.

      Shocked, she sat back on the ledge of her bath tub, her mind somehow completely numb while also racing as she sought to find a solution to this issue. Was Sophia brave enough to have a child? Did she really have a choice? If she decided not to have it, she knew that deep down she would regret the decision forever. Her parents had always wanted her to have a family someday, but would they want one if it meant having to deal with Jed Shields for the rest of their lives?

      Not knowing what to do, Sophia stepped back out into her living room and sank into her couch, lifting her phone as she tapped the button to call her sister.

      “What’s wrong?” Genevieve asked.

      This time she had good reason to ask. Sophia sat in silence for a moment, not knowing where to start.

      “Sophie? Where are you? Are you okay?”

      The panic rose so quickly in her sister’s voice, it almost made Sophia laugh. At the moment, she didn’t quite feel the humor in the situation.

      “I’m fine, I’m fine,” she said.

      “You don’t sound fine. What happened?”

      Taking a breath, she let it out.

      “You remember how I had that one night stand a few months ago.”

      “I do,” Genevieve said, her tone cautious.

      “Gen…” Sophia breathed. “I’m pregnant.”

      “You’re what now?”

      “Do not make me say it again.”

      “Were you guys safe about it? How did that happen?”

      “Of course we were safe! I’m not an idiot. We just fell into that other category that doesn’t make it past the prevention stage.”

      Genevieve was quiet for a moment as she processed that information.

      “What are you going to do, Soph?”

      Sophia stared out at the city, thinking about the implications of her situation. She thought about Jaden and Emma, and how much she enjoyed spending time with them, watching them learn and develop and grow. What would it be like to raise her own child, to know the love that shone in her sister’s eyes when she looked at her children?

      “I think I’m going to go through with the pregnancy,” she said slowly, unsurely.

      She could almost hear Genevieve’s sigh of relief.

      “I think you will make an excellent mother, Sophie.”

      Sophia scoffed.

      “I doubt that. What happens when my kid wants me, and I’m at work all the time?”

      “Well, your child becomes part of your work. They become the main source of joy in your life. I know it’s hard to see that now, and I know you’re scared, but Sophie, can you tell me any instance in your life when you have ever failed at something?”

      Sophia wracked her brain, thinking about everything she had accomplished up to that point.

      “Nothing particularly comes to mind,” she said.

      “That’s right. You are driven and determined, and that’s what’s brought you so much success. This is no different. I am certain that you will employ the same level of dedication to raising this child, you will give it your very best, like you do with all things, and you will know a greater joy than you have ever experienced, ever.”

      Sophia smiled at her sister’s double use of the word “ever,” thinking about her words. What would it be like to have a baby of her own, someone to love unconditionally and without reservation? She had never known such a feeling before. She had never let herself. She had always believed that feelings and emotion got in the way of progress. Now she sensed that she was going to have to unlearn everything she had learned in that department.

      “Does the father know?” Genevieve asked.

      Sophia shook her head, even though her sister couldn’t see it.

      “He doesn’t. I took the test just a few minutes ago.”

      “How do you think he’s going to take it?”

      Sophia sighed, thinking about their last encounter, and how utterly terrible it was.

      “Honestly, I don’t think it will be good. He and I had a very strong understanding that settling down was the last thing on the list of either of our plans. I imagine he won’t take news like this very well.”

      “Hmm,” Genevieve mused. “Well, you just found out, and I can see why this would be a shock for you. You love plans, and structure, and predictability. You will now have none of those things, moving forward. No matter how much you prepare, no one really knows what they’re doing as a parent.”

      “That’s so reassuring, thank you,” Sophia snapped.

      “I’m just telling you like it is. You want to plan for this? Learn how to go with the flow. Otherwise, you’re going to lose your mind.”

      Sophia took a breath, reminding herself that her sister was on her side, and only wanted to help.

      “Take the day off, Soph. Try to get some rest. Your body is going to demand it of you over the next nine months. You don’t have to tell the father right away. Come to terms with it yourself first, and then you two can make whatever plans you want for raising the child.”

      Sophia’s expression was grim as she thought about having to tell Jed about his unborn child. While her sister’s words were comforting on some level, deep down she knew she wouldn’t be able to wait too long to let him know. Holding that kind of information in, wondering and imagining what would happen, would drive her completely nuts.

      “I think I will take the day off,” Sophia said.

      “Well now, that is a first. See? You’re already on your way.”

      Sophia chuckled, but it wasn’t a happy sound.

      “Something like that,” she said.

      A loud bang sounded in the background of the phone.

      “Emma Claire, what did you do?” Genevieve snapped.

      “I’ll let you go,” Sophia said, feeling ever so slightly entertained by the shenanigans of her niece.

      Genevieve’s voice was tight as she responded.

      “Yes, hopefully the living room is in one piece. Sophie, call me if you need anything, okay? We’re here for you.”

      “Thanks, Gen.”

      “Oh, and Soph?”

      “Yeah?”

      “Congratulations.”

      Sophia realized then that that was usually the response when news of a pregnancy happened. She felt like anything but congratulations were in order. If she could, she would have a tall, stiff drink.

      “Thanks,” she mumbled.

      Genevieve ended the call then as she dashed off to stop whatever trouble Emma had gotten into. Sophia continued to stare out at the building across the street, her mind simultaneously counting the windows and thinking about how she was going to break the news of this situation to Jed.

      She placed a gentle hand on her flat belly, and she was instantly filled with a sense of wonder.

      There was a tiny little person growing in there. Her body was growing a person! She had accomplished many things in her life, but this was on a whole other level. She thought about what it would be like, holding her own baby in her arms, and a wave of protectiveness washed over her.

      She could do this. She would have this baby, and she would be the best mom in the entire world.

      Sophia opened up her email and sent an apology message to the team, claiming food poisoning, and she was quick to receive well wishes for her health soon after. Seeing that the world would go on without her there, she had mixed feelings of relief and annoyance, but as she sat back against her sofa cushions, she realized for the first time since college that there might actually be some merit in relaxing.

      “What do you think, baby? Should we order in some lunch and binge watch something?”

      Another wave of nausea swept through her body, and she closed her eyes, waiting for it to pass.

      “Okay, I guess that’s a big old no on the food thing. Still, you have to eat, if you want to grow. Let’s keep it simple.”

      Sophia had never been the type of person to talk to herself. She had read somewhere that babies could hear their mother’s voice inside the womb, though, so she wanted the little one to feel safe with her. Maybe if he or she did, she could be allowed to eat actual food again.

      Rising and heading towards the kitchen, she pulled out a sleeve of saltine crackers and put a pot of tea on the stove to boil. Pulling out her phone, she researched what she could and couldn’t eat and drink, and found herself having hot water with a spritz of lemon juice instead. She eyed the coffee maker longingly, but instantly decided against it.

      She spent the rest of the afternoon researching the best ways to treat her body during the pregnancy. In the early evening, she went for a walk around the block, doing her best to stay lightly active, and feeling a little more confident that she did earlier that day.

      Sophia was going to be an amazing mother. Whatever Jed decided to do was his own business.
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      The next day, Sophia woke up feeling a little better than the day before. Her dreams had been filled with images of her snuggling with her baby, and she placed a gentle hand along her abdomen as she rolled over and gazed out the window, feeling much brighter about the future.

      She plucked her phone from her bedside table and crafted another email, this one telling her colleagues that she was still in bad shape and wouldn’t make it into the office. The response was just as timely, and even through the written message she could tell they were shocked.

      Sophia Simms had never taken a sick day in her life.

      She thought that she would have a hard time with it. After all, work had been an elemental key to her own happiness her whole life, but she felt more free and relaxed than she had possibly ever felt. Somehow the news of her baby had caused a shift in her, and she felt as though that would be the first in many steps that would change her for the better, eventually.

      Sophia was smiling as she thought about her baby, but when she remembered her real reason for taking the day off, her lips sank towards her chin.

      She knew that she couldn’t put off telling Jed the news for long. It was best to simply get it over with as soon as possible and see what steps would come next. Sitting up, she stretched her lean arms into the air. She imagined that she felt a flutter in her belly, though she knew it was far too soon for that.

      For the first time in hours, she felt hungry. Not for breakfast food, though. Sophia wanted spicy hot buffalo wings. She wanted them with such intensity in that moment that her mouth watered at the very thought. She grinned as she hopped out of bed, patting her belly.

      “So you like spicy food, huh? Me too.”

      Sophia searched on her phone for anywhere she could get chicken wings first thing in the morning. This was New York City after all—anything was possible. After a fruitless search, she ended up running to the local grocer and grabbing a bag of frozen wings, rushing back home to bake them in her oven and smothering them with even more hot sauce once they were done.

      Those cheap grocery store wings were by far the yummiest thing she’d eaten in her entire life, she was certain. Delicately wiping a drip of sauce from her kitchen counter, she took a stabilizing breath. It was time to get ready.

      Sophia dressed, taking care to look as professional as possible. She had never exchanged numbers with Jed, which gave her no choice but to go and seek him out personally. Besides, this wasn’t exactly the kind of news one sent via text message anyway. Sliding into a sleek black pencil skirt and blazer, Sophia then stepped into a pair of black heels and checked her reflection one last time.

      For reasons she couldn’t explain, she wanted to look extra good. She wanted him to know that she, Sophia Simms, was a powerful woman and a force to be reckoned with. If he wanted nothing to do with her and the baby, that was totally fine by her, but she had to at least give him the chance. Perhaps he would surprise her. After all, she had already surprised herself with her own change of heart, once she was able to calm down.

      Sophia made quick work of finding a cab, guiding the driver to Jed’s building. As the cab pulled up to the curb, the platinum plated archways towered above the street below, beckoning passersby to admire their beauty. In spite of herself, Sophia did so, thinking how well the advertising agency sold itself through its architecture.

      She pressed open one of the doors, walking into a cool, gray entryway. There were security gates, and she nodded to the guard as she passed through, acting as though she had every right to be there. When the monitor didn’t beep, the guard nodded back, and she made her way to the elevators.

      There was a directory on the wall, and Sophia glanced at it briefly, finding Shields Group to be on the fifty-seventh floor. A group of people dressed in full power suits began crowding around her, and when the doors opened, a wave of people swooping in and out caught her off guard. Squaring her shoulders, she pressed her way into the elevator, pressing the button for her floor on the way in.

      With each floor, the elevator emptied out little by little. Finally, there was only Sophia and two other men, both of whom stayed inside once the door opened to let her out. Keeping her expression perfectly neutral, she stepped toward a glass desk, where a young secretary sat behind a sleek computer. When Sophia approached, the girl looked up.

      “Can I help you, ma’am?”

      “Yes, I have an appointment to speak with Jed Shields this morning. It’s regarding advertising for an architectural project. I’m Sophia Simms.”

      She had come up with the lie earlier that morning, in case she would have to sneak her way into his office. She debated on whether to give her real name or not. She remembered how impressed he’d been by it when he was still trying to seduce her. How quickly that had changed the morning after.

      “One moment while I check to see if he’s ready, Miss Simms.”

      Sophia held her breath as the woman stepped out from behind her desk and went back towards an enclosed office area. Shifting from one foot to the other, she tried not to think about getting kicked out, half wondering if that would be better than being invited in.

      After several long, agonizing moments, the girl returned, her face unreadable.

      “Mr. Shields will see you in his office. It’s all the way to the back on the left. Would you like me to show you?”

      Sophia shook her head, not wanting company for this interaction.

      “I’m sure I can find it just fine. Thank you for your help.”

      “Any time,” she girl said, turning her attention back to her computer.

      Time seemed to slow as Sophia made her way towards the back corner office. She felt like an imposter, being so nervous. Sophia Simms was a woman in control of her own life, and no one cowed her. Especially not some self-absorbed marketer whose job was to sell people things they didn’t really need or want.

      Pumping herself up with similar thoughts, Sophia put one foot in front of the other until she reached the sturdy doorframe outside of Jed’s office. Seeing the door open, she braced herself, doing her best to exude confidence and nonchalance as she stepped inside without knocking.

      Sophia had barely cared when Jed had come and gone as he did. Seeing him again, her stomach started doing flips. Somehow he was even more handsome than she’d remembered, and their passionate night together flew back into her mind’s eye. It had been pretty fantastic, much as she didn’t want to admit it.

      When Jed looked up, he smirked, sitting back in his seat.

      “Sophia Simms. Making up excuses to come back for more, are we?”

      Sophia considered walking out in that moment, never letting him know the truth and never letting her child know who his or her father was. Who would want such a father, anyway? Taking a breath to calm her temper, she sat across from him, ready to knock him off his feet.

      “Actually, no. I am pleased, however, to see that you’ve remembered my name this morning.”

      “What? I didn’t remember it the last time we met?”

      “You did not, not that it matters. I’ve snuck into your office today to give you the charming news that you’re about to become a father.”

      Jed’s face was frozen in a snarky position, like he didn’t believe what she had said.

      “Did you get me a pet? I should tell you that I don’t really have time for pets, so being a dad isn’t going to work for me.”

      Sophia locked eyes with him as she leaned in.

      “Listen very carefully, Jed. Two months ago you and I did the deed. The birth control we used, as it would turn out, was ineffective. I have been with no one else since that time, and yesterday I found out that I am pregnant. Surprise.”

      Her tone was deadpan as she explained the reality of their situation to Jed, who sat in stunned silence, his cocky smile slowly fading.

      “You’re lying. If it’s money you want, that’s fine, but don’t make up a fake baby just to steal from me.”

      “Are you serious? You really think I need your money?”

      Jed pushed his chair back and began pacing around the room like a caged tiger, clearly trying desperately to make sense of an impossible situation, just as she had. Part of her empathized with him in that. The other part wanted to punch him in his perfect, arrogant face. After a while he finally looked back at her.

      “You’re absolutely certain? There is such thing as a false positive, you know.”

      “Yes, I’m aware. Now if you could curb your cockiness a bit, you might comprehend that I am an intelligent being that knows how to determine whether there is one line on a stick or two.”

      Jed ran a hand over his eyes, as though he could wipe away the situation by not seeing the pregnant woman sitting in his office.

      “You’re a modern woman. You value your success over having your achievements snuffed out by having a family weighing you down. So why have you come to tell me about this baby? I can’t believe you would want to keep it.”

      Sophia placed a protective hand around her middle. Jed’s eyes darted to it before they went back to her face, his eyes wide with panic.

      “You would think that, but it turns out I really do, and I am going to. I didn’t come here today to ask you for any special favors or for money. I came here today to let you know you’re going to be a father.”

      Jed plopped back into his chair, his eyes searching the room as though he could find a solution pasted onto the walls. Finally, he sighed, meeting her gaze once again.

      “I respect your decision, even if I don’t understand it. That being the case, you can expect financial compensation from me for the child, so that it can attend the best schools and be clothed in whatever it wants. Whatever you need to take care of it will be provided.”

      Sophia stared at him. The truth was, she hadn’t really known what to expect when she showed up to his office. She planned on telling him, then taking it from there. Hearing him refer to their child as an “it” with such cold detachment hardened her heart against him even further.

      “You can keep your money Jed. We won’t be needing it. If you have forgotten, I’m quite capable of taking care of myself and this child on my own, and I won’t let you get off thinking you’re a good guy just because you offered to throw money in my direction. You can either be a father to this child or not. There is no in between. When you’re ready to make a decision about that, you can give me a call.”

      Tossing a business card on his desk, Sophia turned on her heel and walked out of his office, not looking back. She imagined his stunned expression as she did so, and she wondered for a moment whether he would come after her.

      By the time she got to the elevator and pressed the button, she knew that he wouldn’t. When the doors opened, the elevator was filled to the brim once again, and Sophia had to squeeze herself in amongst an ocean of suits and perfumed bodies. One scent in particular wasn’t sitting well with her, and she held her breath as best she could all the way down, trying to think of anything but throwing up, and Jed Shields.

      When the doors opened, she pressed her way back through the crowd until she made her way to the street, where she took a very deep breath of fresh air. Not quite ready to go back to her apartment, Sophia made her way down the sidewalk, walking in the direction of Central Park. When she got there, she picked a path and began aimlessly walking, thinking about what she was going to do about raising a baby on her own.

      Of course, she would have to find childcare. There was no way she could keep up with being an architect and a mother without some kind of help. Perhaps, after a time, she could design from home, and find a way to make that work. She thought about how tired her sister had looked when her babies were first born, how she barely slept, and how she was always covered with some kind of bodily fluid. How was Sophia going to handle something like that?

      Cheers erupted from around the corner of her path, and Sophia walked on until she reached the edge, where a series of baseball diamonds were located. There, a group of kindergarten-aged children were playing a game of tee-ball while their parents cheered them on from the sidelines. Sophia stepped over, watching as a young boy swung at a ball over and over again until he hit it. Everyone began running in circles while the coach desperately tried to get the team to look at the actual ball.

      Sophia chuckled, as did most of the parents in the stands. The kid made his way all the way around the bases, even passing the ball he had hit as it sat untouched in the dirt, before he jumped onto home base, smiling broadly into the crowd. He waved to his mother, who waved back enthusiastically, her eyes light with humor and love.

      Sophia stayed and watched the rest of the game. The blue team ended up winning by default, though almost everyone scored a home run. When the game ended, several of the kids were propped up on their dads’ shoulders as they chattered happily about getting to hit the ball and run around the bases. There was an ice cream truck strategically parked just outside of the diamond, and Sophia tried not to stare too obviously as the kids picked out their favorite ice cream and laughed with their families as they strolled out of sight.

      “Maybe someday that will be us, little baby,” Sophia whispered.

      The baby responded with a fierce craving for something in that ice cream truck, and she made her way in that direction. Sophia and her baby would be just fine.

      She was sure of it.
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      Sitting curled up in the warm light of a vast window, Sophia took a sip of green tea as she continued working on her final designs. She had fallen terribly behind during the couple of days she had taken off, but she in no way regretted the decision.

      It was a liberating feeling, really.

      Up until that moment, Sophia hadn’t known that she could take time off of work and survive it, professionally. When she had returned to the office she had been met with a slew of worried faces and voiced concerns for her wellbeing. It was heartwarming, and she had felt her cheeks redden as she lied to the people who she spent so much of her time with.

      She wasn’t quite ready to share her blessed event yet.

      As she sketched, streams of light danced across her cheeks. When the door to the office opened, she glanced up, brushing a strand of hair behind her ear. Her young assistant looked taken aback, which made her instantly wary.

      “There’s a gentleman on the phone for you, miss.”

      “Who is it, Bella?”

      “He says…he says his name is Jed Shields. You don’t think…”

      Sophia lifted an eyebrow, waiting for Bella to finish her thought. The air held a heavy pause as Bella stumbled to find the right words.

      “Just, why would he be calling us?”

      “Perhaps he wants a new building designed?” Sophia suggested.

      Bella’s eyes widened in understanding, even though that was surely not Jed’s reason for calling.

      “That makes sense,” she said with a nod. “Anyway, he’s on line two for you, whenever you’re ready.”

      “Thank you, Bella.”

      Bella nodded once more and closed the door behind her. Sophia watched as the orange light blinked on her phone, signaling a call waiting to be answered.

      What could that man want? she thought, not terribly kindly.

      Over the past few days, Sophia had already come to terms with the fact that she would most likely be raising her baby on her own. She wasn’t afraid of that thought. She had succeeded on her own for years, and this was simply another challenge she would overcome and thrive at. Preparing for a verbal battle, she squared her shoulders and picked up the phone, pressing the button to answer.

      “This is Sophia Simms,” she said in her most professional sounding voice.

      “Sophie! Long time no chat!”

      Jed sounded bright and cheerful, as though they were a pair of old friends who could go ages without speaking and pick up right where they left off. Sophia said nothing as she processed this strange alteration.

      “Sophie? Are you there?”

      “I don’t recall ever giving you permission to give me a nickname,” she said, her tone cold as ice.

      Jed was smooth as silk with his reply.

      “Oh please. Are you really going to play the sullen woman card? Let’s get past our last conversation and move on, shall we? You told me to call you when I was ready to consider being a father to our baby. I’m here to tell you that I have considered it, and now that the shock has passed, I can’t wait to be a dad.”

      Sophia frowned as she processed his words. Had he really changed gears so quickly? Could she blame him for being stunned at first? Frankly, his reaction mirrored hers almost exactly.

      “Are you serious, or are you just playing games? I’m not going to put my child at risk by riding whatever rollercoaster you’ve got planned for us.”

      “Why is it that I have to have a hidden agenda here? You, more than anyone, have to admit that taking that news would be a bit of a shock to a dedicated professional with no interest in taking that route. I’m telling you that I’ve digested the information, and now I’m here, ready to be a part of this little family journey we’re embarking on. Are you going to let me join or not?”

      Sophia considered his words, fully aware of the long, awkward pause that was stretching between them across the phone line. She had vague memories of their early conversations, how easily they had flowed. Could they ever get back to that comfortable place again?

      “Fine,” she said.

      She could almost hear his sigh of relief from down the street.

      “Great. Now, how about we end this spat the proper way, and you let me take you out to dinner tonight? Call it an olive branch, if you will.”

      Sophia glanced down at her desk calendar. It happened to be a night that she didn’t have any plans, though those were becoming more and more common as she craved time alone with her baby and a pint of ice cream.

      “Fine,” she said again.

      “Are you going to say anything other than ‘fine’ if we do go out?” he quipped.

      Sophia almost smiled. The man was a cad, but there was something about him that was so annoyingly likable. She hated that about him.

      “I’ll consider it. Where are we going? I can meet you there.”

      “Don’t give it another thought. I’ll have a car sent to your place at six. Dress code is fancy.”

      “Are you certain you remember where my apartment is?”

      “Of course I remember. Why wouldn’t I?”

      Sophia bit back her reply, where she planned on fully reminding him once again of the fact that he hadn’t even remembered her name after their one night together, but she thought better of it. He was trying to be nice. He was her baby’s father. The least she could do was try.

      “Sounds good. I’ll be ready.”

      “Great. We’re going to do this right, Sophie—just you and me. We can handle anything.”

      “Okay,” she said. “Until tonight.”

      “So long!”

      In spite of her cold reception, Jed had been upbeat for the duration of their entire conversation. What had happened that had him so excited at the prospect of becoming a father all of a sudden? Sophia stared at the phone receiver as she ran over the past few months in her mind, trying to make sense of a curveball situation that had her reeling.

      The truth was, it was beyond comforting to hear his voice sounding so supportive. While Sophia knew she could handle things, having support left her feeling deeply relieved, and she allowed herself to look forward to meeting with the handsome marketer that evening.

      The rest of the afternoon passed unremarkably, and Sophia found herself stepping out onto the streets with a small skip in her stride, looking forward to a new start with Jed, filled with the possibility of joy rather than sorrow. She took great care to shower and clean herself up, and she was applying the last bit of lipstick when her bell rang, signaling the arrival of Jed’s car.

      She grabbed a clutch and headed down the elevator, then exited to the street. A short man with black hair and a very stubby nose greeted her from beneath his chauffeur hat, and he opened the back door to a lavish black town car. She nodded to him as she slid in, the seats enveloping her as she did her best to sit up straight, even though there really was no one there to take notice.

      The car drove for several blocks before stopping in front of a very upscale restaurant that Sophia had been meaning to try, but had never had the time to. The driver ran around the car before she could open her own door, and he pulled it open, helping her out onto the sidewalk. Glancing up, she instantly caught sight of Jed.

      He was dressed in a black suit, his dark hair perfectly styled, easily spotted as he stood almost a head above everyone else around him. When she walked up to the front doors, his glance darted her way, and their eyes met for the first time since she had broken the news.

      Something clouded over in his eyes for a fraction of a second before he grinned, a sexy dimple complimenting his already perfectly structured face.

      Their baby was going to be absolutely beautiful.

      In spite of herself, Sophia felt a swirl of butterflies tumble around in her belly as she approached him.

      “Shh. Let’s not get too excited yet. We don’t know if we can trust him,” she whispered to her baby.

      Over the past week, her baby had become a companion in her life. She’d spent good portions of her day speaking to the unborn child as though he or she was already with her in the world, and she had needed to remind herself on several occasions that there were plenty of people who didn’t know her situation yet. She reminded herself to be more careful, in more ways than one.

      “Sophie,” Jed said, holding out his hands.

      Instinctively she raised her own, allowing him to grasp her hands and give them an affectionate squeeze as he leaned in and kissed her cheek. His own cheek was freshly shaven and smooth, and the scent of his cologne had her entire body tingling. There were few scents currently that didn’t make her feel sick, and the fact that Jed Shields’ was one of them had her thinking about her body’s judgement.

      “I’ve always wanted to try this place out,” she said, stepping back.

      She had to keep her wits about her somehow. Standing up close and personal clearly wasn’t going to help with that effort.

      Jed nodded, placing a gentle hand on her lower back as he guided her towards the host podium. Her body tingled where his fingers touched her, and she quickened her pace, so as to walk just a step before his hand.

      He had no right to touch her, after the way he had acted. If he thought she was just going to forgive and forget, he had no idea who he was dealing with.

      “I know. I think you mentioned that you wanted to come here the night we met.”

      “Did I? Who can remember after so many vodka cranberries?”

      Jed chuckled, and it was a quiet, pleasant sound. Against her better judgement, Sophia found herself relaxing in his presence as he slid a bill into the hostess’ hand and she led them towards a table in the center of the room. All around them, people were talking in hushed voices, as though to speak above a certain decibel would be below the class of the establishment. When they reached their table, Jed held out a chair for Sophia, and she lifted an eyebrow at him.

      “What? Can’t a man pamper the mother of his child? Isn’t that my job?”

      Narrowing her eyes, Sophia took her seat, grumbling out a thank you as she did so.

      “I’m sorry, what was that?” Jed asked, though the expression on his face showed he clearly had heard.

      “Just what is your motive for bringing me out here tonight?” she asked.

      Jed sat down, removing his crisp white napkin from the table and placing it delicately in his lap before meeting her steely-eyed gaze.

      “You don’t trust very easily, do you?” he said.

      “You’re not answering my question. That makes me trust you even less.”

      “My, but aren’t we protective of this baby already? You can’t tell me your reaction wasn’t similar to mine. Am I not allowed a grace period to evaluate how my entire life is about to change, against my own will?”

      “Well, I’m sorry to be such an inconvenience to you. Don’t worry about it another minute,” Sophia huffed, rising to make her exit.

      Jed placed a hand on hers, effectively stopping her. She stared at his hand before her eyes lifted to his, and there was a clear warning in them as he fought to convince her to stay.

      “Sophie, look. I don’t want to sugar coat things. I don’t want to lie to you. I was honestly terrified when you broke the news to me, and I was surprised at your decision to go through with the pregnancy. Now that I’ve had time to come to terms with it, I would rather be in my child’s life than spend the rest of mine knowing that there’s a kid out there who hates me for not being enough. I will never, ever do that to a child.”

      He said the last sentence with a venom that gave Sophia pause. There was a fierce truth behind his words, the first she had been able to detect, and this had her taking a seat once more. She stared at him, and once again the silence between them weighed like a ton of elephants. Her initial hope that easy conversation might exist between them dwindled as the quiet dragged on.

      A waiter arrived to take their order, which broke the tension ever so slightly. Sophia ordered a salad, her newest in a strange series of cravings that had started over the weekend. When the waiter left, Jed took a sip of water.

      “I would like to help cover expenses for this process. I can cover any excess healthcare costs, and of course, anything you’d like to buy for the baby’s room and care.”

      Sophia shook her head.

      “I don’t need you to buy everything. If we really are going to do this together, I think we should go in fifty-fifty. I can cover half of everything, and so can you.”

      Jed nodded obligingly.

      “If that is how you want it, I’m happy to accept those conditions.”

      Another bout of silence.

      Sophia wondered just how she was going to get through a whole lifetime of awkward silence. Her family had always been so loving and boisterous, and she felt a pang of regret that her child would know nothing of his or her parents’ relationship outside of cold, distant mistrust.

      “So tell me,” Jed said. “How have you been feeling?”

      Sophia took a sip of ice water, thinking back on the past couple of days.

      “Honestly, I feel great. I never thought this was something I would want to do, but when I found out that I was pregnant, I just somehow knew that it was the path I was meant to take. I know it’s hard for people like us to have work and family and make it function, but I think I’m going to be able to do it.”

      Jed nodded.

      “People do it all the time. They just don’t do it alone. I take it you’ve looked into childcare already?”

      Sophia stared at him, considering her answer. Was she seriously talking about childcare with Jed Shields? How quickly their lives had changed!
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      Their food arrived, and Sophia did her best not to vacuum up her entire meal. She was famished! As she took a bite, she felt a little bit better about the world, and she decided to take a new tactic with Jed.

      “Look, this is a weird situation, and we’re basically strangers. Why don’t we take a few steps back from talking about parenting, and instead just get to know one another?”

      Jed nodded, cutting into a thick, juicy steak as he took his own bite. Sophia’s stomach twisted at the sight, and she glanced away, sipping her water.

      “Fantastic idea. Why don’t you tell me about yourself first?”

      Not expecting to be put on the spot, Sophia considered her answer, and just how much she wanted to tell him. He would eventually find out all about her anyway, right? If nothing else, their child would grow into a chatty toddler at some point, and no secret would be safe.

      She smiled at that thought.

      “Well, I’m twenty-nine, which I believe you already knew since you pinpointed my success when we first met. I have a sister and brother-in-law, a niece and a nephew, and my parents, of course. I see them all regularly enough, and we have a good relationship.”

      “Did you grow up here?” Jed asked.

      Sophia felt a subtle warmth in her belly. The man who had shown almost no interest in her outside of the physical realm was taking the time to glean more information about who she was as a person. Perhaps they could make some progress, after all. She shook her head.

      “I didn’t. My parents still live in the same house I grew up in, in a small town in Pennsylvania. It’s nothing particularly special, which was why I knew I had to get out in order to make something of myself.”

      “Do you want to move back there someday?”

      The question, while innocent enough, still had weight behind it. Would Sophia be taking their child and moving to another state, giving it a suburban upbringing instead of one in the city with his or her father?

      “No,” she said, and she could almost see Jed’s shoulders sag with relief.

      Was he really happy that she would be staying in the city?

      “I love New York. I would want my children to grow up here, with the best food and culture in the world at their fingertips. Can you imagine bringing them to Broadway for the first time to see a show? Or getting them their first street hotdog at the Thanksgiving Day Parade? There’s no way they’d get that kind of experience anywhere else. I want that for them.”

      “You’re saying ‘them.’ Is there something you’re not telling me?”

      Sophia laughed.

      “I haven’t even made it to my first doctor’s appointment yet! I guess I just don’t like the concept of calling my child an ‘it,’ you know?”

      “Well, until we have a gender, ‘it’ might just have to do.”

      Sophia frowned.

      Clearing his throat, Jed reconsidered.

      “All right, I see that’s not the popular answer. ‘Them’ will work for now, and we can find a better term once we discover the gender.”

      “You mean if we discover the gender,” she teased.

      Jed sat back in his seat, his brow furrowing slightly.

      “You’re not one of those ‘wait and see’ kind of people are you? We’ll have planning we need to do, especially given our…situation.”

      Sophia stared him down, enjoying the view as he squirmed slightly in his seat in discomfort. Finally, she relented.

      “Of course I’m going to find out the gender. You seriously think I got this far without being a planner?”

      “I was going to say…” Jed replied, visibly relaxing.

      Sophia wondered just how much input he was going to provide over the next nine months. Then, she realized they had already gotten back to the topic she had been trying to avoid while they worked on tediously building a foundation after jumping six steps ahead.

      “You haven’t told me about your background yet,” she observed.

      Jed sipped his water. Sophia realized then that he hadn’t ordered any type of alcohol, though she knew, obviously, that he did drink. Was that for her benefit, or did he want to have a clear head as they discussed their future together?

      “I was born and raised in New York City. I always knew I wanted to be in advertising—family business. The only time I left this city was to go to college in Boston. Otherwise, I thoroughly prefer being here.”

      Sophia stared at him, bemused. His answer was vague and indirect, and told her almost nothing about who he was as a person. Was he hiding information about his family on purpose, or did he really just have no ability to feel beyond the hedonistic realm?

      “So you plan on staying in advertising forever? It never gets boring?”

      “Does architecture?” he challenged.

      Sophia shook her head.

      “Of course not. My field is an art that is always changing and growing and developing. Your field is in the business of convincing people to consume things whether they want them or not, and that hasn’t really changed over time.”

      “Belittling a man’s career, eh? Is that a lesson you’ll be passing down to our progeny?”

      “Well, am I wrong?”

      They stared each other down. After a moment, Jed relented.

      “No. You are not. It’s a big reason why I’ve been working towards a career change over the past year.”

      “Oh really? What is it you’ll be going into next?”

      “Politics,” he answered, taking another bite of steak while Sophia glanced to the side until he finished chewing.

      “I never saw you as a political force. Why would you enter that circus?”

      Jed’s gaze was unreadable as he stared at her, his eyes drifting slightly as he gave his answer.

      “I’ve been living in a circus my whole life. At least if I get into politics, I might be able to change the world for the better, rather than just providing a product. Instead, I can be the product, and I can bring about a better situation for New York.”

      “So you won’t run nationally?”

      “Not yet. You have to prove you can lead on the small scale before you go big.”

      “And you really want to make the world a better place?”

      “Is that so hard to believe?”

      “Yes, it is. You’re an ambitious man. I could more likely assume that you simply want power and a title to lord over others while you do as you please, like pretty much every other politician.”

      “Well, aren’t you the jaded one?”

      “I haven’t heard a real reason why you would run for office here other than a vague political statement that sounds like a soundbite. So why don’t you try a little honesty with me here? It would be refreshing.”

      Jed frowned at her, considering his answer. When he couldn’t come up with a reply, Sophia shrugged her shoulders, taking another bite of her food.

      “I imagine having an illegitimate child will hurt your chances of getting elected, anyway.”

      “On the contrary. According to my advisors being a family man with a baby on the way is one of the best angles I could take for a mayoral campaign.”

      His tone was venomous, like he was trying to one-up her after her comment clearly hit home. Sophia’s heart turned cold at his words.

      So there it was. The real motivation for his “change of heart.” He was schmoozing her as a way to get in her good graces so that she and their child could be political chess pieces meant to serve his ambition. She kept her gaze on the table until she could control her anger enough to look him in the face. When she did, she saw his cautious expression.

      “Might I remind you,” she said, her tone perfectly cool, “That a family is not a short-term convenience created to delude the public into thinking you’re something better than what you are. Your campaign will end, and this child will still be yours, and they will still need a father. Using us as a stepping stone for your own means…I can’t even look at you.”

      She tossed her napkin onto the table and stood, grasping her clutch as she glared down at him.

      “You clearly have no understanding of what it means to have a family or a child. We are not pawns in your game—we are human beings!”

      Jed said nothing. She couldn’t tell if there was a lick of remorse in his features, and that was enough to send her completely off the deep end. Still, Sophia had always prided herself on her ability to control her emotions, and she did so in that moment. She wasn’t strong enough to repress a sneer as she gave her final statement.

      “You are scum.”

      Turning on her heel, she stormed out of the restaurant, making a quick exit. When Jed’s driver saw her, he bolted towards the door, but she held out a hand to stop him.

      “Don’t bother. I’ll find my own way home.”

      She reached out her hand for a cab. A car pulled up, and she slid into the backseat, which was decidedly much less comfortable than Jed’s town car. In that moment, Sophia would have rather sat on a bed of nails than take any favors from that man. She replayed their conversation in her mind over and over as the car sped along busy streets back to her apartment.

      The nerve of that man! Acting like he cared about being a presence in his child’s life; acting like he had any intention of being an involved father, or even parenting beside her as partners? When the cab reached her house, she grabbed a wad of cash and pressed it into the driver’s hand before making a quick exit, storming into her building and up the stairs.

      She needed to blow off steam, and climbing stairs appeared the only way to do that. As she reached her floor, she was winded, stopping at the top to catch her breath. She faced her door, staring at the portal, thinking about the night she had stood with her back pressed against that wall, Jed’s arms on either side of her, enveloping her with his warmth.

      A wave of panic washed over her as the image dissolved from her mind’s eye. How could she have a baby with someone so cold-hearted? So calculating? Her traitorous body reacted to him every time she laid eyes on him, and the thought of his presence lingering in her apartment sent shivers of awareness down her spine. It was true that for some reason, they had an undeniable chemistry, but that meant nothing when faced with the man’s ambitions.

      She thought about the prospect of making things work with him for the sake of their child. What would happen to them when the election ended, for good or ill? If he won, would they be forced to play a part, be some kind of façade and live a shadow life while he played happy family to garner more votes? And if he lost? Without needing them anymore, would he be in their baby’s life, simply to disappear when they no longer held value for him?

      Sophia’s mind raced faster than her heart as she considered the myriad of possibilities, and she couldn’t find a single positive outcome. Her stomach clenched, and her hand shot to her abdomen. Her emotions were affecting the baby. She needed to calm herself down.

      Taking measured steps to her front door, she glanced away from the spot she had been looking at—the one where she had spent one of the few good moments she could remember with Jed. Sticking her key in the door, she pressed it open, relishing the scent of home.

      Taking deep breaths, Sophia counted her steps as she made her way to her living room sofa, kicking off her shoes as she went. She collapsed onto the couch, staring out the window at the rows of windows across from her, blurry behind her own reflection. Her reflected eyes were wide and scared, and she stared down her own fear as she watched her expression change from panicked to neutral, still focusing on her breath.

      Her stomach relaxed, signaling the effect of her efforts on the baby.

      “Sorry, little one,” she whispered.

      Sophia sighed, her rational mind fully returned. As much as she wanted to eliminate Jed Shields from their lives, she would never truly be able to do that. Her child needed a father, and while Sophia would have picked nearly anyone else had she known what she was getting into, there was no changing that fact.

      Jed Shields was simply another challenge that she would have to overcome. Sophia thought about every obstacle she had faced, growing up. Most of her life challenges had been academic or intellectual in nature. There were tests that she had to take, mental hurdles to overcome to propel herself forward and to a better place. A place she knew she always wanted to be.

      Her challenge now was one she hadn’t really had to face before. She would have to find a way to break through human stubbornness, including her own, to do what was best for her child. She was going to have to take a hard look in the mirror, and face her own fears and anxiety, while at the same time convincing the man she had been linked to that he could be better than he allowed himself to be.

      She would have to accomplish all of this while growing a tiny human in her body.

      Sophia took her time. She made a pot of tea. She changed into a comfortable pair of pajamas. She wanted him to have time to leave the restaurant and get home, so that when she called him, he wouldn’t be leaving the table she had abandoned him at.

      She sifted through her phone, remembering that he had called her work earlier that day in the afternoon. Connecting her cell to her work phone might not have been very beneficial for work-life balance, but she found it fabulously useful in that moment. Skimming through the phone numbers, she narrowed it down to two that could belong to Jed. She tried the first one, and got the voicemail of a supply chain she had been in contact with over the course of the past several months.

      That meant the second number had to be Jed’s. Meeting her own gaze in the reflection of the window once again, she braced herself to make the call. Somehow, she would get through this. They both would.
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      I had never been unhappier.

      At this point, I would have taken just about any job. Another long, dejected look around my room didn’t do me any favors. The fluorescent light overhead was flickering, another corner of hideous green and orange wallpaper had come free, and, as I turned, my office chair almost toppled over. In the black of the humming computer screen in front of me, my reflection wasn’t even angry, just sad.

      There was no point in asking myself how I’d gotten here, because I knew all too well. The date was marked on the calendar that was dangling precariously from a nail in the wall. It was back in January, on the page with Sherlock Holmes on his feet and ready for action, his iconic hat set on his head and his pipe at the ready. Below him, on the first square for January 1st, there it was: move-in day.

      It had been a symbolic move-in day for a symbolic feat.

      After six years in the business, I had finally gotten my own office, my own place. I was no longer going to work from home anymore; I’d made it. Sure, the only place I had been able to afford had been a crappy second-floor bathroom of a room, but I had just been starting out, just building my business; it had just been a stepping stone. Who would’ve thought it would have come to this? A stepping stone to bankruptcy? A few months’ worth of no jobs?

      I cast my glare toward the foggy, spider-webbed window, past which, across the street, busy men in nice, clear windows worked unceasingly. “Private Investigations Boulder,” the sign below them read. Maybe in a few months I’d be there in one of those windows, working for the very company whose job offer I had refused a month ago. I took another look around my office and sighed. Sure, working for a company would mean a loss of freedom and independence, but at least I’d have something to do.

      Checking my email on my computer only confirmed what I knew already: no emails, no jobs, nothing. It had been like this since Private Investigations Boulder had set up shop across the street—even getting a sit-down with a potential client didn’t mean much these days.

      My computer screen reflection tucked a piece of hair behind its ear self-consciously.

      Maybe I just needed a haircut, some glasses, something. A blue-eyed blonde wasn’t exactly what anyone would call promising detective material. And yet, I had proven myself, hadn’t I?

      My gaze went to my corkboard, where my previous successes hung proud: the Donatti family shaking my hand, their olive faces bright with smiles after I found their missing inheritance; Jenna Baker’s surly frown, a nice contrast to the Baker family’s faces when I showed up with their missing daughter in tow; then, near the bottom, with a pin stabbed through its tail, Miss Murple’s unimpressed-looking fat tabby, Oscar, my proudest achievement of all. Nabbing Oscar’s burglar had been no small feat. The bent-over, gangly man had run, tabby blob in hands, for blocks before he finally gave up and handed the poor yowling thing over.

      And yet, what difference had that made? My gaze fell to my phone, the ugly old taupe thing that I couldn’t remember hearing ring in the past week, or even month for that matter.

      The difference all my past accomplishments had made was not much. No, not much difference now that I was stuck here in this cramped box with nothing to do but regret not accepting the job offer from the very company that was putting me out of business.

      In fact, my previous successes were proving to be more useless than I had even thought. In the beginning, I’d taken the difficulties in stride, assuming my lack of experience and being a woman were obstacles that would be overcome with time. This, however, proved not to be the case. Despite my experience, no one took me seriously as a private investigator. It was one thing to be a woman, but it was another thing to be a blond, blue-eyed, young-looking one who smiled too much and had a high, uncertain voice.

      Yes, my appearance certainly wasn’t helping, as my two latest interviews had shown. In the first one last week, the shawled old woman and suited old man had taken one look at me as I’d opened the door before flying off, mumbling some unlikely story about a detective mix-up. In the second one a few days ago, a sour-faced pair of sisters had only pretended to give me a chance, drilling me with such ridiculous questions that when they marched out there, high and mighty with their rejection of my suitability, I was actually relieved.

      My gaze rose to the smiley-faced clock on the wall beside me, which was grinning mockery at me. Five p.m.

      I threw my pen at it, though the cheap blue thing just bounced off the glass and then onto the carpet below.

      If Mom had known how that stupid, cartoon, black-and-white, smiling thing would mock me, reminding me of every new day that passed with fewer and fewer clients and less hope for a better future, she would’ve never bought it for me.

      But she’d had no idea how badly this would all go. Heck, I’d had no idea either.

      And yet now here I was, once again staring at the ironic reminder of my failure. Another day gone, and I’d done nothing but lost some rounds of chess to a computer, reread Critical Mass for the fifth time, and prayed, hoped, longed for a client, for anything.

      The sound of knocking on the door surprised me so much that I almost fell off my chair.

      And yet, even as I rose, the three sharp knocks were repeated, one after another, perfectly in time. When I opened the door, the man had his pale, skeletal hand crumpled into another knock position, prepared for three more knocks, presumably.

      “Are you Alex Combs?” his high-pitched voice asked.

      I stared at him. My mind was so busy processing what it was seeing that it couldn’t come up with anything to say yet. White hair, yellow teeth, aquiline nose, hollowed-out face—this man looked more like a movie villain than anything. His hooded, gray, lifeless eyes weren’t helping either. He had no wrinkles to indicate his age however, except for a strangely prominent crease in the middle of his forehead.

      “Are you?” His high, cold voice snapped me back to life.

      I nodded dumbly.

      “Yeah. I…that’s me.”

      He eyeballed me dubiously, his liquid gaze rolling over my try-hard black and navy business suit, then my hopelessly blond hair.

      “Come in,” I said before he could run away.

      I opened the door, and, at the sight of my dismal little office, his doubtful expression became downright disappointed.

      “You have worked in the industry…for a while?” he asked.

      “Yes.” I flopped into my chair, making the thing almost fall over altogether.

      I gestured to the mauve-cushioned wooden chair which he only stared at.

      This was my first client in months; I couldn’t mess this up!

      I jumped up, and the words flew out of my mouth. “Okay, here’s the deal. Those guys over there—Private Investigations—I can tell you right now, they can give you a better rate and more guys working on your case.”

      The man squinted at me as if trying to see if I was joking.

      I took another deep breath and plowed on. “But they don’t have what I do: six years of experience in the field, a passion that keeps me working on cases until the wee hours of the morning, and a doggedness that doesn’t stop until it gets results.”

      He was still staring at me, his face unmoved.

      “I know I don’t look like much,” I said, “but I can promise you this: I will work until your case is solved or you can have your money back. You have my word.”

      At this, his eyebrows raised and stayed raised. Then he took a sweeping look around the room that ended on me. Abruptly, he slid into the chair.

      “You have my attention,” he said.

      I collapsed back onto my own chair, trying not to look as relieved as I felt.

      “So, tell me a bit about yourself,” I said. “What is it you’d like looked into?”

      “I’m Russell Snow. I’m trying to track down someone dangerous. Very dangerous. Really, an unhinged criminal.”

      He searched my face for a reaction that I tried not to give. If he saw just what I was thinking, he might have left entirely. Why was this guy coming to me instead of the police for help with finding a so-called “unhinged criminal”?

      “Okay,” I said.

      He continued. “His name is Brock Anderson. I want evidence of his criminal activities so I can hand him over to the police.”

      Each statement was a smooth sliding-out of syllables, after which his gaze scanned my face for their absorption. Finally, he finished up with, “So that’s your job. Follow him and get evidence.”

      I nodded.

      “Those ‘private investigators’ across the street were useless. What about you?”

      He scanned my face, and I scanned his.

      With that white hair and unsettling face, the name Russell Snow fit. It fit too well, I’d say. It was probably fake. There was something off about this request, this guy, all of it, and yet I was in no position to refuse any job.

      “Okay,” I found myself saying. “I’ll do it. Just tell me what to look for and I’ll get to work. What evidence should I be on the lookout for?”

      A half smile slid onto his lips and then fell.

      “You’ll know it when you see it.”

      My next scan of his face revealed nothing; it was lowered, focused on his phone as he texted. He was apparently under the impression that he had told me enough, when really he had basically given me nothing to go off.

      “So what about you? What is your relation to this case, this Brock Anderson? Can you give me anything else to go off?”

      He didn’t look up from his phone, only shook his head and said “no.”

      Right, now this guy was getting on my nerves.

      “And my fees, $50 an hour, you’re okay with that?” I said, and he nodded and waved a bony hand in an unconcerned figure eight.

      “Won’t be a problem. I’ll pay $2,000 at least, more if it takes longer.”

      And then he sat there, texting away, forgetting me entirely. As if he hadn’t just made an insanely lavish offer.

      I stood up.

      “Well, thank you for your time, Mr.…Snow. I will get to work on your case immediately and give you updates on my progress every few days.”

      I held out my hand, but he only glanced up, nodded again, and then, after a good minute more of texting, rose and shook it.

      “Work business” was his explanation before sweeping away.

      At the door, he paused and grabbed my hand again.

      “Miss Combs. Can’t stress discretion enough. We’ll be in touch.”

      I found myself yanking my hand out of his iron, cold grasp. Then he was gone, leaving an even worse feeling behind him, an insidious uneasiness.

      I watched him glide down the hallway and disappear down the stairs.

      What had I gotten myself into?
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      I raced back into my office with a twist of excited apprehension in my gut. Regardless of how sketchy this guy seemed, I had agreed to do his job, so now I had a job to do. A job. An actual job! I didn’t bother glancing at the clock. It didn’t matter what time it was. All that mattered was that, for the first time in a long time, I had a job.

      My tracking didn’t start out well. The first internet search of “Brock Anderson” brought up over 18 million entries. The next, with quotation marks around “Brock Anderson,” generated a more manageable but still numerous 27,900. Nonetheless, I methodically scanned through the results, from a soda company’s Corporate Ergonomics Manager to the gangster-looking baseball player to the stud football jock to the porky child on Twitter who liked baseball too. But of all the pictures I scoured, none of them matched the description, and the subjects didn’t live anywhere near Boulder.

      Searching “Brock Anderson Boulder” proved more promising; it brought up a site, which provided 99 entries of people apparently named Brock Anderson near Boulder. Luckily, only half or so mentioned no age or an age in the 30s range. So, I printed out the list, picked up my blue ink pen, put on my best telemarketer voice, and began calling.

      My premise was simple and involved a bit of white lying and a lot of being hung up on, but at this point, what did I have to lose?

      “Hello there. I’m calling from ScarTronic, a new scar skin care cream, and we wanted to offer you a free trial. Could I get some information about you first?”

      And so my scar-cream selling, tracking-down-Brock-Anderson campaign began.

      For some of the Brock Andersons I called, it only took a few words for me to determine that I was talking to the wrong Brock: their voices had 50 years of smoking in them or the drawl of a bored teen. These I escaped with a quick “sorry, wrong number!” before I even made my scar pitch. For others, however, ruling them out took a bit more sleuthing, like asking questions about current and former professions and scar location.

      And so I slogged through the list, through Brock Anderson after Brock Anderson, old and young, in their 30s and 80s, who had “no scars” or “one birthmark on my butt,” who was “born and raised a farmer and will die one” or who was on welfare but just for the “past coupla years, is all.”

      When one Brock Anderson admitted to being a former marine with a scar on his eyebrow, and I was all but ready to go over and meet him before he admitted that he was actually an old woman with a young man’s voice who had an uncanny psychic ability and had taken advantage of my miscall. She had lied because she was lonely and wanted someone to talk to. I agreed to meet Ms. Mabel, which was her real name, for coffee next week before hanging up with dismay.

      My list was now a series of crossed-out entries. I had gone through every last Brock Anderson. There were none left. Meanwhile, the clock had sped ahead without my even noticing. It was now 10 p.m. It smiled at my shock while my belly groaned.

      I got out my phone and immediately found myself ordering pizza. I told the pizza boy, who sounded like it was his first day, that I wanted a medium pepperoni, hung up, and then got to work.

      Now that I had scoped out all I could about this so-called Brock Anderson online, I moved on to the only other lead I had on him: Russell Snow. My creepy client probably hadn’t counted on me searching him out too, but if his name was as fake as I thought, I probably wouldn’t find anything anyway. Searching “Russell Snow” turned up 36,000 hits, notably a lot of business professionals and even more pictures of snow plows in every color of the rainbow. By the time my phone rang, I had just typed in “Russell Snow Boulder.”

      Although I told the pizza boy on the other end that I’d be right down, I couldn’t help but click the search button before I dashed off. The boy at the door was as expected: a stammering, pimple-faced, mustache-attempting teen who held my delicious Pizza Nova medium extra-cheese pepperoni pie in shaky, disproportionately large hands.

      I accepted the box, handed him the cash with a kind smile, and ran up the steps two-at-a-time, though it wasn’t just my stomach that was eager to return to the office. It was my mind too, which internally sighed at the computer screen that awaited me: no results found.

      As my mouth devoured pizza slice after pizza slice, my gaze stayed on the disappointing screen. Meanwhile, my mind hardly noticed the cheesy goodness entering my mouth.

      The realization was literally staring me in the face. Russell Snow was not as he seemed, and this job was looking to be my most difficult yet.

      It looked like I had gotten what I’d wished for: a job, though what a job it was.
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      I woke up to red. Red, oozing liquid that smeared as I jerked away in horror, my low moan becoming a sad laugh.

      Pizza sauce. I had actually fallen asleep on top of my pizza.

      I put my fingers to my cheek, and they came away with red and white goo. Clearly, I had gotten a nice sleep mask of pizza.

      I staggered out the door and down the hallway to the bathroom, where I cleaned off my dismal-looking face, and then stumbled back to my office and into my computer chair.

      My cell phone screen displayed some worried messages from my friend Tiffany (hey! how are things??) and my mom (Haven’t heard from you. How are you?). The latest text I stared at for a good minute, trying to collect my thoughts. How was I, really?

      My gaze flicked back to my now-blank-screened computer. It was a good summary of what all my harried searching last night had produced: nothing. From the scant information that ‘Russell’ guy had given me, I’d gotten nothing, and now I had nothing more to go on.

      I switched back to Tiffany’s message and suddenly knew exactly what to do.

      Kyle picked up on the first ring. After all, he was a good friend. He had to be, since he was married to my best friend.

      “Alex, it’s early. How are you?”

      The smirking clock read 7 a.m. Whoops.

      “Ha, yeah, but I’m glad you’re up,” I said. “I’m okay. Finally got a client, but this one’s a real head-scratcher. Could you run a search for me?”

      “Yeah, sure. But, Alex?”

      “Yeah?”

      “Have you thought about what Tiffany said?”

      “Yeah, I…” My voice trailed off as my gaze did too, settling on the art print Tiffany had gotten me a few weeks ago.

      It was on my wall. Manet’s A Bar at the Folies-Bergère. It was as big as the original, bigger than my windows, but not too big. It was just big enough to suck me into the subject’s soulless stare, her somber-painted dissatisfaction.

      “Come on, Combs, you love art, you love me—this is perfect!” Tiffany had declared when she’d given it to me, along with the job offer to work at her gallery.

      And she had been right, almost. I did love art, and she was my best friend in the world, and yet her job offer wasn’t perfect. Any job where I wasn’t a private investigator, sleuthing out clues, unearthing secrets, couldn’t be perfect. It just couldn’t be. It was a week ago that I had said no, which had probably been another mistake.

      “…She really just wants the best for you,” Kyle was saying. I could almost see his big, white teeth glinting as he said it, his eyes half-lidded, already lost in his calm, talking somnolence. If I’d let him go on, he would have talked for hours. Tiffany too; they both were talkers through and through.

      “Kyle,” I said, interrupting, “please, I just really need this search done.”

      A pause, and then: “All right, okay. What name am I putting in?”

      “Brock,” I said. “His name is Brock Anderson. He has a scar on his left eyebrow.”

      “All right. Let me enter the name into the system now.”

      After another pause, I asked him, “Do you ever miss it, Kyle?”

      “Miss what?”

      “The cadets. That last year—Officer Brigley. The excitement.”

      He exhaled; I could almost hear his wistful smile on the other end. I didn’t blame him. It had been over 10 years since we had been in the cadets together, and yet sometimes it felt like yesterday: the week-long camping that felt like months, singing campfire songs and tree climbing, the wild rush as our canoe plunged through the rapids.

      “Yeah actually, a bit. There’s lots happening at the station most times, but even then, now that you mention it, yeah. Yeah, I do. Why?”

      “Because I never do, Kyle. Even though I loved the cadets, I always felt like something was missing. That something was this—sleuthing out, the thrill of the hunt. I can’t stop being a private eye, Kyle. No. I’ll do this job until it drives me to bankruptcy or worse.”

      “All right, all right, Alex. I’ll tell Tiffany you’ve made up your mind, though we both know that won’t do much good and—huh.”

      “What?”

      “We have a file on your guy, Brock Anderson, the guy with the scar. Looks like he’s been suspected in a bunch of things, but he’s never been proven guilty or caught. Actually, we’ve got a reported location on him now: Nederland.”

      “Nederland. That’s…”

      “Just a 30-minute, 40 tops, drive away.”

      “Yeah. You’re right. So why haven’t you guys picked him up yourself?”

      “Got bigger fish to fry. We have this crazy multiple murder case that has everyone in the office up in arms.”

      “Ah, okay. Could you send me an email with the picture of him so I know just who to look for? And thanks, Kyle.”

      “Sure. Any time. And, Alex?”

      “Yeah?”

      “You haven’t seen…him, have you?”

      “Who?” I said, though really, I knew already. I finally said the cursed name in a hush. “Charlie?”

      “Yeah. He’s…well, he’s back in town. I just thought you might—”

      “No, Kyle. No way. We are over, long over. He hasn’t contacted me, and even if he did, I wouldn’t want to see him. Not ever.”

      Kyle didn’t say anything, though I could tell he wasn’t convinced. I didn’t blame him. Charlie and I had been on and off so many times that I’d lost count.

      Finally, he said, “Just be careful, eh?”

      “Yeah, yeah. You know me.”

      I hung up and stared at the phone for a minute. Kyle had always been like an older brother to me, constantly worrying and looking out for me. But for the first time, I couldn’t quite laugh off his fears.

      I clicked on the computer screen, where my former search for “Russell Snow Boulder” was showing no results. I should’ve asked Kyle about Russell Snow too, though I was secretly glad I had forgotten.

      I went to my email, clicked on the attachment, and printed out the disappointingly low-quality photo.

      Taking the still-warm paper into my hands, I stared into the eyes of the mysterious man I was hunting, who, in every line of his face, clearly had something to hide.

      Yes, something told me this was no ordinary case.
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      The drive to Nederland was a race against time. Agitated apprehension impelled me on, urging my foot to press harder on the gas. The car zipped ahead, and I pressed it on and on, all my thoughts focused on going faster, getting closer to my goal.

      It was only once the trip was a third done that I noticed the almost unbroken line of trees lining the road on either side. Already I was nearing Wheelman, and it felt like I had just gotten into the car. Maybe it was because I was entranced by the printout I had beside me: Mr. Brock Anderson in his full, blurry glory. Every time I glanced over, his pixelated eyes seemed to be mocking me.

      “I will find you,” I told him. “Wherever you are, I will.”

      And to myself, I silently added, I have to.

      Turning on the radio produced the final chords of some song I didn’t know. The next song, from the first twangs of the guitar and melody of the harmonica, however, was unmistakable. It was the song Charlie had serenaded me with in the middle of the night, guitar in hand, right outside my apartment window, yell-singing over my neighbors’ curses and a dog’s howls.

      It would’ve been romantic if it hadn’t been after I had broken up with him for cheating on me.

      My finger went to the button to change the song but stopped on the black knob.

      I couldn’t quite press down and turn it off. The song was like an irresistible ice cream sundae with peanuts that I was allergic to.

      It was heartbreakingly nostalgic, reminiscent of the bad old days I had never really enjoyed. Mesmerizing, in a word. And yet, no matter how I knew that the peanuts would swell up my face, still I ate relentlessly, uselessly. Charlie had never been good for me, and yet, still now, a part of me missed him. It always would.

      My finger finally pressed down on the button and the song cut off, but it was only so my hand could grab my phone and check for messages. Sure enough, like clockwork, there his was: I’ve been thinking about you. After three months of no contact, what were the odds? Then again, he was in town.

      I turned off my phone and shifted my attention to the road. I may have been thinking about you too Charlie, but not for long. I was embroiled in my biggest case yet.

      Now I was passing through Platt Rogers Memorial Park, where the road was bordered by even more trees, whole hills full of the tall proud pines, some even craning out of cliffs of rock.

      A forest-green sign with white words flashed past my window: Nederland – 5 miles.

      Funny, Nederland was so close to Eldora, where I grew up, and yet I had only been there a handful of times. I had gone out of town rarely as a kid. Mom and Dad always meant the best, but sometimes I wondered if they had protected me too much. In any case, there was no time to go on a nostalgic trip down memory lane; I was almost in Nederland. In less than 10 minutes, I would be there.

      It seemed to take only seconds, however, before I was passing the gorgeous aquamarine sheet of the Baker Reservoir and encountering the first buildings on the outskirts of town. I pulled into the parking lot of one, which turned out to be a garage, and parked at the edge. Then I looked at the printout beside me again.

      Where would someone like Brock Anderson—a criminal in hiding—go? Would he go anywhere without worrying, or would he hide away indefinitely, send someone out for supplies, or just have everything delivered? Maybe he’d only go places he had to, like the grocery store. Everybody had to eat.

      My hand went for my phone as a smile slunk onto my face. The only result my internet search showed made my decision easy: B&F Mountain Market.

      I pulled out of the garage, back onto the road, and sped into town past more spaced-out buildings and a small park. Farther down the road, I turned into the parking lot of a brown and green shopping complex.

      I parked in a spot as close to the front as I could, grabbed the photo printout, and then walked up to the massive building with the sign that read “B&F Mountain Market.” Inside, luckily, it was just as empty as the parking lot outside. I walked up to the portly, older cashier.

      “Hi,” I said, holding up the picture of Brock Anderson. “Have you ever seen this guy around?”

      Her dark brown eyes squinted at the picture for a good while, as if she wished she had seen him.

      “Naw,” she finally said.

      Then she opened her eyes wide, showing the whites on both sides.

      “Why?”

      “Just want to talk to him,” I said.

      Which wasn’t really a lie, but it was still pretty darn unlikely considering how intense he looked in the photo.

      The other cashiers I asked hadn’t seen him either, so I left the supermarket with nothing but a banana to show for my efforts. I slunk back to my car and gulped the banana down in three big bites, my mind buzzing with ideas of where to try next.

      A grocery store had been my best bet. Were there any others? Maybe a general store?

      Back inside my car, a second online search gave two popular Nederland eating spots I could check out: Kathmandu and New Moon Café.

      Kathmandu had décor as interesting as I’d expected. Located in a squat, pink-bricked building with a wooden sign, its interior was wood-finished, had red linens, and contained only one drowsy-looking Pakistani man who tilted his head at my entry.

      A glance at the triangular wall clock revealed that it was 3 p.m., not exactly high dining time.

      When I showed him the picture, his response was as I’d come to expect.

      “Nope. Never seen him,” the man declared, shaking his woolly-haired head so vigorously that a napkin at his table blew to the ground.

      My experience at New Moon Café was just as disappointing. The cute little bakery with wooden furniture and floors, charming vases of wildflowers, and walls covered in beautiful art contained a few more customers. They all eyed me with an unconcerned sort of curiosity as I interrogated the braided-haired girl behind the front counter. I asked whether she’d seen the man as I thrust forward the photo printout.

      She lowered her head and, beneath fluffy blond bangs, demurely replied, “No. Oh no, no, no.”

      So there was nothing to do but buy a well-marshmallowed cup of hot chocolate and slink out of there.

      The rest of the day passed more or less the same. On my desperate, fruitless hunt, I zoomed through so many restaurants and fast-food joints that I lost track, wound through the community library and its many desks of clueless employees, and popped in and out of every other lodge or hotel where polite but unhelpful employees all shook their heads the same. No one anywhere had seen him.

      The only dent I’d made by the time it started to get dark was on my wallet, having spent more money on snacks and coffee than I could afford. At this rate, I was going to be losing money on this job, not earning it.

      Finally, having searched basically every place that looked like a public establishment in town, I returned to where I had started, the garage parking lot, to regroup.

      I sat there in my car, the picture of the nonexistent man, Brock Anderson, crumpled in my hand.

      Maybe there was no such man. Maybe Russell Snow and his fake name had given me a fake job too, and I had no one to blame but myself for having believed him.

      I turned my phone back on and the text returned to the screen: I’ve been thinking about you.

      There was another one from Tiffany: Helloooo? Kyle said he talked to you??

      I turned my gaze to stare out the window desolately at the outskirts of the town where I’d searched what seemed like everywhere. There was no point in continuing to look, but this couldn’t be the end of the line, the dead end of my search. It couldn’t be.

      I stared vacantly at the sign beside me: East Street Garage. East Street Garage, Garage, Garage—why not try it? I straightened myself up and paused, squinting at the not-so-promising red-brick building at the end of the line of cars. Why try it at all? What was the point? Out of all the places Brock Anderson would go—to eat, to buy supplies—he probably wouldn’t go to a mechanic. How often did you need to eat versus go get your car looked at? If I hadn’t found Brock Anderson anywhere in town, I wouldn’t find him here, at this random garage on the outskirts of town.

      And yet what did I have to lose? This was my last chance, so why not try it? So I did. I got out of my car and walked over to a man sitting on a lime lawn chair out front. At my approach, he put his tan hand over his eyes to block out the sun.

      “Excuse me, but have you seen this man?” I asked, holding out the printout.

      Still using his weathered hand as a visor, the man squinted long and hard at the paper, so long that I was about to take the paper back when he grumbled, “What’s it to ya?”

      Now his dark squint was on me, his tan hand tilted up.

      “Uh, nothing—just want to talk to him!”

      I gave him a nervous, close-lipped smile, and his black eyes slid over me. Evidently not finding my blond nervousness a threat, he said, “Sold ’im winter tires less’n a week ago.”

      I gaped at him, so surprised and overwhelmed with wanting to hug him and thank him and thank goodness for being a blond, unthreatening-looking private detective that it took me a minute before I could sputter out, “T-thank you. Thank you so much!”

      His cracked, brown lips moved into something suggesting a smile, and he continued with a precarious fling of his arm behind him. “Had a maroon pickup truck, kinda rusty. Left thataway.”

      “Thank you!” I said, shaking his hand vigorously before I headed back to my car.

      Flopped on my camo-printed seat, I tried to figure out what to do next.

      That I had to follow Brock Anderson up that road, find him, and get evidence of his criminal activity was obvious. The only question was, how? Another glance at the half-crumpled photo confirmed what I had sensed already: this was a cunning face, a suspicious face, one that would only buy the most convincing of stories. I couldn’t just show up claiming I was lost. I needed a plausible excuse, a reason.

      My stomach growled. In the meantime, while I brainstormed my next move, I needed food.

      I hadn’t planned on returning to the New Moon Café, but when I found myself pulling up to the wood-slatted building, I turned off my car and hurried inside.

      Now was not the time to debate my choice of food. Once I grew hungry, I also grew unbearably indecisive; the best thing was to eat until I was no longer starving and be done with it.

      When I passed through the café’s cloud-blue door, I knew I had made the right choice. Now the bakery was even busier and was filled with the delicious aroma of the cookies that a different ponytailed girl was loading into a jar on the front counter.

      Everyone was smiling and laughing, sipping delicious-looking drinks and biting at yummy-looking pastries and sandwiches. All of New Moon Café was celebrating my most recent victory with me, and they didn’t even know it.

      At my approach, the front counter girl paused, her amber ponytail bobbing as her head raised.

      Her cookie-bearing hand was in the jar, the cookie with the still-glistening chocolate chips suspended over the others.

      “How many cookies did you just make?” I asked.

      “Ten,” she replied.

      “Can I have all of them?” I asked.

      She blinked, grinned to show dentist-white teeth, and said, “Sure!”

      After I handed over the last of my cash and accepted my bursting brown bagful of cookies, I went to sit at the table in the corner, the one under the landscape painting of a sweeping mountain ridge.

      And then I sat there in my wooden seat, not thinking, not planning, just eating and enjoying. Just being.

      It was me and chocolate chip cookie after cookie. Sugary goodness incarnate. A delicious oblivion. Flavor nirvana.

      By the time I’d finished, an idea had come to me thanks to a swath of red-and-white striped bags hanging by the front counter’s cash register.

      Who could say no to free cookies in a nice pretty bag delivered by yours truly, the most innocuous-looking blonde there was?

      I marched back up to the front counter, bought a striped bag and 10 more cookies from the now downright-bemused cashier with my debit card this time, and was off.

      Driving back to the garage and the dirt road going off it was easy; it was following the road afterward that got hard. The dirt road started off as a wide two-laner but rapidly shrank to a single lane that was a bumpy, weed-infested jungle before almost disappearing entirely. Soon I was bouncing along what looked to be a man-made, car-flattened path through a field.

      By the time it dawned on me that if this was the wrong way I was screwed, it was too late. There was no turning back. While a pickup truck or larger vehicle could have easily carved its own path through this thick underbrush to turn around, for my little sedan it would have been near impossible. To have gotten out of there, I probably would have had to back up all the way.

      The path seemed endless. A constant stream of tall grass, leaning-over arms of wildflowers, and terrifyingly close branches of trees mashed at my closed windows, all as eager to get in as I was to get away.

      Far-off buildings suggested an abandoned village, though I was more worried about the fact that I was now on an incline, the “road” as overgrown with vegetation as ever. Higher and higher my little car went, while overhead it grew darker and darker due to increasing number of trees.

      Finally, however, the path came out to a wide surface of dirt, at the end of which, standing small and unmistakable, was a cabin. I stopped the car but kept it running as I peered at the rough-hewn log structure. It looked well-kept yet empty. There was a maroon pickup truck parked off to the side. After turning off the car, I was just getting out when the front door of the cabin opened.

      “Can I help you?” a bearded man said gruffly.

      I paused, taking him in, wishing I could look at the photo I’d left crumpled up in my passenger seat to be sure.

      As I walked up to the door, the more certain I became.

      It looked like Brock Anderson, and yet, in the picture, he hadn’t looked so…handsome. This man was tall and tan with shaggy brown hair and—yes—that unmistakable scar on his left eyebrow. Yes, this handsome man was Brock Anderson. I had found him.
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      “Are you lost?” Brock asked me.

      I shook my head, holding back the victorious smile I could feel working its way onto my face.

      “I…” I held up my now ridiculous-looking bakery bag. “I’m your new neighbor.”

      As he regarded me with increasingly suspicious lowered brows, I gave the bag a shake and continued. “I brought cookies!”

      Now his scowl reached his mouth. Narrowing his eyes and shaking his head, he said, “The closest town or house is miles off.”

      I nodded, speechless. The fact was so obvious. How had it not occurred to me before? I’d been too busy trying to avoid hitting a tree that I had hardly noticed I was driving to a remote hideout.

      “So what exactly are you doing here then?” he asked, and this time his voice was cold.

      “I…I’m…” I stared at the log cabin behind him—the one that would have the evidence I needed. I had made it here, and now I was messing it up.

      “I saw you in town,” I blurted out. “I thought you were cute and wanted to bring these to see if you’d—I don’t know—want to go on a date sometime?”

      Once the stupidity was done escaping my lips, I lowered my gaze in horror, unable to believe what idiocy had just come out of my mouth.

      There was a long silence, during which I stared at his scuffed-up boots, the brown creased with dirt and slashes. If he found out who I was, this would all be over.

      “Oh.”

      He didn’t sound angry, only surprised. I chanced a look up to see a tinge of a blush visible through his beard.

      His maple, wide-set eyes were scanning me distrustfully.

      “Okay, well, do you want to come in for some tea or something?”

      This time his voice was guarded, and when I managed a shy nod and stepped up to the door, he stepped in front of me.

      He put his hand on my coat zipper. “Do you mind? Way out in the woods like this, every once in a while I get some crazies.”

      I nodded dumbly, and he unzipped my jacket, pulling away one side and then the other while I kept my embarrassed gaze on those same boots that were pointed in my direction. Then, after peering into my bakery bag, Brock stepped back, opened the door, and gestured inside.

      “I’m Brock, by the way.”

      “Alexa,” I said as I walked in, glad he couldn’t make out my face.

      I had never been a good liar, and while “Alexa” was the littlest of lies there were, I wouldn’t have put it past him to see right through it regardless.

      Behind me, Brock flicked on the light, revealing an interior I had to take a minute to fully absorb. Though sparsely furnished, each piece of furniture was so pleasing that I had to give myself time to enjoy each. The floor, walls, and ceiling were the same gleaming oak. The stove was a pale yellow, antique wonder, while his fridge was wooden and also intricately carved. The stack of books in the corner was something of a well-worn Leaning Tower of Pisa. Just visible at the top of a ladder was a loft with cozy-looking swaths of blankets.

      Yet the highlight of the cabin was the paintings that lined the walls: exquisitely rendered pine trees and birches, sprigs of bluebells and forget-me-nots, a curious, alert chickadee.

      “Living here, I forget how lucky I have it,” Brock said with a soft chuckle, walking by me to the one cupboard.

      He opened it to reveal two plates, two cups, a handful of cutlery, and a kettle, which he took down and placed on the stove.

      “It really is something,” I said.

      “Yeah. I don’t have visitors much,” he said softly, picking up the kettle and then putting it down again. “Actually, I don’t have visitors at all.”

      He turned around, and I found my gaze once again irresistibly drawn to his boots.

      “I know what I did, following you here, seems crazy,” I said. “It even seems crazy to me. It’s just that once I got started, once I got halfway up that arduous path, after I’d gone that far, it seemed too late to turn back. You know what I mean?”

      My quiet appeal was made to Brock’s worn boots; I still wouldn’t look up.

      “Yes. Yes, I do actually,” he said softly.

      When I did look up, there was something in his eyes that told me he was just as serious as he had sounded.

      Turning back to the stove, he turned a creaky dial and then kicked off his boots.

      “I’m sorry. I’ve just had a crazy past few months. I’m not much used to people; that’s all.”

      I nodded and took off my own boots.

      “Nice socks,” he said.

      I laughed, glancing down at the navy, periwinkle and cyan swooshes of water with the little splashes of white flowers.

      “Forgot I wore my water lily ones.”

      “So you like Monet?”

      “Like isn’t the right word exactly. I’d say love is more like it.”

      “So you’re into art then?”

      His eyes were scanning me once more, this time with excitement more than anything.

      “Yeah,” I said. “I took a course in high school, and the rest is history. Though I have pretty dated tastes, I like the pretty things, the Romanticism, the Impressionists, the Realism, like…”

      My gaze went to the chickadee painting on his wall.

      “Like the paintings on my walls?”

      “Yeah, actually. They’re beautiful. Where’d you get them?”

      “I made them,” he said, and now it was my turn to gape at him.

      “You…made them?”

      “Yeah. I—”

      At the kettle’s screeching, he hurried over to the stove.

      “One minute.”

      He poured us two mugs and then gestured to a mahogany-colored couch. I sat down, and he handed me a china cup with little red flowers on the edge.

      After blowing on his tea, he said, “I’ve been into art since I was a kid. I was always drawing, painting, making stuff with whatever I could get my hands on. Being an artist has always been my dream. It’s just…life got in the way.”

      His gaze was on an old-looking chest with concentric boxes and twining lines carved into its wooden exterior. Something told me that this “life” that got in the way was a lot worse than Brock was letting on, no matter how nice he seemed.

      “Well, you certainly have more than enough talent,” I said. “These are fantastic.”

      He nodded and said “thanks” without looking over at me, his gaze still on the chest.

      I blew on my tea and then took a sip, the burning heat searing my mouth immediately.

      I spat it out.

      “You okay?” he asked, and I nodded, glaring at the light brown liquid sitting innocuously in the little flower teacup.

      After a minute, my glare shifted to the man who had sipped the lava-like tea easily. If I wasn’t careful, I was going to be burned by this job much worse than that.

      “So what about you?” he said after another easy sip of his tea. “What do you do? You live here?”

      “Yes,” I said, then paused, trying to figure out the next lie that would be easiest to tell.

      “I…run my own business,” I said.

      At this, he once again looked at me with interest.

      “Oh yeah? How do you like that?”

      “I love it. I have my dream job. It’s just that…it’s hard too. Everything’s up to me—I mean, success, failure, paying the bills. If I don’t work hard, I’m the only one who suffers. And it’s scary not knowing what the future holds.”

      As I ventured another sip of my tea, Brock nodded, smiling ruefully.

      “I know what you mean. Every upside has its downside. People always make out that working for yourself, being your own boss, means never having to worry again, when the reality is the opposite. It’s incredibly stressful and hard. Worth it, but hard.”

      “It’s weird,” I murmured. “Hearing you talk, it’s almost like…”

      “Hearing myself,” Brock said.

      Our gazes met. I was hyperaware of his position next to me, his knee pressing against mine, the slight drooping of his eyelids, his parted lips.

      If he tried what I thought he was going to do, would I let him?

      “I have to go,” he said, rising. “Need to get wood. For the fireplace. There’s a storm coming in.”

      I took another sip of my tea, finally able to enjoy the flavor.

      “Great. Want help?”

      But Brock was already halfway out the door, tossing a “no, no, it’s fine” over his shoulder.

      Putting the teacup down, my gaze was drawn to where he had been sitting on the couch. This job hadn’t stopped surprising me. Brock wasn’t anything like I had expected, certainly not anything like an “unhinged criminal.”

      I stood up and stretched. I thought of the picture in my car of the sinister-looking man I had come to nab, the Brock I had pegged wrong from the start. Now wasn’t the time to get sentimental about a target. It didn’t matter how handsome or kind he seemed; I had a job to do. After one step toward the chest, I hurried over to the front door to make sure I was in the clear. I opened it a crack and found myself face-to-face with Brock.
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      He opened the door fully, regarding me with an unconcerned sort of curiosity.

      “I…I was just…”

      “Sorry. I’ve kept you quite a bit. We could meet in town some other time,” he said, coming in past me without looking at me.

      I watched him dump his armful of logs into the fireplace with dismay.

      “No. No, I…”

      “The storm could be here soon, and then you’d be stuck here,” he said with a gentle firmness, still addressing the strewn-about logs.

      “Okay,” I said.

      He turned to face me and nodded.

      We stood there eyeing each other for a moment.

      My mind slid ideas around uselessly, forming nothing I could do now, no excuse I could give to stay.

      “You know where to find me,” Brock said finally.

      I nodded again.

      “Great meeting you,” I said. Then walked away, my face burning, back to my car.

      Though I grabbed the handle, I stopped at the door for a minute.

      Somehow, I couldn’t bear getting in, stepping into the stuffy car and sinking into the worn seats, into the full realization of my failure.

      The click of the cabin door behind me indicated that it was finished now. I had left, and there was no going back. I had failed. My hand gripped the car handle tighter. Had I failed though? I was still here, wasn’t I? There must have been something I could do. My gaze ran over my car once more. Right under the window was the scratch from when Charlie had driven it.

      Charlie.

      Hadn’t he stayed over one night by faking that his car wouldn’t start?

      The next morning, when I’d been draped in his T-shirt and his lies, he’d even taken me out to it, shown me the little cylinder he’d called the fuel pump. We had lain down on my cracked, mossy driveway tiles, and he’d put it back in right in front of me. We’d laughed about it, like it was this silly, charming thing, the way there was no lie too small for him to tell to get what he wanted. Love did that to you. But now, on my own, with a screwdriver that might or might not have been in my glove compartment, would I still be able to find the fuel pump? I inserted my key in the door and turned. The only way to find out was to try.

      Once I had gotten the screwdriver that was in my glove compartment and quickly unscrewed the bottom of my car, it didn’t take long for me to locate the fuel pump. I quickly took it out and screwed the bottom of my car back on before I scrambled out from under my car.

      Now standing there innocently, I cast a wary glance toward the front cabin door, sure that Brock must have seen me, must have suspected something after hearing no car sounds for what had to have been at least five minutes. But the door was closed, the window curtains shut; there was no sign of activity in the little place.

      Good. If Brock hadn’t seen what I’d just done, I might have a chance. After one last look at my car and with a deep breath, I headed toward the cabin.

      Who would’ve ever thought that Charlie and his numerous and various lies would have had any practical use in my life? And yet here I was, fuel pump tucked in my pocket, striding back to the criminal I was going to nab with evidence I was going to find tonight.

      Here went nothing.

      I knocked on the door, and a few seconds later, it opened. Brock looked surprised to see me and—was I imagining it?—a bit pleased.

      “My car won’t start. I have no idea what’s going on,” I said, with what I hoped was a convincing pout.

      His face grew concerned.

      “Let me have a look,” he said, walking past me.

      By now the snow was coming down in big wispy fluffs, while the wind had grown into an icy slap.

      Stopping at my car in much the same position I had been, Brock turned to me.

      “I think the storm’s hit.”

      As if eager to confirm him, a huge gust of wind flung a swoop of snow into his face.

      Striding past me, he said, “I’ll have to check it later.”

      I followed Brock inside, where there was a painting laid out on the table. It was only a wispy outline, but at my glance, he grabbed it and stowed it in the cupboard.

      “Looks like you may be stuck here after all,” he said, a strange tone to his voice.

      I nodded, standing awkwardly at the door until he gestured to the couch.

      “Are you hungry? I could make something.”

      As I sat down, I shook my head.

      “No. I…actually, why don’t we have those cookies I brought?”

      He sat down beside me, noticeably farther away than last time.

      “Okay. Why not?”

      And so I placed the bag between us, reached in, and grabbed one. He waited until my arm was completely out before he reached in and grabbed one himself.

      After a few bites, he voiced my thoughts. “They’re…really good.”

      “After I had one, I knew I needed more,” I said.

      Another rueful smile slunk onto his face as he cast me a sidelong glance.

      “So really, you just got these for yourself.”

      We laughed.

      “Not exactly. I mean…if you had sent me away at the start, I certainly wouldn’t have not eaten them, though.”

      “So this whole coming out here thing was an excuse for you to buy cookies. It was a win-win. If I said yes, we shared the cookies. If I said no, you got all the cookies for yourself.”

      More laughing, and then I snatched the bag away.

      “I can still take them away, you know.”

      His eyes dancing, Brock grabbed the bag, his fingers closing over mine. Again our eyes met. Again he pulled back, then stood up.

      “Looks like the storm is getting worse. I should get more wood while I have a chance.”

      And then he was out the door before I could ask him if he would have liked any help.

      Which was good, really.

      My glance at the five logs in the fireplace confirmed my suspicions: Brock was going to be gone a good while finding more wood. Now was my best chance to snoop and find the evidence of criminal activity that I needed. I took one long look around the cabin before I got to work. The place was small, but there were still numerous places to hide things if you were clever, which Brock clearly was.

      Still, my search went slower than I had even feared. First I checked the loft, careful not to disturb the swaths of Aztec-patterned blankets or the smooth slats of wood, none of which moved or concealed any hidden compartments. Then I checked the bathroom, felt under the bathtub, even peered behind the toilet. Back in the main room, I checked the cupboard, the kettle, the pot, the fridge. Still nothing, and Brock could be back any minute. I slipped my hand behind every painting frame, craned my head under the couch, and finally lay back on the floor and stared at the ceiling dismally.

      What if there was nothing? If Russell Snow had been so sure there had been evidence, wouldn’t he have known what it would be? Then my gaze fell on the chest, and suddenly it was so obvious that I almost laughed at myself for missing it.

      Sure enough, inside the chest were several guns, all with the serial numbers scratched off.

      Just then footsteps sounded around the house. I ripped my phone out of my pocket, snapped a picture of the chest’s contents, and then slammed the lid shut just as the front door opened.

      I scrambled back to the couch and then rose as Brock staggered in, his arms overflowing with logs.

      “Went a little overboard,” he grumbled as he heaved the logs into the fireplace. “Though that should be it for tonight,” he said, answering my next question.

      He collapsed on the couch beside me, closer than last time though not as close as the first time.

      “Can I?” he asked, with a flick of his wrist at the cookie bag next to me.

      “Sure,” I said, adding, “just a few” right as his hand came out of the bag with two cookies in it.

      He shot me a guilty smile and then asked, “What, are you hungry? Do you want some real food?”

      A glance in the bag revealed six more cookies.

      “No. This is fine,” I said.

      As I reached for another, my phone rang.

      One glance at the caller and I immediately hung up.

      What was Russell Snow doing calling me now?

      A few seconds later, my phone rang again. Again, Russell Snow.

      I declined again, this time turning off my phone completely.

      “They must really want to get ahold of you,” Brock said.

      He wasn’t looking at me, but he could’ve been before. Had he seen the caller ID? Did he know?

      “It was my mom. She’s always calling me nonstop, checking up on me,” I said, which wasn’t entirely a lie.

      “Don’t let me stop you,” Brock said. “I can go outside or whatever.”

      I shook my head.

      “No. It’s fine. One night off will be nice.”

      A slight smile slid over Brock’s lips.

      “Yeah. My thoughts exactly.”

      “Oh?”

      “I’m changing professions. Only problem is, my profession is…well, it’s not the best profession to be in, and it’s a blasted hard one to get out of.”

      His tortured gaze was once again on the chest. Pity panged through me.

      “So…this job...how bad is it?”

      “Bad. That’s all I’ll say,” Brock said. “Can’t tell you any more than that.”

      I nodded, and Brock shook his head.

      “There is a bit more than that. I used to be a Navy SEAL, you know. I was good at it too, the fast pace, taking orders and giving them, helping my friends, serving my country. Even had a bit of time for painting every once in a while. And then I got booted. Dumb politics I hadn’t even wanted to get involved with in the first place. Me and a few friends, one day we were in, the next we were out. There wasn’t much left for us; I didn’t know how to do anything else. My friend—Garth, the funny one—he was the one who came up with the idea for the two of us, a just-for-now scheme that swelled until it was out of control.”

      Brock shook his head.

      “But it’s over now, and everything will be fine soon. I told him I was through a month ago, and I’m making a new life for myself here. This is just the beginning.”

      After another minute, I still didn’t know what to say, but luckily Brock rose and strode off to the kitchen, saying, “Would you mind if I painted? Talking about the old days just gave me some inspiration, and sometimes I lose the thread if I let it go.”

      “No. Not at all. Could I join?”

      Already opening the cupboard, Brock paused.

      Inwardly, I groaned, averting my gaze. Why on earth had I asked that?

      “I don’t have to,” I said quickly. “I mean, I’m not like an artist or anything. It’ll just be a waste of paint.”

      But when Brock returned, two canvas boards tucked under one arm and several tubes of paint in the other, he shook his head.

      “No. I…just never thought of it. I want you to; it’ll be fun.”

      “Okay,” I said, smiling at him.

      Putting the canvas boards and paint tubes on the floor, he added, “And don’t worry about getting paint on the floor. Heaven knows I have already.”

      At his words, the paint flecks on the floor suddenly stood out to me, the little dashes of yellow, blue, and red seemingly everywhere. Funny, how some things you only saw once they were spoken of, how clear some things were in retrospect. What else in my life was like that?

      “We can share these brushes,” Brock said, slapping an old tomato tin filled with paintbrushes on the floor between us.

      “Any advice for a newbie?” I joked as we sat on the floor side by side.

      “Yeah,” he said, shooting me a sidelong smirk. “Don’t take anyone’s advice. Art is art, not a science. It’s personal; it comes from the heart. You have to feel your way through. Just do what feels right.”

      As I reached for a brush, he added, “That, and if you mix all the colors you’ll end up with brown.”

      We laughed, he grabbed a brush of his own and got started.

      At the beginning, I only circumspectly watched Brock out of the corner of my eye, his face focused yet calm, a strange light in his eyes as his brush flowed across the page.

      Until he growled, “Get to work or your canvas is getting confiscated.”

      Surprised, I glanced at his face to see a silly grin.

      Next thing I knew, his brush was sweeping over to my canvas, flicking a navy line in the center.

      “There, I gave you a starting point,” he said, returning to his own canvas.

      I looked at the navy line dubiously. A blank white canvas and some random line were supposed to inspire me? What had I been thinking, wanting to paint anyway? I was no artist. I was a logical, curious private investigator who, even as a child, had hated coloring.

      But as I stared at the line, it began to grow and swell with potential, swirling into a raindrop, into a bent-over back, an outstretched finger. Suddenly, I knew what I was going to paint.

      I started out with more navy, outlining the spread-fingered figure with her thin, ponytailed head looking up. Then it was some brown for the outside, for the bricks around the window. There was yellow for the inside, a whole coat of it for the window. Then black was for the figures joined at the arms, the ones bent over the table with the cocaine baggie between them. White was for the baggie’s contents, yellow to cover it all again, only halfway. The dark, sad figures were bathed in yellow light, the yellow reaching out, brushing against the spread-fingered girl outside. Above it all was more navy for the uncaring sky, a dab of yellow for the sliver of moon. And then I was done, finished and looking over Brock’s shoulder at his canvas, which contained army-green figures with their guns connected in the center, all of it light-haloed just like mine.

      “Not bad. You have an artist’s eye,” Brock said with an approving look at my canvas.

      My gaze slid from my canvas to his and then back to mine again, and I laughed.

      “Don’t tease me.”

      Brock squeezed my shoulder.

      “I’m not teasing. I mean it. That’s a really compelling scene, and those colors you used to frame it, the point of view, it’s all great. What’s it of?”

      My gaze slid back to the somber scene, and my voice caught in my throat.

      “You don’t have to tell me if you don’t feel comfortable,” Brock said, squeezing my shoulder again.

      “No. I…”

      I thought back to the scene, to me crouched outside the window while I watched Charlie and some girl snort coke off our living room table. How ironic it had been, watching this low-bloused, short-skirted stranger with her rear parked between my boyfriend’s legs, leaning over and snorting drugs that had doubtlessly been bought with my money off my table—and there I had been feeling like I was the stranger.

      “It was just an experience I had a few years ago. Someone who let me down.”

      Brock’s face went serious. He nodded.

      “Sorry.”

      I shook my head.

      “No. It’s fine. It’s the past now. It’s fine.”

      Brock nodded as his face got even more serious.

      “Oh, Alexa…”

      “What is it? What’s wrong?” I asked as he neared my face, peering at it intently.

      “Ah, nothing except”—he tapped his blue-tipped finger to my cheek—“this.”

      Stumbling backward, I scolded him. “Brock! Now there’s blue on my face, isn’t there?”

      He shrugged and then flicked the same finger across my other cheek.

      “Maybe.”

      I snatched the orange tube off the floor, opened it, and squirted some into my palm.

      “Okay, now you’re totally getting it!”

      Stepping back, Brock dove for the purple and squirted some into both palms.

      “Oh really?” he asked, lifting his purple-palmed hands.

      I backed up, shaking my head.

      “Okay, maybe we should call a truce?”

      But Brock was advancing nonetheless, his purple-coated palms extended.

      “No. I think you just laid down a challenge.”

      I backed away into the kitchen and then to the front door.

      “No, Brock. Please—”

      But that smile of his was merciless, and as I ripped open the door with my clean hand and fled into the still-falling snow outside, he raced after me.

      The chase didn’t last long, just long enough for me to trip over a snowbank, fall to the snowy ground, and for Brock to cover my shivering form with purple handprints while I slapped back my own orange revenge.

      Our hands were nearly paintless and our bodies were covered with orange and purple handprints by the time we stopped and collapsed back into the snow, utterly spent.

      After a few seconds of this freezing freedom, I asked Brock, “But why?”

      To which he rose and, offering me a hand, declared, “I’m not sorry.”

      I accepted the hand and rose with a glare.

      He held my gaze, his smile challenging my glare. We stood there for a minute while I tried not to be infected by those upturned lips and those merry eyes. But it was no use; soon my smile was as broad as Brock’s.

      “Well I’m not going to bed like this,” I declared as we made our way back to the cabin.

      “Oh, yeah, of course. There’s a shower and everything,” Brock said in that strange tone again.

      As I walked beside him, it looked like his cheeks were rosy. It was probably from the cold, but I hadn’t noticed them before when we’d been paint fighting, or even when we’d lain out in the snow. Weird.

      Once we got inside, Brock strode directly to the door under the loft.

      “There’s the bathroom and shower,” he said in a robotic voice, avoiding my gaze.

      “Okay…” I said, unsure what to say.

      I had planned on taking a shower later, but this seemed like my cue to get it over with now for whatever reason.

      So in I went, not saying anything or even looking at Brock again. Clearly, that was what he wanted.

      Just as I had started getting comfortable with him, he had to go and act weird.

      As I looked in the mirror, I caught my rosy, excited face returning to normal. Brock’s sudden coldness was good, actually. With all these activities, I had been getting off track from what I was here for: finding evidence of Brock’s criminal activities. And although I had done it, I still needed to get out of there and hand over what I’d found to Russell Snow. There was no point to getting all warm and fuzzy about my target, which was what Brock Anderson was—all that Brock Anderson was.

      The shower, with its warm water, was a nice relief from the cold outside. Gratefully, I let the hot droplets roll down my skin, closing my eyes and savoring the feeling. Just as I was fully relaxed and leaning into the corner of the shower, letting the water envelop me, however, my phone rang.

      Although it was in my coat in the cabin outside the bathroom, its loud, annoying ring was still audible.

      “You want me to get that?” Brock called from what sounded like the loft.

      “No. I—”

      I raced out of the shower, hastily throwing my paint-covered sweater over myself as I ran out of the bathroom and grabbed my coat. Then I froze.

      Brock was not in the loft as I had thought. He was sitting on the couch, gaping at my hastily covered, half-naked body.

      Our gazes met, and I raced back into the bathroom, my phone still blaring.

      It was Russell Snow. Again. Goodness, that guy had a knack for calling at the worst possible time.

      I hung up and then sent him a message: Now is not a good time.

      Once I got back in the shower, it wasn’t the same. I was still on edge and could no longer relax. I finished scrubbing off my paint-covered hands and then turned off the shower and came out.

      It seemed silly to put my dirty, paint-covered clothes back on, but I didn’t have much choice. I was in the cabin of a man I barely knew in Nederland in the middle of nowhere; it was not exactly the Hilton Hotel.

      When I came out, Brock was still sitting on the couch, staring at the wall. Seeing me, he rose.

      “I just wanted to say sorry for before,” he stammered. “I wasn’t thinking, and…I’m sorry if I made you uncomfortable.”

      “It’s fine,” I said, still standing in the bathroom door awkwardly, staring at the wall myself.

      After a minute of this, Brock went over to the kitchen.

      “I’m going to make some hot chocolate.”

      At the stove, he paused, threw a glance at the snow-filled window, and then looked back at me.

      “Looks like it’s going to continue overnight.”

      “Yeah.”

      “You can stay the night if you want.”

      He turned away before my reaction could register on my face.

      Though really, I didn’t know how my face looked at the moment. I already had my evidence. Would staying the night be a good idea?

      A quick glance out the window confirmed that it wasn’t just a good idea; it was basically the only viable one. It was snowing even harder now. Navigating that bumpy road would be hard enough with a station wagon, let alone my little sedan.

      “Okay,” I said.

      “Okay,” he said.

      And maybe it was just me, but it sounded like Brock was smiling as he said it. It didn’t take long for the hot chocolate to be ready. Brock handed me a cup and then a bag of marshmallows.

      “Have at it.”

      I laughed.

      “You’re going to regret saying that.”

      “No, really, you’re a guest here.”

      “Okay,” I said, before proceeding to pour in as many marshmallows as would fit into my cup.

      Once the tiny white things were almost spilling over the sides, I handed the bag back to Brock.

      He gave a soft chuckle.

      “Wow, you really like your sugar, don’t you? Though I can’t say you didn’t warn me.”

      I responded by giving him a cheeky grin. He raised his cup to mine. We toasted, and he said, “To delicious cookies and terrible storms.”

      After we sipped our drinks, he smiled.

      “I’m really glad you made the crazy drive up here after me. I...normally don’t get along with people this well.”

      “I am too,” I said.

      But my answer didn’t seem to please him.

      “Really, I mean it though,” he said, “There’s something about you…the art, our sense of humor; we have so much in common. I’d like to see you again after this.”

      Before I could respond, his face darkened and he shook his head.

      “Though I’m not staying all that much longer. Can’t.”

      We sat there for a few minutes, sipping our hot chocolates and not looking at each other. By then, Brock was right beside me, his leg pressed against mine, sending warm pangs of longing up and down my body. I didn’t move away, but I didn’t move closer either. Brock was the target, nothing more, and he had to stay that way if I was going to complete this job successfully.

      Gradually, more and more of Brock’s body was pressing against mine—his knee, his torso.

      Then I felt his breath on my ear as he said, “Alexa.”

      I turned to face him, and he stood up and looked away.

      “Want to go snowshoeing?”

      I stared at him for a minute, searching his face for a trace of amusement, a twinkle in his eye, a half grin, anything. But his face kept its serious expression.

      “Okay,” I found myself saying.

      He grinned, went over to the chest, and paused.

      “Weird…”

      “What is it?”

      He crouched down and then shook his head.

      “Nothing. It’s just that I always latch the chest closed, but last time I must’ve forgotten.”

      I made a noncommittal sound of agreement, hoping it was louder than the thumping of my terrified heart. Brock slid the chest over, revealing two pairs of snowshoes behind it.

      “Don’t worry. Snowshoeing is just like walking but with big feet. You shouldn’t have any problem.”

      “How do you know I’ve never snowshoed before?”

      Brock’s amused glance scanned me.

      “Just do.”

      I sighed and then cast a worried look at the window, where impossibly huge-looking flakes of snow were falling.

      “Okay, you got me, but are you sure this is a good idea?”

      A smile playing on his face, Brock’s glance flicked to where mine was.

      “Nope, but the best ideas often aren’t.”

      My gaze flicked from his easy confidence to the window’s raging storm and then back again.

      “Oh, fine then.”

      Brock grinned and then strode to the door and opened it. I followed, throwing on my coat and then putting up my hood before looking over my shoulder one last time at the cabin. What was I getting myself into?
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      It was like having big feet, as it turned out. Brock hadn’t been kidding. After he helped me strap the big wooden things to my boots and strapped on his own, we began walking. It didn’t take long for me to see that snowshoeing was just that: having massive, giant-sized feet. Not to mention it was incredibly fun. Though the snow was already deep, our giant shoes crunched atop it easily, allowing us to leisurely tromp our way behind the cabin and deep into the snowy forest.

      By now the air was alive with snow, the trees emitting a near-constant stream of flakes.

      I started out treading the path Brock had made with his snowshoes, but soon I ventured out by myself, stomping out my own path in the snow. It was weird, this walking with big feet. It gave me a rush, a strange feeling of warm exhilaration amid all this cold ice. Even when I fell face-first into the snow, I only laughed, although my hands were immediately ice cold and red.

      “Here,” Brock said, holding out his gloved hand, which I gladly accepted.

      He lifted me until I was face to face with him. His brown beard was now flecked with snow, but his maple eyes were smoldering with fire.

      “You okay?” he asked me softly.

      “Yeah. I think so,” I said.

      Brock brushed a snow-solidified strand of hair out of my face, and I let him, transfixed as I was by those tender, hazel eyes. His fingers lingered at my cheek, tracing down it and brushing over my lips. Then he was lowering his face to mine, bringing his lips to mine.

      Amid the cold, swirling snow, touched by his cold, caressing fingers, his lips were warm.

      When our lips touched, warmth blossomed through me, from my lips, down my throat, to my chest, down my arms, and to my hands, until they were clasping his face eagerly, our lips pressed together. While I had been freezing cold a minute ago, now I was entirely and utterly warm all over.

      The snowy forest slid away; my job and identity fell to the wayside. All there was were those firm lips and this man—this handsome, dangerous, incredible man—his hands clasping mine and his lips tracing my jawline.

      I lost myself in it, in the motions, the feelings, the want—which may have been why I stumbled forward and fell again. Brock caught me halfway, but I could see it was too late. He looked at me with a new consciousness of what he’d done, with guilty eyes that escaped my gaze as soon as they could.

      He helped me up and then stepped back, murmuring, “I’m sorry.”

      I put my hand on his chest.

      “You have nothing to apologize for.”

      But he shook his head and stepped back again.

      “I meant what I said, Alexa. I won’t be around for long—I can’t be. No matter how much I like you, this can’t work. You don’t know everything about me.”

      I stared at him, at this cold, unfeeling-looking man who was almost unrecognizable from the warm man who had been kissing me moments ago. The truth bubbled up my throat: how I knew what he was, what he had been, the real reason I was here at all. But it stopped at my lips and then tumbled back down my throat.

      I looked at him with cold, hard eyes myself and said, “Okay.”

      We tramped back to the cabin in silence. The magic was gone. All that remained was the cold and the equally frigid realization of my stupidity. Kissing Brock Anderson—the target of all people, the man I was going to turn over to my client. What had I been thinking?

      The snow was swirling down harder than ever; the whole world was one endlessly white series of trees with white flakes surging everywhere.

      It seemed like forever had come and gone when we finally came to the snow-coated back of the cabin. I followed Brock inside and took off my coat and boots in silence.

      “Good thing we have the fire,” Brock said, beelining for it.

      He put in some logs and lit them with a lighter he got out of his pocket.

      I flopped my shivering self on the couch, staring at the fire, at the fiery tongues flickering laughter at me.

      “I’m sorry, Alexa,” he said, sitting beside me.

      “It’s okay,” I said, not looking at him.

      “No,” he said. “No, it’s not.”

      He stood up.

      “I’m going to make some more hot chocolate.”

      I stared at the flames, wishing I could pick them up, take them in my hands, and take them outside, through the snow and down the path so that they could show me my way home. Why did I always have to go falling for the wrong guy?

      The kettle rumbled to life, and then Brock said, “I’m adding Baileys to mine...you?”

      I stared at the flames. As the “no” I should have said flickered along with them, a “sure” escaped my lips. Brock came over with two steaming cups a few minutes later and handed me one. At the sight of mine topped with more marshmallows than even I had put on last time, I couldn’t help but smile.

      “It’s okay?” he asked.

      “Yeah,” I said, taking a small sip. “Yeah. It’s better than okay, thank you.”

      And it was. All of it, the warm, soothing fireplace, the comfy, mahogany couch that I’d sunk into, the delicious hot chocolate and alcohol something, it was good. It was great, even.

      “I’ll sleep down here tonight,” Brock said, sitting beside me. “You can have the loft.”

      “Don’t be silly,” I said. “Really, I can take the couch. Or...we could both fit in the loft?”

      Brock shook his head.

      “No way am I having you sleep on the couch. As for the loft…I don’t know. Want to have a look and see what you think?”

      Putting my drink down, I climbed partway up the ladder, pretended to check the loft, and then climbed back down.

      “It’s nice. Looks like enough room.”

      With a nod, he reached into the bakery bag and extracted two cookies, one of which he handed to me.

      “I’ve got an idea.”

      Then, in one swift motion, he dipped his cookie into his drink and took a big bite.

      Closing his eyes, he nodded slowly, said, “Knew it was a good idea.”

      I did the same and found myself smiling as the chocolatey goodness seeped into my mouth.

      “We’ve had a lot of good ideas today.”

      He opened his eyes, caught my glance, and looked away.

      “Yeah,” he murmured, and something told me he wasn’t just thinking of the cookies and hot chocolate.

      And so we sat there, sipping our hot chocolate, dipping our cookies, and sneaking glances at each other out of the corner of our eyes, sinking further and further into the couch and each other. The fireplace was so warm and Brock was so warm and I was so warm, so very warm and happy. I closed my eyes and enjoyed it all: the rich hot chocolate and sugary marshmallow taste, Brock’s cedar smell, the warm buzzing feeling the alcohol was filling me with.

      When I opened my eyes, Brock was inches away from me, his eyes on mine.

      “I’m going to bed now,” he said.

      “I’ll go too,” I said.

      He didn’t move. I didn’t move.

      Then, slowly, Brock inched toward me.

      He took the same stray strand of hair between his fingers, tugged it with a half smile, and then tucked it behind my ear once more.

      “Good night, Alexa.”

      “Good night, Brock.”

      Then he rose and offered me his hand. I accepted it and stopped inches from his face.

      “Need help getting up there?”

      I shook my head, stumbled to the ladder, and then gave him a rueful smile.

      “Maybe.”

      “Here,” he said, his hands on my waist, his lips by my ear. “Just take it one step at a time.”

      And as I clambered my way up, his hands supported my waist, then thighs, then lower legs, it occurred to me that this wasn’t such bad advice for life in general.

      At the top, I collapsed onto the sheets and rolled over to make room for Brock, who was on the bed a few seconds later.

      The two of us tossed and turned as we made ourselves comfortable. Then there was a stillness, although my heart was anything but still. It was shaking with anticipation, with a silent, painful longing. I lay there for who knew how long in a tortured purgatory of half-wakefulness. Too tired to be awake but too anxious to sleep, as chunks of thoughts clattered through my head.

      Was he still awake too? What if I turned around and kissed him and felt his cedar scent on my skin and his warm fingers in mine and let what was bottled up inside me break free? What if I climbed down the ladder and ran away, ran outside and drove into the snow, into the snow storm that was nothing compared to what was raging in my head?

      I lay there in the loft bed, twisting with impossible want, wanting to stay and leave, wanting to embrace this man beside me and run as far away from him as I could.

      Finally, I flopped to the other side of the bed, to the cold side of the pillow, and faced him.

      My eyes were squeezed shut, and the bed jostled. He was moving too, but he didn’t touch me. No, I felt nothing but his gaze. My eyes were closed, my body still, and yet I knew he was watching me. I could feel it. I didn’t move. I didn’t open my eyes. If I opened them, my lips would be his and all would be lost. I needed this job. I couldn’t do this.

      I lay there as seconds joined into minutes and became hours strung together into whole years. And, once nothing less than a century had rolled on past, I opened my eyes.

      His face was inches from mine, his eyes on me. He had never stopped looking.

      What happened next was what had always been going to happen next, what was inevitable from the first moment we laid eyes on each other. Our lips joined once more, our hands too. Our clothes slid off, and in the dark, warm, cedar loft, we became one.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Eight

        

      

    
    
      I awoke cold. The bed beside me was empty. Brock. Had last night been a dream?

      I lifted the covers and gasped. I wasn’t wearing any clothes. No, last night had been no dream. Closing my eyes, I inhaled his still-lingering cedar scent.

      Last night may not have been a dream, but it had been as good as one. I lay there, memories sliding in one after the other, and remembered it, feeling it once more. It had been so natural, so seamless. Brock and I—there was no denying it—we worked.

      And now?

      I turned to look at his empty spot on the bed. Now things would go back to how they had been. So I’d had one drunken night of fun, one slight bout of unprofessional conduct. No one needed to know. No one would know. I had a job to do. Brock had said it himself: this couldn’t work.

      I slid into my clothes and then made my way down the ladder, nostalgia swirling through me on the final rung. If I could have told myself just what I was climbing the ladder to, would I have stopped? Should I have?

      Brock wasn’t in the cabin. I put on my coat, then my boots, and grabbed my bakery bag.

      I opened the door to see his feet poking out from under my car.

      “Brock?”

      He slid out and gave me a strained smile.

      “Hey.”

      “Hey… What’s up?”

      “Ah, your car. It’s…I don’t know what to make of it.”

      “Oh?”

      “Yeah. The fuel pump’s somehow worked its way loose, and I can’t figure out where or how you even continued on without it. Your car can’t start without it.”

      “Oh, yeah, that is weird.”

      I stuck my hands in my pockets, feeling the offending fuel pump in my left one and wondering what exactly I was supposed to do now.

      “Yeah. I can tow you into town later. There’s a good garage I know, East Street Garage.”

      My face was reddening by the minute. This just kept getting worse and worse.

      “Thanks,” I said, “but...my ex works there. If you could tow me anywhere else?”

      “Well, not in Nederland, but...how about we have breakfast and discuss it then?”

      I shook my head.

      “I have stuff I need to do today. Would you be able to take me now?”

      His face fell, but he nodded and headed past me into the cabin.

      “Yeah. Yeah, of course.”

      I didn’t move, just stood staring at my car, gripping the fuel pump in my pocket. Should I try putting it back in? Before I could decide, the door behind me was shutting and Brock was hurrying past me.

      A few steps away from the cars, Brock stopped.

      “Actually, would going for a forest swim be crazy?”

      He had addressed the question to the cars, but he turned to me to see my response.

      My gaze fell.

      “Brock…” I said softly.

      He strode up to me and took my hands.

      “Please, Alexa. It’ll be quick and then you can go. I promise.”

      His voice was coaxing, but my inner voice was adamant. I had to leave now.

      “Please. It’s just a few minutes away,” Brock said, pulling me toward the back of the cabin.

      As my mouth prepared to say “no,” my feet followed him, so into the forest we went. Every step I took, the further my “no” burrowed down my throat until there was only me, my hand in Brock’s, and the beautiful, beautiful forest. Oh, how breathtaking it was! Morning dew glistened on every leaf and twig, while a gentle breeze ruffled them. As we made our way through it, there was the soft symphony of the forest: the crackling of leaves, the birds and squirrels chattering in squeaks only they understood, our own gentle footsteps.

      We got there without warning. Everything was trees, trees, and more trees, and then, all at once, water.

      It was a little pond just big enough for two people who didn’t want to get too close. Who couldn’t get too close.

      “It’s not too deep. Or cold. Even after a big snow, somehow, it never gets too cold,” Brock said, already taking off his shirt.

      “Good,” I said, walking over behind a pine so I could undress.

      I didn’t want to get to talking to Brock, to joking as if things were like they had been before, like last night hadn’t happened or even like we were friends or lovers or something stupid like that. Brock Anderson was the target, nothing more. I had made a mistake, sure, but I was going to do the right thing now and distance myself so I could do my job properly and hand over what I’d found to my client.

      A splash indicated Brock was already in the water.

      “It’s nice!” he called.

      Once my shirt and pants were off, I dashed in as fast as I could. Brock had been right: the water was cool, not cold; in between shallow and deep, it stopped just above my chest, thankfully. I swam from one side to the other and then floated on my back, my eyes closed.

      “Look up,” Brock whispered from right beside me.

      Surprised, I jumped and then did as I was told. The sky was a patchwork of tree branches, bright, happy blue between the black, red-leaved branches. It was beautiful; it was more than beautiful. It was awe-inspiring.

      “Wow,” I said softly.

      “Wow,” he said beside me.

      And then we lay there, the criminal and me, quiet before the majesty of nature’s beauty.

      After a few minutes of enjoyable escape, however, pesky worry started to return. How long was I planning to stay here, really? What if, as I lay here, another storm started up and I couldn’t leave again?

      When I turned to look at Brock, I saw he was doing the exact same thing. Our gazes met, each flicking to the other’s lips. As we neared, a thousand more thoughts arose: You shouldn’t do this—Stop—There’s still time—Stop! So I did. An inch from him, I paused. My gaze searched his, for permission, for reassurance, for I don’t know what. But all I saw in the black of his pupils was the worried reflection of my own eyes. One last thought snuck in: You know what to do.

      And I did. So, as Brock’s lips pressed against mine, I turned away. Then I swam to the shore and hurried behind the same pine as before to get dressed.

      Once I was dressed, I came out from behind the tree. Brock was still in the same place as before, floating on his back again, lost in the sight of the branch-patchwork sky.

      “I think we should go now,” I said in a tone colder than I had intended. I added in a kinder tone, “Please, Brock.”

      Looking at me with wide, startled eyes, Brock slowly made his way to the shore.

      “Yeah. Of course, yeah,” he murmured half to himself.

      He pulled his clothes on in the same daze and then, with a shy smile at me, started walking. I followed him. We returned the same way, though we were not the same people as the ones who’d walked there. Maybe Brock didn’t feel it, but I knew without a doubt that something had been decided. I had decided. I had chosen myself and my job, not the criminal I had unwittingly fallen for. Finally, I had made the right choice. And as we walked in silence through the forest, I smiled a little at that.

      When we got back to the cabin, Brock stopped.

      “Sorry about before,” he said.

      I strode on ahead.

      “Don’t worry about it. What’s going to happen with my car though?”

      “Oh yeah, your car.”

      Brock scanned it for a minute and then said, “I can tow it into town. Here, you can wait inside my pickup while I hook them together,” he said, gesturing to his maroon truck.

      I got in, still gripping the fuel pump in my pocket. This job couldn’t be over soon enough.

      A few minutes later, Brock was getting in beside me and starting the car.

      “Oh, wanted to be sure you didn’t forget this. Your car was open and I saw it left on the seat there,” he said, handing me a piece of paper.

      I gaped at him. Did he know? Why did he sound so casual if he did?

      There, clutched in his hand, was the balled-up photo printout of him.
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      “What, was it for me?” he joked, starting to unravel it.

      “No!” I barked, snatching it out of his hands and shoving it into my bakery bag.

      Brock stared at me for a minute, his eyebrows raising in surprise and then in a questioning look.

      “Just tax stuff,” I mumbled.

      Not buying my unconvincing reply, Brock shrugged and said, “Anyway, got your car all hooked up. We’ll have to drive a bit slow down the bumpy old road, but we should be fine.”

      Brock was better than his word. Our drive was smooth, easy, quiet. All of Brock’s attempts at conversation, I shot down. I couldn’t afford to get in another nice long talk with him; I would never want to leave. No, this was a job and nothing more, and I planned on keeping it that way.

      And yet, the farther away from the cabin we got, the more a sick feeling twisted in my stomach.

      By the time we got to New Moon Café, where I’d told Brock to drop me off, I felt downright nauseous.

      “Wait here. This’ll just be a sec,” he said, hurrying out and unlatching my car. When he got back in, we sat in the car in silence for a few seconds before he spoke. “Alexa…I’m really glad I met you. I...you know where to find me.”

      “Goodbye, Brock,” I said hollowly, opening the door and walking out.

      When I turned to look at him, he was still motionless in the pickup, staring at me, as if he wanted to stay and would stay if only I asked him. But I turned my back on him once more and walked to the café’s door. When I turned back, the truck was gone. Brock was gone.

      I hurried to my car, and when I got there, I reached into my pocket.

      Nothing. I reached into the other pocket and found the same. I ripped off my coat and shook it over the pavement. I emptied my bakery bag on the ground, flipped and shook every item like an addict looking for a lost stash. In a way, it wasn’t all that different. I was screwed without that fuel pump, and yet there was no denying that it was gone. I had lost it, probably on our ill-begotten trek out to the pond.

      Now my make-believe had become real. My car really was out of service, and I was far away from the garage.

      What was I supposed to do now?

      I took a miserable look at the Half Moon Café and rushed inside, past the empty tables, to the back, where I went into the flowery-wallpapered bathroom.

      There, crouched over the toilet, I heaved, over and over again. Nothing came out, though I felt better afterward. I guessed what was making me feel sick had left in the maroon pickup.

      In a dreamlike state, I wandered back to the counter, told the red-haired girl with the crooked smile I wanted four cookies, paid for them, and slumped into a seat. Only halfway through my third cookie did I notice I was at the same table as last time, the one under the picture of the mountain ridge. It was funny, being at the same table when I was already a different person than the last time I had sat there.

      A traitorous current of uncertainty was coursing through me, making me devour the cookies rapid-fire, tearing off chunk after chunk until my mouth had all it could chew. When I was finished, having scarfed down every last cookie, I was left with nothing but my phone in my hand and the realization of what I had to do next.

      I typed “East Street Garage” into the search bar and then called the number shown. They picked up on the sixth ring and replied with a terse “yeah, yeah, all right” when I explained that I’d need a tow to their location since my car was “somehow” missing the fuel pump.

      Then, once I’d hung up and the next, bigger choice was before me, my fingers dialed again before my mind could think better of it.

      “Hello?” said Russell Snow.

      “Hi. This is Alex Combs. I did it. I found Brock Anderson, went to the cabin he’s staying at, and got pictures of some illegal guns he has. I’ll be sending you the pictures over email shortly. I just have to get home first.”

      “Ah, excellent. Where is he?”

      “Nederland.”

      “And you’re still there?”

      “Yeah. My car’s temporarily out of service. Needs a part replaced before it can get back on the road. They’re coming to tow it now.”

      “I can give you a ride home.”

      His answer came so fast and easily that I had to take a minute to think about it.

      “Really? No. I should be fine.”

      “Please. It would be my pleasure. You’re in town now?”

      “At the New Moon Café, but—”

      “I’ll be there in about two hours. I’ll bring the money.”

      Then the dial tone signaled that the matter was settled.

      I stared at my phone for a minute. Then I went back to the café’s front counter and ordered a sandwich, realizing I’d eaten nothing but cookies for almost 24 hours. It was going to be a long wait. Already my stomach was churning with ominousness. Clearly, staying unoccupied while waiting for the man I wasn’t sure I wanted to arrive wasn’t going to be an option.

      The wait dragged on even longer than I’d expected. I returned my mom’s call (“Yes, Mom, I’m fine. Just working on a really big case. Yes, I’ll come down for dinner tomorrow. Yes, I love you too.”) and Tiffany’s (“Hey! Sorry about taking so long getting back to you. Been consumed by this crazy case. Yeah, things are looking up. Dinner Wednesday? Definitely!”)

      And then, finally, just when two hours had rolled around to three and I’d given up on Russell Snow entirely, in he came.

      Even the second time seeing him was jarring. He was taller than I remembered, more angular. His all black suit was hilariously out of place in the quaint little café; his whole body was, really. His face was all sharp planes that looked tacked together. The smile he tried to give me looked more sinister than if he had scowled outright. He sat across from me and bared his teeth into another troubling, yellow smile.

      “Knew you could do it. Knew you were different,” he said in his cold voice.

      “So you’re sure this guy is dangerous?” I found myself asking in response.

      The thin white lines of his eyebrows lowered.

      “You went to his cabin, you said?”

      “I… He just doesn’t seem like the ‘unhinged criminal’ type is all.”

      An unseemly smile crept over his face, and he gave my hand an icy pat.

      “The worst ones never do.”

      He took out an envelope and said, “Here’s your $2,000 as agreed upon.” Then he paused. “Can I see the pictures?”

      “Sure,” I said, taking out my phone.

      When he saw the guns, that same smile returned.

      “Yes, yes.”

      I took the phone away, perhaps too fast, because he gave my hand another pat, this time resting his bones over my fingers.

      “Miss Combs, if only you knew what this vicious man has done.”

      My gaze was rapt on his boney hands: their snakes of tendons, knobs of knuckles, yellow half-moons of nails.

      “Try me.”

      At this, his gaze grew hard. Russell Snow rose.

      “You ready for that ride?”

      His hand was clutching the envelope so hard the knuckles and tendons were standing out and white. His face was just as strained looking. Clearly, I was going to have to go along with Russell Snow’s ride in order to get paid.

      “Yes,” I said.

      With that, he strode out the café door. I hurried after him to find him at a fully blacked-out SUV.

      Catching my stare, he grinned.

      “Can’t be too careful.”

      Just then a tow truck stopped, barring my way.

      “That tan one yours?” a young ball-capped guy asked from the open window, pointing to my car.

      “Yes,” I said. “Do you need anything else from me?”

      The boy shook his sandy blond head.

      “Just call us up and we can let ya know when we’re finished.”

      Then the tow truck continued toward my car.

      “Miss Combs!” a voice said.

      It was Russell Snow, now in his car and waving me over with the hand holding the envelope.

      I kept my gaze on it as I slid into the passenger side. Just a few more minutes and I’d have the money I so desperately needed and had more than earned.

      But as soon as the door closed beside me, Russell locked all the doors, started the engine, and said, “You don’t mind if I run an errand first.”

      I didn’t answer his question that was really a demand; he was already pulling out onto the road anyway, driving out of Nederland. I stared out the window dully at the town I’d never see again now that I’d delivered what may have been a good man to the most unseemly creep I’d ever encountered. Was going against what I knew was right really worth the money?

      “So you never said where he was,” Russell said.

      “Didn’t I?”

      “Nope. It was part of the agreement.”

      I almost asked him, “Was it?” before I said, “Oh. Well, I’ll need to go home and look over a map to retrace my steps.”

      Out of the corner of my eye, I saw his face fall. Abruptly, he pulled the car over.

      “I haven’t told you the full story,” he said, spreading his fingers on one hand and then bringing them in again.

      “Oh?” I said.

      “This job is important, really important, for personal reasons. It wasn’t just those guns Brock’s been involved in. He stole from my girl, my Kaya. I swore to her I’d get her jewelry back. The longer it takes, the less chance there is that it’ll be there. If I don’t have an address to give the police now, who knows how long it will take. I know you just stumbled on it, but the facts remain.”

      I stayed silent, my gaze locked on my motionless fingers.

      “I”—his voice cracked—“I don’t know what to do. Kaya has lost hope in me. My friends have all given up too. I…I’m out of options, Miss Combs.”

      As unseemly and unwelcome as I found Russell Snow, my gaze was inescapably drawn to him. His face was even hollower, even paler. The line on his forehead looked like a full-on dent. It was incredible, and yet there was no denying it. Russell Snow was telling the truth. He was broken up about it.

      I swallowed and shifted my gaze to my other hand. Really, it was wrong of me to withhold information from my client. He had paid as promised after all, and it wouldn’t hurt telling him the address now.

      I cleared my throat and turned to Russell.

      “He was living in a cabin in the woods,” I said. “You get there from a street connected to the parking lot of the East Street Garage.”

      His face softened, and I let out a sigh of relief.

      A few minutes later, we were approaching the East Street Garage where it had all begun. My ache of nostalgia transformed into a twist of suspicion as our car made a turn into the lot.

      I turned around, stifling my gasp at what I saw: two other blacked-out cars behind us, exactly the same model and make.
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      “You don’t mind,” Russell said easily. “Brock is the sneakiest mongrel we’ve had yet. Time is of the essence if we’re going to nab him.”

      I said nothing. Clearly, this was not the time to admit that I’d been counting on a way to help Brock escape ever since Russell had walked into that café.

      “And turn him over to the police, of course,” he said with a smirk, like he knew he was lying and didn’t care if I knew or not.

      As we turned onto the dirt road off the parking lot, I sneakily checked the door again. Locked, of course.

      “Maybe you could just…”

      “Don’t have time to drop you off, unfortunately,” Russell returned coolly.

      He hit a button which made music blare through the car. It took a minute for me to recognize the angry song.

      The song was jarring, the singer’s voice a rebellious rasp, the guitar a groaning, percussive hit to the gut, the percussion itself just slamming along. It was ironically appropriate, when the singer yelled “screw you, I won’t do what you tell me”, almost like the universe thumbing its teeth at my predicament. I had chosen money over righteousness, and now I was going to pay the ultimate price. I was going to witness first-hand what Russell and his goons were going to do to the man I may have just fallen for.

      My gaze slid around the car dully. I noticed everything: the floor mat littered with beer bottles at my feet, the cup holder of cigarette butts by my elbow, the hand sanitizer flopped atop them like a joke. The whole car was a hotbox of smoke and my own idiotic failure. My hand grabbed the window handle.

      “Can I?”

      Russell responded by leaning over and, as the car bumped along, twisting the handle around and around. Once the window was down enough, I stuck my whole head out the window and gulped in the fresh air greedily. A light snow still coated everything, and some icy leaves brushed my eager face. This was the calm before the storm, and what was coming was inevitable.

      When I pulled my head back inside, my glance slid to the glove compartment. Its door was ajar. Inside, what looked like a gun glinted. This was bad. This was very, very bad. I felt in my pocket for my phone. Maybe if I just dialed…

      “You understand, of course, that my friends and I take our work seriously,” Russell said, his voice light. He shot me a significant look. “Very seriously.”

      I let my phone go. I would just have to go along for the ride. I didn’t have any choice.

      The drive took even longer than I remembered. Russell spoke to me just once to ask how far in it was.

      At my “not sure, pretty far though,” he grunted and said nothing more.

      He turned off the radio in the middle of a country song that liberally used a cowbell.

      The quiet was even more stifling, and the occasional clank of beer bottles didn’t help things. I was on edge. Every little movement Russell made and every tiny sound from the car or outside frightened me. Meanwhile, our blacked-out clones were still behind us. We passed a twisted ruin of a tree trunk, and my heart fell. We were almost there.

      By the time we pulled into the all-too-familiar parking lot, I felt like I was going to pass out with fear.

      “Finally,” Russell said.

      Then, one hand on the steering wheel, he slipped the other into the glove compartment and took out the gun.

      With a playful wag of it at me, he joked, “Now, don’t you go trying anything now.”

      I clenched my fists, and he got out of the car.

      As I watched him and seven men assemble in front of the cabin, unlikely explanations flew through my head. Maybe Russell was telling the truth. Maybe he and his men (who also happened to be wearing all black) just wanted to capture Brock and take him to the police. Maybe Brock was going to be fine and would just have to finally pay for his crimes. Maybe everything was going to be all right.

      But when the other men took out their guns, even those unlikely reassurances disappeared.

      Russell knocked on the door.

      Please don’t answer, I silently begged Brock. Please, please be out on a walk, or peer out the window first. Please, don’t you open that door.

      But then the door swung open, and I found myself terrified yet pleased. Seeing his handsome face again, even in these circumstances, was something I thought I’d never get to do again. Brock’s face went grave at the sight of Russell and the others, and then his gaze slid over their shoulders…to me. I shrank back, wanting to disappear into the black polyester seat or onto the beer-bottle-covered floor, but it was too late. It was too late entirely. Brock had seen me, and his face looked like he’d been shot already. He hung his head and then slammed the door shut.

      The next second, Russell and his men were hammering on it, yelling. Finally, they kicked it, smashing into it with such force that it gave way. There was a crash and then Brock was on the roof, leaping into a snowbank below before taking off running. He disappeared into the forest.

      I couldn’t sit still in the car any longer. I tried the door, but it wouldn’t budge. Somehow Russell had locked it so that I couldn’t leave, unless...

      I climbed out the window and hopped onto the snow just as Russell and his men came running out.

      Russell raced over to me, his face now a full-on snarl, his gun clutched in white-knuckled hands.

      “Which way did he go?”

      I gaped at him, and he took a casual look at his gun and then at me.

      “Which way?”

      “That way,” I said, pointing in the opposite direction I had seen Brock run.

      As two of his beefy men ran up, Russell swept his gun out in the direction I had pointed. “That way.”

      Then, turning to me with a put-on smile, Russell gently said, “You probably want to be getting home, now don’t you?”

      I nodded dumbly, and he walked over to the car and unlocked it.

      “Got it all fitted out with a whole bunch of customized features,” he said casually, slipping inside.

      I stood there for a minute, staring at the seat I had been in. Did I really want to go back in there with him? How did I know that Russell was going to return me home safely, that he wasn’t going to get rid of me too for knowing too much?

      “You coming?” Russell’s easy voice broke through my reverie.

      He was turned to face me, his gun still in hand. Whatever he intended to do with me, I had no choice but to go with him. I opened the car door and sat down. Leaning over me, Russell closed the window.

      “And we’re off,” he said, and then we were, rumbling down the way we’d come, down the road I’d gone up and down too many times now.

      The last few minutes replayed in my head in a surreal haze, like scenes from a movie. The gun, Russell’s men, the fallen door, the crash, Brock’s look. That heartbreaking look of knowing, of realization. That look I would never forgive myself for.

      As we passed it, I glared at the twisted trunk of the tree. It was strangely emblematic of all that was left of me, of how low I had let myself fall for my job. I had sacrificed a good man, had done what I knew was wrong, to save myself and my job.

      Russell didn’t even try to have a conversation now. Lost in his own vile thoughts, he absently picked up a cigarette, lit it, and puffed away. It was all another job to him, all another day’s work, while to me, for a moment, this man, Brock Anderson, had been everything.

      It was getting late now; the sky was an unimpressed gray, the trees all bowed over with the too-heavy snow, claws of branches extended towards me eerily, as if begging for the help they knew they couldn’t have. Still, I whispered a “sorry” to them, one that was meant for him, really. It was for everyone I had ever failed—myself most of all. It was a “sorry” for failing once more, for making the wrong choice.

      By the time I checked my phone, I was hardly surprised to find his message: I’m at your apartment, waiting by the door. I won’t leave until I’ve seen you. It was Charlie. He always had a knack for coming at the worst times, the lowest times when I couldn’t say no.

      When Russell pulled up to the darkened East Street Garage, we sat there for a minute. I was too tired for any more pretenses. I hardly even cared for the money. I just wanted to get out of this suffocating prison of a car.

      Russell said, “You will tell me if he contacts you again, if you see him. If you find out anything about him.”

      I nodded my head robotically and told him I would.

      He handed me my envelope, and I got out.

      One step away and—“Miss Combs!”

      “Yes?”

      “You must have been proud, happy to see your good detective work being put to use.”

      I scrutinized his face for a minute and then finally produced the expected “yes.”

      “Thanks again,” he said.

      We stood there for another minute, staring at each other. Then I gave an awkward wave, and he gave one back. It was only once he had pulled away that I let the tears fall.

      What had just happened? Other than me betraying all that was right, that was. That look on Russell’s face… He hadn’t believed those words any more than I had, and yet he had said them entirely for me. That look had been pure pity.

      I shook my head and brushed aside the tears angrily. It was stupid, all of it. I was the last person in the world who deserved anyone’s pity.
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      The garage had its lights out and looked closed when I walked up, but that didn’t seem to matter. The same old man was sitting there in his same old lime chair, sipping pink lemonade as if it were the middle of a scalding summer day.

      “It’s ready,” he said, throwing his arm out when I was a few steps away.

      I stopped and visually followed the sweep of his arm to my little brown car.

      “Thank you!”

      “Your boyfriend came by and checked it out too,” he said, and I stared at him.

      “My boyfriend?”

      “Yeah. Took a look inside before admitting we’d done a good job. Though we didn’t need him to tell us that.”

      As I gaped at him, he let out a wheezy laugh. Had it been Brock? Russell Snow? Why?

      “What did he look like?”

      The old man shrugged, squinted at me, and then muttered, “Asian.”

      I sighed. Clearly, this man didn’t care and wasn’t going to help me anymore.

      So I went to my car. I checked around the exterior and then interior, scanning for anything out of place. But everything was untouched; even my Kleenex box was shoved in the side of my door as always. I got in. Then, after shoving Russell’s fat envelope into the glove compartment, I started driving out of Nederland right at the speed limit. I headed back to the home I didn’t want to go to while listening to some radio song I didn’t know and didn’t want to know.

      I was exhausted and yet filled with a useless, frenetic energy; I needed to move. I wanted to go home, to my apartment, where I could sink into my bed and cry. I was starving, but I didn’t, and wouldn’t, stop for food. I deserved to suffer, and I needed to go home.

      The drive seemed endless, but I liked it like that—the black mass of trees or rock or water or something in between. The cat-like yellow lights of another car passed me. I didn’t pass anyone. I puttered along at exactly the speed limit, nothing more. I drove to get there; I just didn’t want to arrive. I wanted to drive forever and escape into this dissociated, thoughtless state permanently. I wanted never to think about what I’d done. But it was all too soon that I pulled into the familiar underground parking garage, stopped in my spot, and then remembered.

      Car lights still on, I sat there and stared desolately at the half-worn ‘C26’ painted onto the wall.

      I had been so busy trying to escape the mistake I’d just made that I’d flown straight into the arms of the mistake I had made years ago: Charlie.

      If his message was any indication, he was sitting outside my door, just like all the other times. Maybe he was asleep; maybe he was awake. It didn’t matter.

      I sat there in my car, trembling with what I had to do when I got out of it. I laid my fingers against the plastic handle and took a deep breath. Then I switched them to the gear shift, changed it to reverse, eased my foot onto the gas, and pulled out of the lot. As soon as I was at the garage doors, I tore out of there. I wouldn’t give in this time. I couldn’t take it anymore.

      Streets flew by. I got glimpses of lights and the occasional pedestrian. The traffic lights remained green, encouraging me. The darkness made things reassuring somehow. And finally, there was the library, my childhood escape where I had leaned over books half the size of me—sweeping Renoirs, lush Monets, lively Toulouse-Lautrecs—cocooned in that unmistakable, bookish scent, safe from my mother with her never-ending list of worries.

      I stopped in the library parking lot, my headlights reflecting off the wall where Charlie and I had carved our names.

      I turned off the car, climbed into the backseat, and curled up into myself. I probably wouldn’t sleep, but at least I’d be safe—for now.
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      I awoke to Charlie.

      Sitting primly beside me, he laughed at my surprise.

      “You really thought you could escape?”

      All suited up, he took my hand and tugged me along, out of the car and to the trunk.

      “You should’ve believed me. I told you I’d never change.”

      He opened the trunk to show Brock. He was wide awake and staring at me with that same accusing expression. The bullet wound in his forehead didn’t stop him from blinking every so often.

      “Poor guy. Should’ve given him a chance. People aren’t always how they seem, you know.” Charlie’s mocking hiss jarred me out of my reverie.

      I turned to see Charlie scratching at a scab on his nose that hadn’t been there before with newly yellowed hands. His eyes were bloodshot and his yellowed hands grabbed me and shook me over and over again.

      “You should have believed me. I told you I’d never change—never, never, never, never, never.”

      I was shaking back and forth with the “never” when my eyes snapped open.
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* * *

      I scrambled to sit up, looking left and then right, even then not able to fully admit to myself that it had just been a dream. No, I had to get out of the car, stride to the trunk, open it, and stare into the emptiness before I could confirm that the whole episode with Charlie and Brock hadn’t been real.

      And yet, the unreal dream had had some real effects. Charlie had said what I had known already, what I had been unwilling to say myself: Despite Russell Snow’s claims, Brock Anderson was a good man. I had made a mistake, and now I was going to right it.

      I drove to Tiffany’s.

      Seeing me at the door, she immediately asked, horrified, “Oh goodness, what’s wrong?”

      “It’s a long story,” I said.

      She flung the front door open, spread her arms, and let me in.

      Tiffany’s house was a meditative exercise in relaxation. She seated me in the well-named Blue Room on a cobalt, velvet divan before scurrying off to make tea.

      While she was gone, I studied the familiar room, its sky-blue wallpaper, sapphire-studded lamps, and cyan pottery. Every blue item had its blue place. How could I tell Tiffany what I’d done? She would never understand me sleeping with a man I had barely known, taking a job I had immediately sensed was no good. And yet…maybe she would.

      On the couch across from me was an afghan. It was the black silk one left over from when the room was black, the year my colorful, vibrant friend had become a darkened shell of herself. The disappearing boyfriend and his baby were nothing more than a sad memory, now that she had a doting husband and a wonderful life. Tiffany had made mistakes too. Maybe she could understand.

      The well-chosen blueberry tea coaxed it out of me. Her red head tilted to the side, her mouth gaped into a small “o,” Tiffany sat there silently while I told her everything. I told her about the job, Russell Snow, Brock Anderson, what I had done, and how I felt about it.

      At the mention of avoiding Charlie, however, Tiffany could stay silent no more.

      “Oh, Alex, I’m so glad!”

      She pulled me into a pink taffeta hug.

      “Kyle and I—that man came here too. We’ve been so worried. You should get a restraining order.”

      I nodded, my gaze flicking to a blue stack of books on her shelf: Wuthering Heights, Romeo and Juliet, and Jane Eyre.

      “Maybe, but that’s not what I’m worried about.”

      “Oh?”

      “Brock Anderson. I really like him, Tiffany. He was a good man, and I may have just ruined his life.”

      At this, Tiffany shook her head, each twist sending rivulets of red curls into their own wild shakes.

      “No. No way, Alex. He ruined his own life when he decided to be a criminal.”

      I shook my head.

      “No. You didn’t understand, Tiff. It was his friend that got him into that whole world. And besides, he was on his way out when I encountered him.”

      Tiffany’s stern look was as firm as ever.

      “You don’t know that. Some people don’t change even when they say they’re going to.”

      At her allusion to Charlie, I fell silent. I didn’t need to be reminded of another one of my mistakes.

      “So what are you going to do now?” Tiffany asked, sipping at her blueberry tea.

      “I don’t know—look for him, find him again. I did it once. I can probably do it again. And then I’ll go to him, apologize. I don’t know.”

      Tiffany nodded, though she looked undecided.

      “Alex, what if he doesn’t want to be found?”

      I shrugged.

      “I have to try. I’ll do whatever it takes; I’ll call the police, ask Russell Snow, anything. I’ll find him, Tiff. I have to.”

      Tiffany nodded again, this time staying silent.

      She didn’t say it, though I knew she wanted to: I’d set myself up on a fool’s errand.

      After our tea was finished, Tiffany swept up and said, “Well, you have to stay here!”

      When she was halfway to the door, she added, “That is, at least until we’ve got your restraining order and Charlie has cleared out.”

      Curled up on the couch, I was too cozy to argue, too tired to say anything but, “All right. I’m just going to talk to him one last time first.”

      Tiffany turned around and walked back over, her arms folded.

      “That’s a bad idea, hon.”

      I shrugged.

      “I mean it, Tiff. I’ll stay here and I won’t take him back, but I need to talk to him one last time.”

      “Okay,” Tiffany said, her arms still folded. It was written all over her face how bad of an idea she thought this was.
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* * *

      The next month was a flurry of doing. It was one desperate attempt after another to locate Brock.

      I contacted every other private eye I could think of and pestered Kyle until, after the fifth time telling me the police had no new leads, he actually told me to “lay off it.” I even tentatively reached out to Russell Snow, whose eagerness at hearing from me evaporated once he realized that I needed information from him, not the other way around. So preoccupied was I with my hunt that I almost didn’t notice that my period hadn’t come. That was until Tiffany moaned at me from the bathroom to bring her the Tylenol. After I slipped the little red cylinder through the door, I took out my phone and flicked through my calendar.

      November 1st, 8th, 15th…yeah, I should’ve had my period by now.

      I shoved my phone in my pocket. Over my shoulder, I gazed into the Blue Room, at the black silk afghan. My period must just have been late.

      A few days later, however, there were no more excuses. There was only a sick twist in my gut that chased me out of the house and straight to the drug store. Once there, I unobtrusively inched down the aisle to get what I needed. I scanned the options dully: one perky pink package, another aptly blue and pink box, the teal store brand. I snatched up the most expensive one to be sure the results would be accurate, and then beelined it to the cash register.

      There, I handed the test along with my cash over to a makeup-caked cashier, who eyed my purchase with the charcoaled stare and half-smile of a woman who’d seen it all.

      Then I rushed back to Tiffany’s.

      I flew into the bathroom so fast that she could only manage a “hey, how’s it—” before I was gone.

      After locking the door, taking a deep breath, and staring in the mirror at myself, I was ready.

      I took the white piece of plastic out of the perky pink package and stared at it. One line meant I was fine, free. Nothing to worry about. Two lines, however, and my world was about to turn upside down.

      Another deep breath and took the test, my body trembling. Then I washed my hands and waited. I kept the plastic white thing at the edge of the counter, out of my line of sight. Three minutes was how long I was supposed to wait, but I didn’t time it. I was going to wait until I felt comfortable checking it. The only problem was, the longer I waited, the less comfortable I felt.

      By the time Tiffany knocked on the door and asked if I was okay, it had clearly been at least 10 minutes, and I was no more ready to check the results than I had been before.

      “Yeah. I’m fine,” I said. Then I turned so I was looking at the innocuous little white stick.

      I had to check. I couldn’t put it off any longer.

      So, my hand shaking, I grabbed my pregnancy test, flipped it around, and gasped.

      Two lines. Two very distinct, unmistakable pink lines. I was pregnant.

      I chucked the thing at the mirror, grabbed the other one, and rushed back to the toilet. This attempt I timed out on my phone: three minutes, then two minutes, and then, finally, one. My shaking hand picked up the second test and flipped it round. I slumped to the floor.

      Two lines. I was pregnant. There was no doubt about it this time. I was pregnant, and I was doomed. I had consigned the father of my child to be chased by horrible people, maybe even killed. I had nowhere to go now, no one to blame but myself. I had made a horrible, terrible mistake. There was only one thing to do: throw myself headfirst into the mess, probably making the mistake even worse, making everything worse.

      My still shaking hand picked up the phone and dialed the number.

      “I can meet you today,” I said. “Doug’s Day Diner in an hour.”

      I staggered out of the bathroom, hearing Tiffany saying words but registering only that I had to keep moving, had to get out of there.

      Once in my car, I started driving. As I drove, I turned on the radio and then hit the scan key, going from station to station to station. I passed by nice music, bad music, annoying voices, melodious voices, irritating ads, mysterious readings. I passed through them all, because I wasn’t looking for any of them, really. I was looking for what I wouldn’t find, not on the radio and not anywhere. I was looking for what to do now.

      I never found it. Instead, I arrived at the diner. It was just as I remembered it: taupe plaster and clear windows for walls, purple-lettered sign. I went to our usual spot, the purple table by the window, and waited. I was thirty minutes early, but it didn’t matter. Nothing did. All I knew was that I had to see one of them, and since Brock wasn’t an option, my other mistake would have to do.

      He came seven minutes late with a sullen expression, like he was the pregnant one. He slumped in the chair across from me. It was the other nostril with the scabbed chapped skin this time.

      “Took you a while,” he said. “Where have you been? I waited around for days.”

      He didn’t seem to notice that I didn’t respond; I wasn’t here for that. I wasn’t here to absorb him, for him to ooze onto.

      “I missed you,” he said.

      “I’m pregnant.”

      He scratched at his nose, and when his hand came away, his eyes were on me. It was a cold, unfeeling gaze—an uncomfortable sneer, like I’d said something unseemly.

      “My, you have been busy while I’ve been away, haven’t you?”

      I gaped at him, at this man I was inexplicably drawn to, at this poison I still couldn’t quite quit.

      I knew what to do, and, better than that, suddenly I could do it.

      As if he hadn’t heard me, he started talking, the words bleeding from his lips like an open wound.

      “You won’t believe what these past few months without you have done to me. I got in deep, real deep. Way worse. Drink all night and looking for more all day. I lost my job, Alex. You know the one we always joked would never let me go? I’ve got nothing now; even my old friends won’t have anything to do with me. I had to sell everything, even that nice watch you bought me. But that isn’t anything compared to what I’ve been through missing you. I can’t sleep. It’s not the body; it’s the broken heart.”

      His voice was high-pitched and loud, railing into my brain. People around us stared, and he scratched at his nose.

      “I know how it looks, okay? It’s just different this time. Different.”

      Time paused so I could get a good look at him, at this broken man who was almost unrecognizable from the boy I’d fallen in love with. The boy had been an artist with a broken smile who had sung me a song the first time we’d met, who had run with me from one end of downtown Boulder to the other so we could arrive in time for my friend’s show.

      And yet, there was nothing of that boy in this man before me, this being reduced to a want, a need, an urge. Charlie wasn’t here for me; he was here for more money, for it.

      His face had been hollowed in by it. Deep circles dug under his pink-rimmed eyes. His nose was rotting away from the inside out from it. His skin was yellow and sickly from it. And still, it was what he wanted. Not me. Not for years now.

      I stood up.

      “Alex,” he said, “I’ve missed you. Where have you been? I need you.”

      I walked out of there, and he followed.

      “Alex, I’ll change. I’m different. I’m two weeks sober. I’ll change. I’m changing. I swear I’ll change.”

      Even in my car, after I’d closed the door, he stood beside it, imploring me with eyes I didn’t look at, with a voice I could just barely make out.

      “Please, Alex. Please. I’ll change. I’ll—”

      I lowered the car window. I shook my head at him.

      I said, “No, you won’t.”

      Then I drove away.
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      It was only once I pulled up to the hospital that I realized that had been where I was heading.

      I parked my car in a daze and strode into the lobby in the same thoughtlessness.

      I asked the kind-faced woman at the counter where the walk-in clinic was.

      She swept pink-glossed nails to the left, smiled, and said, “Second floor on your left.” And I was off.

      The clinic was nightmarishly full, nearly every seat occupied by another wan-faced somebody. At the walk-in clinic front counter, I went through the motions, got an appointment for who knew when, and slumped into the only empty seat, the scratched-armrest one at the far end of the room.

      There, I tried to distract myself by flipping through glossy magazines and looking at celebrity couples who glowed with wealth and good humor. Everywhere I turned, however, were babies.

      Baby shampoo, happy babies, fat celebrity babies, celebrities as babies, silly babies, baby purses, baby cats, baby, baby, BABIES.

      Even flinging the magazine aside did no good; the waiting room itself was filled with babies. Babies crying, babies cooing, babies still inside mothers’ tummies, and even, just maybe, my own baby in my own tummy. Goodness, how was I going to stand waiting for hours?

      The answer came as a tormented belly groan of inspiration: eat. I leaped out of my seat and hurried past the other patients. I couldn’t get out of there fast enough.

      By the time I returned to the first floor and got to the gray-carpeted, airy oasis of food, I was ravenous. I could hardly wait in line without nearly grabbing a passing pigtailed little girl’s chocolate ice cream cone.

      When I got to the counter, I was practically speechless with the enormity of what I wanted, something like a pizza ice cream hot dog taco brownie delight. For appearance’s sake, however, I only timidly asked for pizza, going as far as to request two slices of pepperoni when asked.

      After unsteadily making my way up onto the sky-high chairs, I dug in. The two pepperoni pizza slices were a good before-meal snack, so I soon returned to the counter to request one mint ice cream sundae. This too proved to be a good appetizer, so I returned to the counter a few minutes later to get a real meal: a hot dog and a steak taco. After a few minutes of rather contented devouring, I returned to the counter a final time for three brownies. I polished those off soon enough, the largeness of what I had just consumed finally catching up with me; I could barely get down from the stool I was perched on.

      Once I did, however, my stomach seemed so full that it would bring me to my knees. Instead, I stumbled back to the elevator and then into the waiting room. It had cleared out a bit, enough for me to sink into a closer, comfier chair.

      So there I slumped, regretting everything: the food and the entire past week.

      I only realized I had fallen asleep when I was shaken awake.

      “Miss. Excuse me, miss.”

      Opening my eyes to a bulbous nose, I managed an “mmmf?” before I was shaken again.

      “Miss, it’s your turn,” a low voice said, and I jumped up as if electrocuted.

      A burly woman with a flyaway bun stared at me, and I tried a smile.

      “Yes, I’m ready.”

      “Okay. Right this way,” she said.

      I followed her out of the now half-empty room, past all the other people who’d have to wait who knew how long.

      Inside a white and clean-looking room, she instructed me to sit down.

      “So, Miss Combs, you say you are pregnant?”

      I shook my head.

      “The two tests I took said I am, but they’re wrong. I can’t be.”

      She arched one bushy brow.

      “So you haven’t been sexually active?”

      My face reddened as I shook my head once more. “Well, no. I mean, I have been, but it’s just… I can’t be pregnant.”

      Her brow fell as a knowing look came into her eyes.

      “So I just want you—a doctor—to confirm that I’m not pregnant.”

      Another nod and she disappeared out the door.

      She returned with an irritated-looking doctor I recognized immediately.

      “Frank!”

      At the sight of me, his thin-lipped scowl became an open-mouthed smile.

      “Alex! Didn’t think I’d be running into you like this of all things.”

      I felt myself reddening once more. Frank was an old school friend I hadn’t seen for years. I would have bet he was sure surprised to see me there, worried about being pregnant, when I had been the most driven girl at school.

      “Yeah… It’s a long story. It’s just…I’m worried I might be pregnant.”

      I hung my head, and next thing I knew, Frank was beside me, his hand on my belly.

      “Don’t worry,” the gruff nurse said. “Frank’s hands are magic. Word round the ward is that he can detect just about anything.”

      Frank laughed but didn’t argue with her. His touch on my belly was firm yet gentle.

      Then, after a minute of slow, gentle feeling, he turned to the nurse and said, “Linda, can you get Alex ready for an ultrasound?”

      “Sure thing.”

      The door closed behind her with a sharp click, and I glanced at Frank, my heart falling.

      “Really?”

      Moving away from me, he nodded.

      “Afraid so, Alex. You said you just missed your period, right? And that your…encounter was a little over a month ago?”

      “Yeah.”

      He nodded again.

      “Right. Usually four weeks is way too early for an ultrasound, but…I don’t know, I’ve got a feeling about this one. If I’m wrong, I’m wrong and we can do the more standard urine or blood test. But if I’m right…”

      I said nothing, just stared at the white-tiled floor. He didn’t have to say it. If he was right, I was pregnant. If he was right, then my life as I knew it was over.

      The next second the door was opening. Linda, the nurse, bustled in, a water bottle in hand.

      “Go to the bathroom,” she instructed me, “and then drink this. Then, after an hour, we’ll see you and do the ultrasound.”

      I took the bottle without a word. Halfway out the door, Frank stopped me.

      “Hey, Alex? It’s going to be okay.”

      With a nod, I tried to smile.

      “Thanks.”

      Then I headed to the bathroom. I went through the motions fast enough, emptied my bladder, went back into the waiting room, gulped down the entire water bottle, and then filled it up again. The numberless line clock on the wall ticked extra slowly for me, but, after a while, it had no choice but to admit that an hour had passed. And, sure enough, a few minutes later Linda poked her frizzy head out the door and said, “Alex Combs, please.”

      I trudged behind her like a prisoner on death row heading to the electric chair. As I passed through one door after another, I thought, This is it.

      And it was.

      The tall white machine with the screen on top was already all hooked up and ready to go. I stared at the black screen as I climbed onto the bed.

      So, that was what was going to decide my fate.

      “I’ll leave you with our sonographer, Dr. Bailey,” Linda said.

      I turned to see a well-mustached man in the corner I hadn’t even noticed when coming in. He nodded to me, I nodded back, and Linda disappeared.

      After instructing me to lay down and pull up my shirt so my belly was exposed, Dr. Bailey got out a bottle of clear gel.

      “This gel is going to help the machine do its job,” Dr. Bailey said.

      He squirted some cold, clear goo onto my belly. Then he placed a hand-held device attached to the ultrasound machine over it and started rubbing it around.

      I strained to look over at the screen, but from where I was lying down, it was difficult to see anything; the screen was tilted away from me.

      “Hmm,” Dr. Bailey murmured.

      Then, a few seconds later, he laid the hand-held device to the side and picked up a phone on the wall.

      “Yes, Linda? Can you have Dr. Somnabellus come here? There’s something I think he needs to see.”

      Another minute passed, then Frank strode into the room.

      “Hello again, Alex. This should just take a minute,” he said in a soothing tone that terrified me.

      What had Dr. Bailey seen?

      Next thing I knew, Dr. Bailey was rubbing the hand-held device over my belly once more while Frank clucked approval.

      “Yes. Yes, just as I thought. Alex, can you see this?”

      He tilted the screen toward me, and I felt my heart drop to the pit of my stomach.

      There, in the sonic picture of my uterus, it was unmistakable: three black blobs.

      “Triplets,” Frank said, his voice a hush. “You’re pregnant with triplets.”

      As he and Dr. Bailey spoke, I lay there, the word “triplets” ping-ponging around my head. Then I let my horrified gaze stop on Frank a moment before I tore myself off the hospital bed and ran out of the room.

      As I ran, calls of my first and last name dogged me. It was all footsteps behind me and turned heads before me and nurses dodging out of the way just in time. This, however, was all background noise to the real soundtrack, the refrain playing in my head, appropriately in threes: triplets, triplets, triplets.

      The waiting room was empty now except for a woman in the corner who looked like me but couldn’t be. She couldn’t be because I was me, though not anymore, not really. I was a vessel for three other lives, and I was hopelessly alone.

      Even finally making it to my car in the parking garage offered no relief; that which was chasing me was inside me. There would be no escaping this. With a strangled cry, I slammed my palm into the horn, enjoying the blaring as it mingled with my scream—my howl of rage and injustice and despair. There were now three sweet little heads to which I would have to explain how I had put their daddy away for good, had gotten him killed. Three little needy mouths to feed when I couldn’t even feed my own stupid one.

      I beat the steering wheel over and over again until my fists were red and stinging.

      My phone rang. It was Tiffany.

      “Alex, hey. Are you okay?”

      I pulled down the sun visor, looked in the mirror at the teary, red-faced wreck staring back at me, and gave the only answer I could: “No. No, Tiff, I’m really not.”

      It took a minute before she answered. “Come home, Alex. Come home. I’ve got a burrito with your name on it from your favorite, Cotijas.”

      My laugh ended in another series of tears, but nonetheless, I said okay.

      I went back to Tiffany. I drove until I saw the familiar black garage door, until I was at the lion door-knockered house I knew so well. I got one foot in the door and Tiffany swept me into the Yellow Room. It was hard to cry when surrounded by canary yellow curtains, a pineapple rug, some decorative butter pillows, and a yellow china chickadee that stared insolently at me, but I managed.

      I cried and cried and ate Mexican food when it was offered to me, and then I cried some more. At some point amid the crying and the burrito, I told her. Her eyes went grave and she nodded. She hugged me and said, “I know you know, but I have to say it. It’s your decision, and I’ll love you no matter what and all that, but, Alex, I’ve never regretted anything in my life, but that—that I will regret as long as I live.”

      I nodded dully and took my biggest bite of burrito yet. I didn’t need to be reminded of Tiffany’s abortion. I had been there. It hadn’t mattered, somehow, that she was only in college with her whole life ahead of her, or that her on-again-off-again boyfriend, James, had skipped town. It hadn’t even mattered that it was the only practical thing she could’ve done. All that mattered was that, after it, she had lost a child.

      She had lost a child and a year. It had been a year of black. Black clothes, black hair, black, dark, sobbing isolation. I had done for her what I could, even gotten a therapist to come to our apartment. But the loss had still nearly killed her.

      No, I couldn’t undergo what she had. I couldn’t kill a part of him, a part of myself. I would just have to endure this, for better or worse.
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      So, I looked into adoption. I listened while Cherie, the adoption specialist, rhymed off the process in a bird-chirpy voice of how I would “get to meet the adoptive family, get to be updated about my children, and maybe even get to visit them after!” She mentioned how I was “doing a very generous thing for a family in need!” Then she handed me a bright, glossy pamphlet with the same sort of bright, cheery information and the same sort of smiling families on the front cover that I had imagined in my head.

      The babies rustled angrily in my stomach, but I ignored it. They may have wanted a life with me, but they didn’t know any better. They didn’t know that Mommy had no idea where Daddy was, and had maybe even gotten him killed through her poor choices.

      When I told Tiffany about my plans to give the triplets up for adoption, she was tentatively supportive, although she clearly didn’t agree with my choice.

      “I don’t know,” I overheard her saying to Kyle one day. “I feel like things come into our lives at a certain time for a certain reason. I think this happened to Alex now because she can handle it, even by herself, because it would be good for her.”

      After, I had walked out the door, spurned on by a sad sort of restlessness. I’d strode without stopping to the forest nearby and kept on walking through it, directing my furious glare at the uncaring tree limbs.

      It was easy for Tiffany to say that this was meant to be. She wasn’t facing raising three children alone. And yeah, sure, she and Kyle would be there for me, but would they always be there? Would they be there for every outing, every vacation, every day when I’d have endured all I could? No. No, of course they wouldn’t be, couldn’t be. They had their own lives to live.

      I plunged deeper and deeper into the forest, my thoughts circling in on themselves, swooping down upon me like birds of prey. Who was I to think that I’d make a good mother? Me, who had never even given having children much thought at all. Pretty much anyone would’ve made a better parent. Tiffany and Kyle would’ve made better parents, easily, but having them as a support wasn’t the same.

      Tripping over a stick and coming face-to-face with a mossy log brought me the answer: Tiffany and Kyle would make better parents. Tiffany and Kyle could be their parents. That way, I could visit them all I wanted, watch them grow up, give them a good home, good, reliable parents.

      I marched out of the forest and back to Tiffany’s with the answer on my lips. And yet, when I told her, she didn’t react with the jubilant smile I’d imagined she would. Instead, she looked worried, uncomfortable.

      “This is a very big decision you’re making,” she said in a small voice. “And thank you, Alex, for thinking of me. It’s a very generous offer you’re making, but I can’t take it. Not yet. Can you think about it for a week and then tell me?”

      “But, Tiffany—”

      She shook her head.

      “One week, Combs. You have that long.”

      So, with a sigh, I agreed and trudged to my room.

      That night I awoke empty.

      It was dark, everything was dark, made up of sensations and not sights. The quiet was oppressive, and my belly, my once-rounded belly, was shrunken and shriveled like a prune.

      My babies were gone. I could feel it.

      I got up and raced into a wall. Then I went the other way and hit another wall, invisible in the blackness.

      I cried out, screamed, clutched at my horrible, empty sack of skin where they had been.

      My babies. My three little darlings—gone, unattainable, forever. A part of me ripped away and lost.

      “Please!” I cried into the dark. “Please, give them back to me! Please, I’m begging you! I’ll do anything! Please give them back to me. I can’t bear it!”

      But the dark only echoed back my hopeless cries until I collapsed to my knees and then onto my back, thrashing back and forth, incoherent moans drifting out of my lips.

      I awoke crying.

      I clutched at my stomach and breathed a sigh of relief. Full. It was still full. My babies were still there.

      It had only been a dream, thank goodness.

      And yet, lying there in the dark, the tears continued rolling down, and the breathless fear still clutched my heart.

      If that was what it was like not having my babies with me, being separated from my children, how would I be able to bear adoption even if it were with Tiffany and Kyle? What was I supposed to do?

      Staring into the dark, I whispered, “Please, show me a sign. Please. I don’t know what to do. Please, show me what to do.”

      Then I fell back asleep.

      I awoke to tapping, a sharp “tut-tut-tut, tut-tut-tut” coming from my window.

      I drew aside the curtains and found myself face-to-face with a chickadee. It cocked its head at me, blinked, and then flew off.

      It looked like I’d just gotten my answer. In a daze, I flopped back onto the bed, surprised by how relieved I was at the sign I’d just seen, at Brock’s and my bird tapping on my window for my attention.

      There was no denying it; I had asked for a sign, and a sign was what I’d gotten. It had revealed what I had secretly wanted anyway: to keep my children. No matter the difficulty, no matter the hardships, I needed my children to be mine. I needed to be there for them. I couldn’t take it any other way.

      Tiffany was supportive and unsurprised by my change of heart.

      Hugging me, she said, “I know you, Combs. I think you’re making the right decision.”

      “Thank you,” I said. “Thank you.”
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* * *

      The next eight months passed better than expected. Tiffany and Kyle kept me busy, got me picking out baby names and hauled me around Ikea in a baby-furniture-buying flurry. I found out I was having two daughters and a son. I moved back into my apartment, cramming as much baby furniture into the small space as it could handle. I even got a few jobs, locating a missing wallet and a long-lost son.

      And then there was Brock. Funny, that his absence was the biggest presence in my life. And yet I kept seeing him—on street corners, in malls, on passing buses just out of reach. His face haunted me, and yet whenever I approached him, he turned out not to be him at all, but strangers who were politely surprised by my interest. No matter how I searched, Brock had disappeared. Russell Snow wasn’t happy either.

      He showed up one day when I was halfway out the door of my apartment.

      “You,” he said, and I froze.

      Nine months was a long time, more than long enough to build someone up in your head, exaggerate their features and just how bad they really were. That was what I had been sure I’d done with Russell Snow, made him out to be scarier than he really was. And yet here, face-to-face with the disturbing man, I saw I hadn’t exaggerated at all. His face really was a hard-lined, too-pale mask with eyes of dust and stretched-out lips.

      “You have seen him, haven’t you?” he growled.

      I stood there speechless for a minute, tucking a strand of hair behind my ear.

      “N-no…”

      His icy gaze slid to my bulging belly, and he sneered.

      “Better not be lying to me.”

      And then he left, leaving me trembling and fleeing back inside my apartment. As if I didn’t have enough things to worry about with my due date in a little under two weeks. Now I had to worry about Russell Snow taking out his frustration on me, due to his inability to find Brock.

      Yet even as I sat there on my kitchen floor, terrified, tense hands resting on my restless belly, I smiled. Snow still hadn’t caught Brock. There was still hope, still a chance. If only I could find him…

      By that night I still hadn’t ventured out of my apartment. My sleep was agitated, a series of tossing and turning and sequences of dreams. Disconnected images slipped past: Brock’s look cutting through me, his house, those cookies, those paintings. Mid-dream, I sat straight up in my bed, suddenly completely awake.

      Those paintings! Of course, why hadn’t I thought of that? They could have held a clue about Brock. Heck, his whole cabin could have been chock-full of clues, and I had never thought to go back to it.

      Next thing I knew, I was stumbling into some baggy sweatpants and an equally baggy sweatshirt. Then, after throwing some supplies into my backpack, including a flashlight and some granola bars, I raced out the door of my apartment.

      I didn’t check what time it was; I didn’t care. With this latest revelation about Brock’s cabin, I had to go search now. This was the father of my children; it couldn’t wait. I had to find him.

      My car rumbled to life unwillingly, but I set out nonetheless, driving into the dark night. A glance at my phone revealed a missed call from Tiffany (who always seemed to have a sixth sense when something big had happened) and the time: 3:47 a.m.

      It didn’t matter. I flicked on the radio, and the Rolling Stones and I drove along the darkened streets, toward the cabin destination that would, hopefully, show me the light.

      Getting to Nederland took longer than I remembered. Or, maybe it was just how uncomfortable everything was while pregnant. Bathroom breaks were a must almost every hour, while I kept a water bottle and a stash of snacks parked beside me the entire time. And yet still I ached; still I was bloated and hungry and thirsty, but not the normal kind. It was the kind that was perpetual, integral, something that couldn’t be fixed.

      I was hardly surprised. I hadn’t had what you’d call an easy pregnancy. The first two or three months had been a whirlwind of throwing up and crying, while the next had been an endless binge-fest, which wasn’t the worst thing, except how my body had swelled so considerably that it no longer felt like mine. And yet, it had been worth it. As I drove, turning down the road of the path to the cabin, I could feel my babies’ excited kicking.

      “Yes, we’re going to see Daddy’s old place,” I told them, and they kicked some more.

      It was strange. Carrying these oh-so-fragile little beings within me frightened me, especially going on this potentially dangerous Daddy search, and yet it made me feel reassured, less alone.

      I could do this. For my children, I had to.

      Making it to the cabin was an exercise in patience. It not only took longer than I expected, but it took longer than I could have even feared. The forest was one unending black void of grass and trees and shrubs, all of which were too close to my car. I rapidly exhausted my granola bar supply, while my water met a similar, quickly finished fate.

      By the time I did finally pull into the darkened dirt parking lot, I had been seriously considering turning back altogether.

      But, just in time, there it was, barely visible in the pale yellow of my headlights: Brock’s cabin.

      I turned off my car. I told myself I could do this.

      Then I got out my flashlight, slung my knapsack onto my back, and waddled out of my car.

      I walked up to the old cabin, the one with the bashed-in door from when Russell and his men had broken their way in. From when Mommy had betrayed Daddy. I stepped over the door carefully, swallowing my guilt and blinking back tears.

      Here went nothing. This was my last and only chance.
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      Feeling at the wooden wall, I located a metal switch, flicked it, and smiled as the room flickered into view thanks to an orange light bulb on the ceiling. Who knew what I would’ve done if I’d had to stumble around that old place in the dark.

      And yet, as soon as my eyes took in their surroundings, my victorious smile fell to a horrified scowl.

      Trashed. The whole cabin had been trashed. Russell’s men had been in there all of a minute, and they’d still managed to topple the couch and fridge, kick over the chest, and shoot holes in the wall. The monsters.

      A frightened squirrel raced out of the kitchen, shooting past me and squeaking angrily. The loft upstairs was a sea of soft white sheets and clear shards of glass. Even the pictures downstairs had been destroyed: a bullet in one, a smashing of the other. The third, the one of the chickadee, was the exception. Ironic that it had been the one salvaged. I carefully took the frame off the nail it was hanging on and turned it around.

      The canvas was soft to the touch, supple. On the back was a bar code that, in the corner, read “Albertson’s”.

      The craft store, of course.

      I took the chickadee canvas to my chest and spun around. Finally, finally a lead. It was something I could go off. It was nothing certain, nothing even likely, and yet it was enough. It was hope.

      I carried the canvas out of there like my fourth child: cradled in my arms, nestled to my breast, pressed to my heart. This was the greatest thing I could’ve found there—a piece of the man I had only gotten one sweet night with, the man I was now intrinsically linked to whether I liked it or not.

      The canvas went in the passenger’s seat. I flopped into the driver’s. Then we were off.

      By now the sun had started to rise, casting long beams of light through the trees, illuminating everything. The whole forest, every last tree, was celebrating with me.

      This time the drive was one long smile, one long sigh of relief. Even my body seemed lighter. I didn’t wonder when the ride would finally end; I only hoped it wouldn’t. I didn’t want to lose this weightlessness, the first I’d felt it in months.

      Maybe I wouldn’t have to be alone. Maybe I could find Brock and tell him. Maybe, just maybe, everything was going to be all right—better than all right. Maybe it would be good, great even.

      Once out of the forest, I stocked up on some pistachios, grapes, and water bottles before gliding from the checkout counter to the car. The ride back was filled with more bathroom breaks, but I didn’t mind. I glanced over at my friend the chickadee and smiled.

      One thing was for sure: I was going to have a busy next few weeks.
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* * *

      It turned out busy was an understatement. Colorado had no less than 16 Albertsons’ stores. That was 16 drives, with the estimated time to reach each multiplied by two given the bathroom and food breaks and just general avoiding mental breakdown breaks. Sixteen letdowns. And, after each, after asking blasé cashiers about the man whose picture printout didn’t even really look like him, after shoving the chickadee painting in front of them, after hearing the same uncaring “no,” it began to get more than a bit depressing.

      “What do you mean you don’t think?” I demanded of a particularly sullen, pink-haired cashier. “Either you have, or you haven’t.”

      “I haven’t.” Her red lips snapped back before she returned to texting.

      I slumped away, onto another fruitless search, another dogged driving-off to who knew where in search of the man who might not even welcome being found.

      All the while, between my journeys, I had to listen to Tiffany voicing her doubts and my mom voicing her over-the-top fretting.

      “What if you start giving birth right in the middle of driving, right in the middle of nowhere?!” my mom, Alice, had cawed on one such memorable lunch outing, her penciled brows rising so high that they almost hit her hairline. “And what if, while that’s happening, a motorcycle gang or something come across you and steal all your money!”

      My mom was well-known for her negative flights of fancy, but even that was pushing it.

      “I have no money,” I’d said, and then I’d escaped to the bathroom.

      And really, I did understand their concern; I just didn’t have time for it. I had a father to find.

      And so I searched. I tore through every last Albertsons’ in Colorado, plowed through every stupid one of the blue-boxed stores in Wyoming, and even ventured into New Mexico’s small supply of stores.

      Finally, one day while driving home from my latest New Mexico Albertsons’ failure, which had involved a record three fast-food burgers, each from a different place, and two crying breakdowns, I saw it.

      It was tucked in the middle of a small town’s downtown like just any other store. I shrieked the car to a stop. A horn from the car behind me blared. I stared out the window at the apparition I had to be seeing.

      “Albertsons’,” the store sign read. It was a small, rinky-dink, faded blue storefront, and yet there was the distinctive red cursive lettering and the window displays of crafts galore.

      Somehow, I must have missed this location online, so it had presented itself to me like this, in this far-off town I didn’t even know the name of, which I was passing through by chance in hopes of a shortcut home.

      I heaved myself out of the car; any considerable movement was starting to get tricky, and yet I still wouldn’t let Tiffany accompany me on these trips. If I found Brock, I didn’t want to scare him away with people he didn’t know. I needed a chance to explain myself.

      The store window displays were impressive. More than impressive, they were show-stopping, making it look like a high-end art gallery. The first contained boards with several mandalas of flowers pinned on, purple ones and pink ones and blue ones with their petals fanned out in perfect circles of symmetry. The second was somehow even better. It contained a glimmering beacon of a sun, its body and beams made up of thousands of tiny jewels that shone as it swayed on its golden string.

      I walked inside the store, turned the corner, and found myself looking at the front counter. Behind it was an old man who looked like a hound dog. His face sagged off the bottom of his chin, and his irises, which were in the top half of his eyes, regarded me with a bland indifference.

      “Have you seen this man?” I asked him.

      His eyes took a minute to slide over to the printout I showed him. Once there, they stayed in place until, after a long while, he blinked and barked, “Why?”

      I studied his empty-looking face. Was this a promising “why”, or just a bad-tempered one?

      “Please,” I said. “It’s really important that I find him. Did he buy a canvas here, this one or one like it?”

      I lifted the chickadee canvas, turned it to the back, and pointed to the Albertsons’-labelled bar code. Again the droopy eyes took their time shifting to this new place, and once again they lingered there.

      “Huh” was his only response.

      “Please,” I said, tears coming to my eyes.

      I couldn’t take another failure. I couldn’t take it.

      “Can’t help ya,” he grumbled, turning away.

      The tears spilled down now. “Please. I need to know. Was he here?”

      The old man didn’t move; I couldn’t see where his eyes were. His sweater was woolly and had a hole in the bottom, and my search couldn’t end like this, it just couldn’t.

      “Please. I’m pregnant with his children,” I croaked.

      The old man didn’t move.

      “You’re in the right place,” he growled, and I had to slap my hand onto the wooden front counter to avoid keeling over.

      I had found him. After all this time, I had really found Brock Anderson, the father of my children.

      “Comes in every so often. Says we got canvas boards like no other.”

      He still wasn’t facing me; after speaking, his woolly shoulder rose and then fell in a shrug.

      Then he turned to me, his droopy eyes alert and studying me.

      “You gonna want the videos, huh?” he asked.

      “Please!” I said, the word coming out in a burst.

      My whole body was shaking. I couldn’t help it. Months and months of worrying and searching and praying, and now my prayers may have been answered.

      “One minute,” the old man ordered with an up-down flick of his wrinkly, small-fingered hand.

      He shuffled away.

      “Lucky we watch this place. Dang hooligans,” he muttered to himself as he shoved a tape in.

      Pressing on a taped-up TV controller that looked to be on its last leg, the video flew ahead in fast forward, the image showing the front counter and people zooming in and out, women and men and families and boys, and then him.

      The old man stopped the tape just as that familiar maple-eyed face came on.

      My heart stopped. My breath caught in my throat.

      “That’s yer guy, ain’t it?” the old man said, his jowls wagging as he nodded several times.

      “Yes,” I whispered.

      He slammed his finger down on the controller again, and the screen went black.

      “Hey—” I began, but the old man was already ambling away to an ancient-looking desktop computer I hadn’t even noticed.

      “Good,” he said.

      After a few clicks on the computer, he added, “We got his license number from the front camera: K2P C06. That help?”

      With shaking fingers, I typed the numbers into the notepad app on my phone.

      I reached out for his hand, to squeeze it, to hug him, to somehow express that he’d just saved my life, that I could never repay him for what he’d just done, but the old man was still facing the computer, his jeans sagging under a cracked black belt.

      “Thank you. Thank you so much,” I said. “Words can’t express what you’ve just done for me.”

      “Yeah, yeah. Get outta here.”

      “Thank you again. I mean it,” I said, and then I turned to leave.

      A few steps away, however, he spoke again. “I hope you find ’im. Ain’t good for kids to grow up with no daddy. My daddy ran out when we was just toddlers. Momma ain’t never recovered.”

      I stood there for a minute as the bitter old man transformed before my eyes into a sad-eyed little boy staring out the window for a father who would never return.

      I nodded, though he couldn’t see it.

      “I will find him,” I said, a lump in my throat. “You’re right, and thank you. I will find him.”

      “Good day to yeh,” he said, turning to me with eyes that seemed droopier than ever.

      I thanked him again and left.

      Mixed with the new hope that was buoyantly returning me to my car was now something else too. Something scary, like little kids ruined before they were even five. No, I promised myself. No matter what, you will raise these kids right. I would find Brock, and everything was going to be all right.
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* * *

      As soon as I got in my car, I called Kyle.

      “Can you run a plate for me?”

      He exhaled. “Alex, do you even know what time it is?”

      “I’m sorry, Kyle, but I’ve found him. I really think I’ve found him.”

      He sighed again and then: “Okay. What is it?”

      “It’s K2P C06.”

      “You’re lucky I worked late tonight. It’s 7 o’clock, you know.”

      “Thank you, Kyle.”

      “Yeah, yeah,” he said.

      A few seconds later, he said, “Now, if I tell you this, you have to promise me you won’t rush out there right away, okay?”

      “Yes, Kyle. I promise. Now please just tell me. I need to know.”

      “Okay, so looks like your guy’s plate is for a green ‘92 pickup truck. His plate is registered on a street near the Santa Fe National Forest, on Carson Valley Way, though if he’s as clever as you make him out to be, he probably won’t be there.”

      “Ah, yes, you’re probably right,” I said, feigning calmness as a symphony of excitement started sounding off in my head.

      “So you won’t go there, right, Alex?”

      “Got to go, Kyle, thanks for this!” I said, and quickly hung up.

      Pulling down the sun visor, I stared in the mirror at myself. Had lying to Kyle been wrong? My reflection shook its head. No. I hadn’t had any choice. I was working with only days to go; I had to find Brock immediately, or I could end up never finding him.

      I took out my phone and opened the maps app. What a lucky coincidence. The plate was registered to a street near the Santa Fe National Forest, and where was I but right in the middle of Santa Fe itself?

      My phone rang. It was Tiffany.

      “Alex, please tell me you’re not doing what I think you’re doing.”

      “I’m sorry, Tiff,” I said.

      “Alex, no matter what you think, you don’t really know this guy, okay? You met him one time. Once. He might not react how you want him to. He could even attack you, hurt you and the babies. Or worse, he could kill you. Alex, do not do this alone. Just wait. Kyle and I will come get you. We can go hunt him down together.”

      “Tiffany, I’m over six hours away. I need to do this myself. I’m sorry.”

      “Alex, please don’t be rash like this. Just think—”

      “I’m sorry, Tiff,” I said. Then I hung up.

      I stared at the phone, noticing for the first time that it was at 10% battery. It rang again. Tiffany. I didn’t pick up. Turning it off, I slid it into my pocket. I had made up my mind. I was going to do this. I had to. I was going to find him, come what may.
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      The forest and the street Kyle had given me were only 20 minutes away, but I made it there in 10. Maybe I sped; I wasn’t sure. All I knew was that my foot nudged the gas pedal until the world outside my windows was a blur and the only thing to do was weave by the cars that were crawling along the road ahead of me.

      The landscape was dirt and scrub as far as the eye could see, arid plains that looked to be incapable of sustaining a forest for miles, but still I pressed on. Something was drawing me to Carson Valley Way, some deep knowing.

      Once I got there, the street itself was what I’d imagined the rich, nice neighborhoods of Spain or Mexico must be like: tan and white adobe two-story boxes with front lawns of tiny pebbles and one single bushy tree apiece. Each box had the same perfectly square windows with the same darker brown border, the same one-car garage. The whole neighborhood had clearly been the brainchild of one individual architect. It was not Brock’s scene at all, but then again, how much did I know about the man, really?

      Yet as I drove up and down the street, I saw no sign of a green pickup truck, or any pickup truck for that matter. No, I drove up and down and back up the thin street several times but saw nothing. Finally, in exasperation, I pulled over on in the circle at the end of the street, glanced out the window, and saw just what I was looking for.

      “Turquoise Trail” the yellow-lettered sign read. And though the dirt road snaking into more arid plains indicated not the slightest sign of turquoise, it did, on the far-off horizon, offer a hint of trees. That had to be it, Santa Fe National Forest.

      Brock wouldn’t be content to live near the forest; he would settle only for living smack dab in the middle of it. At last, I’d finally found a lead.

      I grabbed an apple from my center console, took a generous bite, and turned down the “Turquoise Trail” dirt road. I was getting close; I could feel it.

      The dirt road was bumpy and meandering, tending left and then right before definitively going left again. More scrub and dirt rolled past my windows, though I barely noticed. My gaze was locked on the horizon, on the green mass I was getting nearer to every second. Then I was in the thick of it, driving on dirt that suddenly housed whole hills of low, bushy trees and little plops of ambitious grasses. Those then gave way to a whole forest of trees. They were tall and small, wide and thin, and every shade of green was present: lime and olive and seaweed and emerald. The trees were everywhere, of every kind—elms, pines, crabapples, oaks, maples, cottonwoods. I was so overcome by this sudden infusion of nature that I almost missed the two massive pines dipping together over a dark, unmarked dirt road.

      I stopped the car and peered down the road. At the end was some sort of wooden building and, nearly blending in completely with the trees, a green pickup truck.

      I pulled down the dirt road and parked beside the ’92 pickup truck.

      With trembling hands, I tucked the chickadee canvas under my arm and got out of the car.

      I stopped at the rough wooden door, the slats all mismatched—some too big, others too small, yet all somehow coming together to serve their door-forming purpose.

      I lifted my fist to knock and paused.

      This was really happening. I was really doing this. I was really going to see Brock again after all this time.

      I knocked. In response, the whole door shook, but that was all. After that, nothing. There was no shuffling inside the cabin, no movement anywhere.

      Brock’s car was right there in the lot out front. Didn’t that mean he had to be home? It wasn’t like green ’92 pickups were all that common of a vehicle.

      This time I knocked with more force, but again there was no response. The third time, I knocked so hard the whole door trembled and then opened. Tentatively, my hand on an outer slat, I pushed the door open farther and stepped into the single room.

      There was a sleeping bag balled in one corner and an old-style stove in the other, but there was otherwise little sign of life in the dank place.

      A rifle cocked behind me, and I whipped around to see. In the doorway was Brock, his rifle pointed straight at me.

      “Don’t move,” he growled.
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      His gaze flicked to my belly, and the gun drooped.

      “No,” he whispered.

      “Yes,” I whispered back.

      Tears coming to my eyes, I stepped toward him and said again, “Yes.”

      We stood there for a minute while Brock’s face registered every possible emotion, from surprise to rage to despair to fear to, finally, happiness.

      Regarding me with a cautious smile, he gestured to the sleeping bag behind me.

      “I’m sorry there’s nowhere to sit, but do you want to…”

      I clasped his hand and smiled myself.

      “It’s fine.”

      He led me over there, folded the sleeping bag on itself so it was thicker, and then helped me sit down.

      “I’ll turn on the oven,” he said once I’d been safely seated on the thing, which was actually comfy. “It’s not much, but it’s warm. I don’t normally… Well, you can probably see for yourself.”

      And I could. My first scan of the shack, while it had taken all of three seconds, had pretty much covered the place and what it contained. There was the green tartan sleeping bag I was now sitting on, an old-style oven Brock was turning on, and not much else. A huge body of a backpack slumped against the wall suggested where his latest art was being kept, but that was it.

      “I can’t believe it,” Brock said once the oven was on, coming over to sit beside me, his gaze glued to my belly.

      “So, what you’re saying is…that it’s mine.”

      I shook my head and put his hand on my belly.

      “No, Brock. They are yours.”

      Now tears were coming to his eyes, and his hand flinched back.

      “Wow,” he murmured. “One of them kicked.”

      “One of the daughters or the son,” I said, and his dopey grin widened.

      “A dad. I’m going to be a dad. Two girls and a boy.”

      This his gaze lifted to mine, and his face darkened.

      “Before you say anything more,” I said, “please let me explain. Let me tell you how sorry I am for everything that happened. I never meant to betray you. This all started out as a job to get evidence on you; I’m a private investigator who was in desperate need of money. I got in too deep, and after I told Snow, I planned on warning you. But he went after you too fast, drove there right after we met and took me along to boot. I didn’t have a chance to tell you.”

      Brock nodded, the lines on his forehead softening.

      “And...that night…”

      I grasped his hand.

      “For me it was real, every bit of it. I wasn’t putting on an act to get information out of you. I genuinely think you’re the most incredible, kind, good man….” My voice faltered, and I shook my head. “I understand if you don’t want to see me anymore, or if you only want a partial part in your children’s lives; we hardly know each other after all.”

      I let his hand go, and he grabbed both of mine.

      “Alexa, before you say anything more, hear me out. We may hardly know each other, but I, for one, know enough already. I know the remarkable woman I encountered that night, the funny, interesting, one-of-a-kind wonder only a fool would let go of. And we may have skipped all the building-up relationship stuff most couples go through before having children, but I want to make a go of it. I want to make a go of you, us, our children, our family. I want to be with you, Alexa. I’m going to build a new life for us. That life of crime, it was over when you met me, and it’s still over now. For good.”

      I paused and looked at him, really looked at him. Every part of Brock matched what he had said: his eyes were intent, his jaw set. He had to be telling the truth, and yet hadn’t Charlie looked the same way every time he had promised to change—so sure of himself? Didn’t people look like they were telling the truth when they were so good at lying that they even lied to themselves? What was the difference from then to now, Charlie to Brock? How did I know that he was telling the truth, that my feeling that it was different with him, that he really would follow through, was right?

      The answer came with his clasping of my hands. It was different because I knew it was, because Brock hadn’t let me down yet. The only way I would know for sure if I could trust him was to do just that, trust him.

      So, I let Brock draw me closer and closer until our lips entwined and worry fell away and everything was made right again.

      When we finally drew apart, my head hung with a rueful smile, I admitted: “My name is actually Alex.”

      Brock laughed and kissed me on the cheek.

      “Anything else I should know?”

      I flopped back so I was resting against the wall and laughed myself.

      “Oh goodness, where to begin? I’ve already bought a ton of baby furniture and compiled a short list of baby names for each child. My favorite color is orange, and I have a mildly bad addiction to sugar—but you know that one. I haven’t been able to stop thinking about you since that night, even before I knew you were the father of my children.”

      Beaming, Brock said, “Me too. I had thought I was crazy, falling for some girl I only knew a night—one who I had thought had betrayed me to boot.”

      I shook my head and ran my fingers over his beard.

      “You’re not crazy; we’re crazy.”

      Brock slid his arm around me, and I snuggled into him.

      “Now you have to tell me everything,” I said in a mock-serious tone. “How you escaped, how you found this place—everything.”

      “I will,” he said. “But first I should share the good news.”

      He reached into his pocket and took out a check for $1,000.

      My eyes went wide.

      “What’s that for?”

      “My first art sale. I sold a painting, Alex. It’s starting. I’m going to be an artist.”

      “I knew you could,” I murmured, giving him a kiss on the cheek.

      He patted my head, and we sank into each other. Brock was better than his word. He told me all of it; he told me more than all of it—how, after the showdown with Russell’s men, he had run through the forest and called the only friend he had left, Garth. How Garth had picked him up at some Nederland convenience store and driven him as far as he could—all the way to Santa Fe.

      He told me how he had turned down Garth’s latest Robin Hood scheme, how Garth had laughed at his story of the bakery-bag girl he’d fallen for. He told me how he’d had to work at a McDonald’s for three months to get some money, how afterward he’d moved out to the cabin and started painting and hadn’t stopped since. Lastly, he told me told me about the painting he had sold.

      “Couldn’t part with it till I made a copy,” he said, gently untwining his arms from me to go over to his hulking bag.

      He returned with a piece of the past, another mystery solved: what he had been doing when I’d caught him working that time so many months ago. He had been working on this.

      The painting was of me. It was of that night, of the snow all thrown up around me and onto me; but mostly it was of me, of the laughing girl with sandy, fly-away hair and a smile face-wide. The snow was laughing with her, sprinkling giggles into her mouth, fanning around her head. It was beautiful. She was, too.

      “Is that…how you saw me that night?” I asked softly, and Brock nodded.

      “That’s how I see you now, an impossible light in this dark world.”

      After a few minutes, he whispered, “Want to do it again?”

      “Want to do what again?” I asked his eager face.

      He responded by getting up, walking over to his backpack, and returning with two canvases.

      “No,” I said softly, smiling nonetheless.

      “Why not?” he asked. “Lying here, looking down on you, I could hardly resist starting as it was.”

      Gazing into his excited eyes, I sighed.

      “Oh, fine, though I’m assuming you have paint and brushes too?”

      To which Brock raced to his knapsack and then back, some tubes of paint in one hand and a new paintbrush-filled tomato can in the other.

      I laughed, and he shrugged.

      “Old habits die hard.”

      And so we turned to our respective canvases and got to work.

      Once again, I found the bare canvas overwhelming. Really, where were you supposed to start? How were you supposed to know what to make, which ideas were worth transferring onto the canvas?

      This time the answer came from my own hand: a dash of navy in the middle just like last time. And, even more incredibly, this gave me an idea of what I wanted to make, again just like last time. And so I got to work, first painting only wispy outlines of the figures. These I filled in with black and gray, with the nothingness that they were. The background I made a lighter gray. At the top of the canvas, I made my knight in shining blue. After I’d filled in the colors of each part, I went back and tried my hand at sketching out more definite features. Despite my use of a smaller brush, however, saying that this ended up being a disaster would have been an understatement.

      At one point, Brock glanced over and, seeing the black blobs my careful attempts at faces had smeared into, started chuckling.

      I glared at him.

      “You wouldn’t be chuckling if you knew what the painting was of.”

      “Oh really?”

      I nodded and glanced away, suddenly feeling shy to say it outright. I had figured Brock would have guessed what it was, but now that I had messed the images up so much, there was little hope of that.

      “It’s of searching for you,” I finally said quietly, “how I kept thinking I saw you, but the men never were you. How I still found you in the end.”

      All traces of merriment were gone from Brock’s face. There was only a tender fondness as he reached out and stroked my cheek.

      “And I can’t begin to tell you how happy I am that you did.”

      We kissed, and, as we separated, I glanced at his painting.

      Brock tried blocking it with his hands and then sighed.

      “It’s not finished yet.”

      Though really, it didn’t matter. We could’ve only been painting for 30 minutes or so, and yet already the painting was gorgeous. Yellows, blues, oranges, and pinks were in the scene that would have brought tears to my eyes even if it had been in black and white. It was of me, of us. I was lying in some green grass, bare-bellied, our three children soundly asleep in my tummy, ever so slightly visible through my skin, beautiful and snuggled up together.

      “Brock…” I whispered, and he kissed me again.

      Our fingers ran over each other, delighted by the old feelings racing through our bodies. Brock’s fingers slid down my shoulders to my arms, and from there to my belly.

      “Let me paint you,” he whispered in my ear.

      “What?” I asked.

      “Let me paint your belly,” he whispered.

      I broke away and searched his face. He was serious. I smiled, nodded, and lifted the bottom of my shirt so my huge belly was exposed. Then, grabbing some paints and leaning over me, Brock got to work.

      At first I watched Brock as he worked, the flicks of green he added to my lower belly, the swooshes of purple around the belly button, the blue up top. It was cute how into it he was, as if my belly was a canvas instead of skin. Soon, however, after all the day’s happenings, I found my eyes closing. Although I didn’t sleep. I relaxed into the soothing strokes of the brush against my bare skin. At least, until Brock placed his hand on my shoulder and whispered, “Alex, you awake?”

      Opening my eyes, I nodded.

      His gaze was intent; it was as if he was still painting.

      “Can I do more?” he asked.

      “More? What do you—”

      I looked down, saw it, and gasped.

      My belly was in bloom. Three lush, purple seedlings sprouted from a mass of lime green grass. The seedlings stretched up toward my shirt, which needed to move for more of the canvas to be completed.

      Nodding, I lifted my top over my head so I was completely exposed.

      Brock’s face changed for a moment, desire flashing through his eyes as he came face-to-face with my breasts. But after a deep breath, his eyes resumed their immersive stare and he got to work.

      I closed my eyes and left the artist to his painting.

      When I heard my name once more, I didn’t wait; I opened my eyes and smiled. Rolling waves of clouds spread across my breasts, the halo that was the sun nestled in between them. It was beautiful, perfect, and complete.

      “Come over and look in the mirror,” Brock urged, sounding as excited as I felt.

      I let him help me up and lead me to a small bathroom, where he pulled a chain and a light snapped on. And there I was. Or rather, there was Brock’s art: the violet seedlings, the lime grass, the azure sky and its marmalade sun. It was incredible.

      I glanced at Brock. In the midst of his work, he too had stripped off his shirt and was now bare-chested.

      Seeing my gaze, he chuckled.

      “Well, it is only fair.”

      “Let me paint you,” I said.

      He cocked his head at me.

      “Really?”

      “Yeah,” I said. Then, poking his ribs, I added, “Well, it is only fair.”

      Smirking and taking my hand, Brock led me back to the canvases.

      “Okay, Monet, you better have really meant it.”

      Taking the paintbrush in my hand was one thing, but staring at the blank canvas of Brock’s muscled chest was another.

      “Not as easy as it looks, eh?” he joked after I’d done nothing but stare admiringly at his pecs for a full minute.

      “Oh, I don’t know,” I said with a flick of navy on his belly. “It’s not all that hard either.”

      And it wasn’t, not really. Not once I’d got the first line down. It was like all the other paintings, like anything in life: the tricky part was getting started.

      And so with the first line done, came the idea. The image I began to paint on his chest started as an all-black outline. Then I added more black for the upper part of the head, the eyes, the beak, and the legs. I used gray for the feathers, the slightest bit of orange for the belly, more black along some feathers, and then I was done.

      “You can open your eyes now,” I told Brock, who had done as I had and lightly napped during my painting.

      At the sight of my creation, Brock’s face broke into a giant grin.

      “Another chickadee, eh? You really do have an artist inside you.”

      Smiling, I leaned back against the wall and shook my head.

      “If I don’t paint for the next year, it won’t be too soon.”

      Brock went to the bathroom to get a better look at the proud, puff-bellied chickadee on his chest. When he returned, we stared at each other’s art for a while, smiling a bit to ourselves. Then Brock went to his backpack, dug through it, and returned with a long sheet of paper.

      “This way we don’t have to lose our paintings entirely.”

      Tentatively poking some paint on my chest, I shook my head.

      “Brock, sorry, but the paint’s dried.”

      He only shook his head, grinned.

      “Good thing we’ve got water.”

      A second later he was leaving for the bathroom again. He returned with a pail of water. Then, spreading out the sheet of paper on the floor, he gestured to me.

      “Sit down. We can start with you if that’s all right.”

      I sat down obediently. Brock crouched down in front of me, dipped his paintbrush in the pail, and then paused.

      “Wait. One thing first.”

      “Wha—”

      He kissed me. Tremors went through my body as he broke away.

      “You looked so beautiful that I had to,” he said with a devilish smile.

      Next thing I knew, cold dribbles of water were rolling down my front.

      “I’m adding just enough to get it moist,” Brock said. “In a minute, would you be able to lie on your back? Then I’ll put the paper on top.”

      “Sure,” I said, and, in a minute, I did just that.

      Brock spread the paper over my belly and then my chest. He pressed on both slowly, gently yet firmly, as if applying a semi-permanent tattoo. Then, after waiting a minute, he peeled it off.

      Grinning, he laid the now colorful thing beside me. “Looks good already,” he said. Then he helped me to my feet.

      After one look down at the smudged rendition of the seedling sky painting Brock had done, I poked him in the side and said, “Your turn.”

      Brock lay down, and, picking up the paper and pressing it against his painted chest and belly, I did the same thing he had done to me.

      “Feels interesting,” Brock commented, and we laughed.

      When I was done, we spread it out on the ground. After returning to sit on the sleeping bag, we looked at our beautiful creations.

      They were impressionism versions of our works—arguably more beautiful for all the haziness.

      Afterward, we showered ourselves off then sat back down on the sleeping bag side by side, his arm around me.

      I opened my mouth, but he held a finger to my lips and closed his eyes.

      I smiled. I understood.

      Words would only ruin it. This was perfect. Here, now, with the man of my dreams beside me, my children inside me, warm in this shack tucked into nature’s breast—this was perfect.

      [image: ]
* * *

      I awoke to Brock moving.

      “What?” I asked, but he shushed me.

      “Hear that?” he asked, and I fell silent. I listened, and then I heard it, the far-off rumble of a vehicle coming down the road.

      Brock helped me up, and then we rushed outside to my car. Ducking behind the driver’s door, we saw two blacked-out vehicles pull up. Russell and his men. We had to get out of there.
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      I raced over to the passenger’s side of the car, tore open the door, and jumped inside just as Brock did the same in the driver’s seat. I shoved the key in the ignition, and Brock slammed his foot on the gas just as their doors swung open. Gunshots followed our exit, but soon we were rumbling down the dirt road I’d come in on.

      “I don’t know how they got here, Brock. I swear!” I said.

      His face was grim as he nodded.

      “Check the car—the glove compartment, everything. They must have bugged it.”

      A scan of the bottom of the car and sun visor revealed nothing, though really, I wasn’t sure what I was even looking for.

      “It’ll be a black electrical thing, about the size of a pager probably,” Brock said, answering my next question.

      And there, in my glove compartment, was a black electrical thing about the size of a pager.

      My breath caught in my throat.

      “Brock?” I said weakly.

      There was a sharp intake of breath, then a terse, “Yep. That’s it.”

      In one smooth motion, he opened his window, grabbed the black thing, and tossed it outside.

      “That should take care of that,” Brock said, just as the far-off growl of a car sounded.

      It didn’t matter that we had thrown out the tracking device; it had done its job already. Now Russell and his men were on our tail, and there would be no escaping them, no stopping.

      “Alex?” Brock asked, concerned. “Alex, you okay?”

      But I wasn’t. I wasn’t, and my breath was still caught in my throat; I couldn’t even tell him I wasn’t because I couldn’t breathe, couldn’t inhale or exhale, and when I did, a whoosh passed through my whole body and a wetness came from my pelvis.

      Oh, please God, no.

      “Alex?” Brock asked, but I was hyperventilating now.

      I could feel them coming. As much as I held them in, tightened my pelvic muscles, their force continued pushing out. I was giving birth—right then and there.

      “My water broke,” I croaked. “They’re coming, Brock. The babies are coming.”

      “Oh goodness, oh goodness,” he said, his voice loud and high. “Okay, 20 minutes out there’s a hospital. St. Vincent, I think it’s called. We can make it. We can go there and… Just hold on, Alex.”

      The excruciating pressure was back; I could only shake my head. Then, after the wave passed, I said, “No. No hospital. No stop—can’t—police. Have to get away.”

      Now it was Brock’s turn to shake his head.

      “No,” he said. “The safety of you and the babies is the most important thing right now—the only thing. We’re going to the hospital.”

      I could only weakly shake my head and moan as another wave of contractions descended upon me. Why had no one told me just how painful they were?

      The next twenty minutes were one long exercise in futility, in trying to hold in what was forcing itself out, what could not be contained much longer. Brock stroked my hair and wiped the sweat off my forehead every few minutes.

      Other times he only squeezed my hand and said, “It’s going to be all right.” And, though the black shapes of the cars in our rearview mirror gradually grew closer, I almost believed him.

      When we were minutes away from the hospital, I thought to call Kyle.

      To his worried flurry of questions, I could only tell him, “Birth now. Chased. Get police to St. Vincent. Santa Fe.” Then my phone died entirely.

      Beside me, Brock’s face was creased in concentration, his maple eyes squinting with it.

      “We’ll make it,” he said, and that time I would’ve really believed him if it hadn’t been for the fear in his voice.

      After we barreled through several hairpin turns and shrieked up to the front of the promisingly fancy-looking tan exterior of the hospital, Brock dashed out, opened the door, and helped me out. One staggering, excruciating step after another, and we were at the doors. Then a car shrieked behind us and there was a crash sound.

      Turning around, Brock groaned.

      I let out a low moan. I didn’t need to turn around to know that Russell and his men had finally arrived and that they were armed.

      A bullet shattered the wall an inch away from us, and then more bullets sounded. Amid all this, a siren wailed. I turned around to see police officers running straight for us, their guns raised.

      “Brock Anderson, you are under arrest,” a bald man barked. “Don’t move!”

      Behind him, other officers were cuffing a furious-looking Russell Snow and several of his burly, equally furious-looking men.

      “Please,” I told the bald officer as he advanced, gesturing to Brock. “Please leave him be. I’m pregnant. He’s the father, please.”

      My arm was grasped, and I was pressed into a wheelchair as another series of contractions scraped through me.

      “Sorry, ma’am,” the officer said, getting out a glinting pair of handcuffs.

      Next thing I knew, I was being wheeled away backward, presumably by a nurse who politely ignored my mumbled pleas and only gave my shoulder a squeeze as assured me that everything was going to be all right.

      Through the clear doors, Brock waved as he was taken to the police car. Then my wheelchair was turned around and the worst contraction yet occurred.

      I let out a low moan, and the nurse pushing me said, “They’re coming out, aren’t they? Don’t worry, we’re getting you to a room right now.”

      And then, everything went black.
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      “Bet you didn’t expect to see me,” were the first words out of his mouth as I gaped at him.

      After seeing Brock being taken away by the police, after giving excruciating birth to our triplets and holding their beautiful raw, red faces to my crying one, yes, the last person I had expected to see was Brock. And yet here he was, standing in front of my hospital bed and grinning at me and the three bundles of beauty I cradled in my arms.

      “How…” I said, but he was already sweeping toward me with open arms.

      “Can I?”

      I handed him the three babies.

      “Of course.”

      He pressed the tiny sleeping things to his chest, a scared yet delighted look coming over his face.

      “Oh man, oh man. Wow.”

      We laughed, and he said, “They’re even more perfect than I could’ve imagined.”

      His finger pressed against the boy’s forehead.

      “So small and…ours.”

      “Ours,” I repeated, beaming up at him.

      He handed them back to me and then asked, “Want to know how I got here, or want to save it for later?”

      I shrugged and patted the empty space on the bed beside me.

      “I’ve got time.”

      “Okay,” Brock said, going to the other side of the bed to sit down.

      He rested his hand softly on my shoulder and smiled as he spoke.

      “The police were hardly interested in me since I only ever stole from criminals. In fact, when they found out I had valuable information that would put Russell and his henchmen away for a nice long time, they had to stop themselves from outright shaking my hand at the end of the dealings. When I told them that my girlfriend was giving birth, they drove me here in the squad car, lights blaring and all.”

      Smiling, I asked him, “Ooh, so I’m your girlfriend now huh?”

      Grasping my hand, he said, “Well, if you’ll accept…”

      Then, drawing it to his lips and kissing it, he said, “Alex, ‘girlfriend’ doesn’t even begin to cover what you are to me, but it’s a start. I may have missed our children’s birth, but you have my word that I’ll be there for every minute of their lives from now on.”

      “Alex?!” a voice called across the hospital room as a red-haired figure raced toward me.

      “I can’t believe you gave birth without me!” Tiffany yelled, Kyle and my mom trailing behind her.

      Seeing Brock, she paused.

      “Oh, you’re…”

      “Brock Anderson, Alex’s boyfriend,” Brock said, holding out his hand with a smile.

      Tiffany cocked her head at the proffered hand. Then, heaving a sigh, she clasped it warmly.

      “Okay, so maybe I was wrong,” she said to me. “You may have picked a winner.”

      “Clearly I have some catching up to do,” Brock said with a grin, taking my hand now.

      “You do, but there’s no need to worry,” I said, squeezing his hand. “We have the rest of our lives to catch up.”
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* * *

      The next few days passed in a happy blur: faces of family and friends, chocolate and balloons and teddy bears, and, of course, my darlings, my perfect little darlings. There was Noelle, named after her great-grandmother who’d had her same rosy cheeks well into her eighties; Sasha, named after Sasha Barrette, an artist Brock and I loved; and, finally, Ian, named after Brock’s father, who had died in combat when Brock was only twelve.

      Having three babies was just how it sounded—noisy and demanding. It seemed like I was feeding them nonstop, too. When one was finished, another one would start its harried demands. And yet, it wasn’t as difficult as I had thought it would be. With Brock by my side, parked in the hospital chair, I was able to sleep a bit and eat. My days were still tiring, sure, but they were doable.

      And when I saw my little triplets look up at me with their loving hazel eyes, there was nothing better. Seeing Brock with them, carrying them in his strong arms, patting their backs, kissing their tiny cheeks, made me care for him more every day.

      Tiffany and my mother delighted in the babies too. Along with Brock, they wouldn’t leave my side, and every day they came armed with more gifts for the triplets.

      One day, however, the day before I was to be discharged, Tiffany came with bad news.

      “Combs, it’s your apartment.”

      My face fell.

      “Garbage. Did I forget to pay?”

      She shook her head.

      “No. It’s not that. It’s just…” She fell silent and then glanced at Kyle, as if he could give her the words to tell me what she had to.

      “What? What is it, Tiff? Tell me.”

      So, with a sigh, she did.

      “It’s Charlie. While you were gone, he broke into your place and, uh, accidentally set it on fire. He was smoking or something, and he’s being charged, but…”

      Again, she fell silent and looked at Kyle.

      “Tiff…”

      “Well, all your stuff, it’s gone, Alex.”

      Her words hit me like a slap in the face. My whole body drooped, and the babies, sensing turmoil, started wailing.

      Mom scooped them up while Tiffany, her face red now, started talking a mile a minute. “But of course you and the triplets can stay with us. It’s no problem, no problem at all. I just thought you should know.”

      I nodded mutely, unsure of what to say. Tiffany’s face was still strained.

      “That’s not all, is it?” I asked quietly, and she shook her head.

      “It’s your office building. They called a few days ago saying that your lease has expired and they want you out.”

      Another slap of reality on the other side of my face.

      “Okay” was all I could say with a dumb sort of nod.

      Now Tiffany was in overdrive.

      “But really, it’s fine! I mean, we have a room downstairs we don’t use. That can be your office or the nursery or both! We’ll figure this out, Combs. We always do!”

      I nodded dumbly again, feeling too desolate to speak. I suddenly felt very, very tired. The babies were still screaming, so I held my arms out for them. Mom handed them to me, her face looking as sad and worried as I felt.

      I cradled them to me, my little darlings whom I hardly even had a home for.

      As I drifted off, the last thing I saw, in the corner of the room, was Brock. He was sitting quietly, his face intent. He had heard everything.
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* * *

      I awoke to a kiss on the cheek.

      I opened my eyes to see Brock and an empty room.

      As my mouth opened, Brock held a finger to my lips.

      “Shhhh,” he said. “Your mom and Tiffany went for a quick walk with the babies.”

      I nodded, searching his face.

      “You’re probably wondering why I woke you up then.”

      I nodded again, and he grinned.

      “There’s something I want to ask you,” he said, going over to the table in the corner of the room.

      He brought over a purple cake with the words “Will you live with me?” written on it in orange icing.

      I stared at the funny-looking thing while an incredulous smile worked its way onto my face.

      “Okay, so I did the icing myself,” Brock admitted with a shy smile, “but are you really going to leave me hanging here?”

      It all seemed so incredible. Clearly, my face indicated as much, because, seizing my hands, Brock said, “I know what you’re thinking. It’s too much too fast; we hardly know each other. And you’re right, Alex, you’re right.”

      I cocked my head at him. Wasn’t he supposed to be convincing me that this was a good idea?

      He tucked a strand of my hair behind my ear and continued. “But I still want to try. The little time we’ve spent together, it’s enough. I know all I need to know, which is that I care for you deeply and will do anything to make this work.”

      Tears came to my eyes and rolled down before I could rub them away.

      “Well?” Brock asked, and I nodded mutely.

      Now tears were in his eyes too, and, as we clasped each other and kissed, Tiffany and my mom returned with the babies.

      “She said yes, didn’t she?” Mom said, the delight audible in her voice. All three babies in her arms were smiling more than I’d ever seen them smile, as if they knew what had just happened.

      “Knew she would,” Tiffany said, her red lips spread in a big grin. “Well, can we have the cake now?”

      I responded by picking up the fork beside the cake, digging it in, and forking out a bite.

      Everyone laughed, and in that shining moment, everything was perfect.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Epilogue

        

        One Year Later

      

    
    
      “Thank you.”

      The rocking chair rocked back, and I murmured the words to myself again: “Thank you.”

      I wasn’t sure who it was directed at really, Goodness, the universe, or myself. It didn’t matter. What did matter was how wonderful my life now was. Every day was better than the last.

      Who would’ve thought that the best year of my life would’ve flown by so fast that it felt like a month? Sitting there on the wooden chair Brock had carved out himself, atop the orange paisley pillow provided by my mom, I could still barely believe all that had happened in 12 short months.

      Only three months ago we had started the “Gumshoe Investigation Agency,” and already it was booming. There were so many clients that we had a waiting list, or a waiting notebook, more accurately. Sure, it was mostly Brock who got to do the legwork, chasing down the bad guys and missing items or people, but I still got the thrill of the hunt; he was constantly contacting me for information, routes, and advice on what to do next. I was the expert after all.

      Though I wasn’t the only one who got to pursue my passion. Brock had sold four paintings since we’d moved near to Hermit Peak. Maybe it was because our whirlwind reuniting had taken place there, but Brock and I had fallen in love with Santa Fe and hadn’t left. Maybe we never would.

      The city was chock-full of beautiful buildings and culture—an arts center in and of itself. Finding our house hadn’t been easy, but after touring close to twenty different options, it had been clear that one was right. As soon as we’d seen it, we’d known. It was the same adobe style as the ones I had seen during my harried search for Brock on Carson Valley Way, but that was where the similarities ended. It was set by itself, in no discernible neighborhood, and its style was as unique as it was pleasing. I still found myself stopping to enjoy its stunning effect; it made me feel as though I were in Spain or Mexico. The location, being close to the mountains, was the clincher.

      How Brock had afforded it, he still wouldn’t say, though I thought it had something to do with the money he had saved up during his long-gone criminal days.

      Nevertheless, our choice had paid off these past nine months. Since we’d bought the place, we had been blissfully happy and had taken long, relaxing walks at least every week. Yes, we really were lucky.

      As our triplets slept soundly and my husband painted the walls, I rocked back and forth, back and forth. I lost myself in the soft rocking rhythm, in the pale flecks of yellow Brock was adding to the final wall—sweeping daffodils that swirled among the lilacs, bluebells, and pink roses.

      “I’m warning you, Brock, you’re never going to get me out of here if you make their nursery this pretty,” I said.

      “Then I’ll just have to paint the whole house, every room,” Brock replied, shooting a smirk my way.

      I smiled to myself; his threat wouldn’t be the worst thing, even as well decorated as our house already was. Every new painting Brock made left me more speechless than the last, and if this nursery was any indication, the other rooms he painted wouldn’t be an exception.

      After one more dab of paint on the wall, Brock said, “There, done.”

      As he came over to me, I rose into his embrace. He held me and regarded his creation, while I turned my gaze to ours, the three babies flopped on their backs side by side in the cradle: Ian, Noelle, and Sasha.

      “Still think we should do the picnic this afternoon?” I asked, and he nodded.

      “Already bought the baguette and everything. Besides, it’s been a few days since I’ve gotten to check out the mountain.”

      “Okay,” I said, extricating myself to go over to the crib. “We better pack up and wake up the little ones then.”

      In the kitchen, I stood at the marble counter and assembled our arsenal of supplies: the baguette, a block of cheese, several clusters of grapes, a box of cereal, and a variety of chocolate bars. I tucked it all into one of the massive Tupperware boxes Tiffany had goaded me into purchasing on our furniture shopping spree, which now seemed so long ago.

      I smiled at the thought of my dear friend. Tiffany and Kyle came to visit almost every month, and they were due to visit in a week or so. They were the triplets’ godparents after all.

      “You ready?” Brock called from the nursery. “They woke up just in time.”

      “Yup. All ready,” I called back.

      A few seconds later, Brock came in, the three kids in his arms.

      “Time for the tri-stroller!” he boomed.

      The babies giggled as I wheeled in the teal, three-seat powerhouse of a stroller that had saved us from God only knew how many headaches.

      We swept our three darlings into their spots, and then I got behind the handle and started pushing. Once out the door, it was a short walk to the trail to Hermit Peak. Lucky for us, this trail was a fairly smooth dirt one. While I had experience pushing the giant stroller over a wide range of terrain, a difficult surface meant a long trip with lots of breaks and Brock eventually taking over after I gave up on my attempts to get my pre-baby body back.

      And so up we went, the babies gurgling their approval of the fresh air while Brock hauled the picnic supplies along.

      I smiled at the trees we passed, at the tangles of wildflowers and woolly shrubs.

      “You look beautiful today, you know,” Brock said.

      I blushed, looking down at my hastily chosen jean skirt and gauzy white blouse. How was it that after over a year with this man he still had the ability to reduce me to a nervous schoolgirl?

      “Where do you want to sit?” he asked. “Want to see if we can make it up all the way?”

      A glance at the triplets revealed that they were as happy and enrapt in their surroundings as ever.

      “Sure,” I said. “We’ll see how they handle the ascent. If they’re fine with it, then I am too.”

      Brock came over and squeezed my hand.

      “Good. It’s been too long since I saw the top. Think it’d be good for the kids to get to see it too.”

      “You got it,” I said with a kiss on his cheek.

      Incredibly, we made it up the whole mountain without any complaints from the three babies. It was as if they sensed today was the anniversary of our first meeting, that it was a special day.

      Even when we reached the summit, however, we weren’t quite done with walking yet.

      “Just a minute,” Brock said, pulling me along. “I want to show everyone my favorite spot.”

      At this, Ian’s rosy little face in the front seat of the stroller darkened.

      “Brock, are you sure?” I asked.

      “Yes. It’s just five minutes more. Please, babe,” he said.

      And so it was. I let him lead us past the nice-looking peak and farther off the path. We even climbed a hill until, finally, there it was.

      “Wow,” I said.

      It was all there really was to say, for right in front of me was the most beautiful sight I’d ever seen.

      It was a veritable sea of daylilies, individual blossoms that joined into one slightly swaying body of orange—a soft orange, a warm one, something like the color of contentment, of happiness.

      “What do you think?” Brock whispered in my ear, and I responded with a kiss.

      I almost lost myself there, against his firm lips and smooth-shaven face with the bed of daylilies before us.

      But then Noelle sneezed and laughed, and we all laughed, our big, beautiful family.

      Brock set a bag I hadn’t noticed before down on the ground. It was black and big, and, recognizing it, I glanced at his face in surprise.

      “Is that…?”

      He nodded.

      “Thought we could paint like the other times if that’s all right with you.”

      I nodded, a smile coming onto my face. Brock shot me a sidelong look.

      “Think the kids would like it too?”

      I laughed. “Guess we’ll have to see.”

      Brock took out his supplies, the paintbrushes and strange, brand-less tubes of paint I’d never seen before. Then he took off Noelle’s shirt, and his flick of orange across her belly provoked a giggle.

      She slapped it with her hand and then lifted her paint-smeared finger to her mouth.

      “Oh, no. No, honey—”

      Brock put his hand on my shoulder. “These paints are special. They’re homemade, edible.”

      We watched Noelle suck on her orange-tipped thumb, and I kissed Brock.

      And so, as our little darlings squirmed, giggled, and made smacking noises with their lips, Brock painted them.

      There was a different flower for each baby. Noelle was first, a bright, vibrant sunflower covering her torso. Ian was more difficult, turning every which way and giggling at the havoc he caused for Daddy’s artistic efforts. Finally, Brock decided the smudges on Ian were actually blue cotton candy and continued with that in mind. Last was Sasha, who sat demurely, model-like, while Brock etched out a whole series of forget-me-nots on her tummy. I was last, my belly getting a garden of tulips in every color of the rainbow.

      Then it was Brock’s turn. I helped the children, guiding their paintbrush-clutching hands, so that, together, we smeared Brock’s bare chest into some sort of abstract art creation. Ian was intent on short quick dashes of red and blue and, once they smeared together, purple. Noelle was more about using the green-tipped brush to makes speckles of green than actually painting. Sasha was annoyed by the whole ordeal, and, after one prolific yellow line from Daddy’s chin to his belly button, she gave up altogether.

      Then all of us, paint-covered and delighted by it, hugged and kissed and rolled around in paint-covered glory until Brock suggested a swim might be in order.

      “Up here?” I asked with surprise, and he nodded.

      There was a strange look in his eyes. He seemed even more delighted than he had been before.

      That’s when it occurred to me that this was just like our first two times together, our first day—the outdoor swim—and our reunion—the body painting. Could Brock have remembered that this day was special?

      But when I glanced at him again, he was already picking up Ian and tucking him in the stroller, and the look in his eyes was gone. Maybe I had imagined it.

      We packed the three babies into their stroller, and Brock wheeled it in the direction of some trees. Once surrounded by them, we walked for a few more minutes in quiet, contemplative silence before we reached the pond. It was a little oblong thing, a border of rocks on one side and some speckles of lily pads in the middle. It was perfect. A sliver of light shone through the trees, making everything glisten.

      “Wow,” Brock and I said in unison, laughing and then kissing.

      We stripped the babies down, took off our own clothes, and went in. Brock held the two girls, while I held our son. We used lily pads to scrub off the little specks of paint that didn’t seem to want to leave. The babies laughed at it all, splashing each other.

      Ian broke into tears at one overly ambitious splash from his sister, so I returned to shore and soothed him, softly bouncing him in my arms and feeding him some cereal. This calmed him enough that he fell asleep. Soon Brock brought our daughters ashore and put them in the stroller since they too had fallen sound asleep. Now it was just Brock, me, and the forest.

      We returned to the pond, kissed, and took delight in the water, the lily pads, and the crystal-clear forest air. Brock took my face in his hands.

      “This is the best day,” I said.

      “This is the best day of my life,” he said.

      And we kissed some more. For a minute, the world stopped and I lost myself in the wonderful man in front of me.

      The babies waking up and crying brought us back, reminding us of their needs.

      “Let’s go back to the daylily field and have our picnic,” Brock said, and I agreed.

      We made our way back through the forest, and once we were there, Brock laid down the rainbow blanket my mom had knitted for us, while I swept our children out of their seats. By the time I placed them on the blanket in front of us, they were more than ready for the box of cereal I had brought. Airplaning them their cereal on a plastic spoon was more for Brock’s and my enjoyment than theirs. And yet, oh how we laughed! With each swoop of the spoon and the eager snapping of their little mouths, we all whooped with delight, their fat cheeks veritably filled with it. Brock even swooped some cereal to me for fun before he began cutting the baguette and pairing each generous piece with an equally generous chunk of cheese.

      “Are you trying to fatten me up?” I joked as I help up an especially humongous one.

      Brock responded by kissing my cheek and whispering, “Just wait till you see the dessert.”

      I studied his face.

      “Dessert? I don’t remember packing any.”

      Brock turned to the kids and winked.

      “Good,” he said.

      I sighed.

      “Brock…”

      He shook his head and grinned again.

      “Nope. You have to finish your meal before you get dessert.”

      So I did, holding myself back from devouring the full baguette, as delicious as it was.

      As the kids flopped back onto the blanket, tired and dopey from all the food, I shot Brock a significant look.

      “Well, Mr. Bossy, I finished my dinner.”

      Brock shrugged.

      “Think I dropped your gift on the way.”

      I tossed a bit of cereal at him, which he snatched up in his mouth like a dog.

      “Brock!”

      “Okay, okay. Maybe it’s in the grass over there.”

      Grudgingly, I got up and walked in the direction he had tossed his hand.

      Nestled among some daylilies, I found the biggest chocolate chip cookie I had ever seen, in an even bigger transparent box on red and white striped paper, just like the bag I’d brought to his cabin a year ago.

      Laughing, I picked it up.

      “Seriously?” I asked him as I returned.

      To which his still-glittering smile said, “Clearly you haven’t looked on the back yet.”

      I flipped the big thing over and gasped.

      Taped there was a jewelry box, the kind rings are stored in.

      “Brock, you don’t mean…”

      He reached past me, yanked the box free from the cookie, and got down on one knee.

      “Yes, Alex, I do mean to propose to you. The first minute I saw you, the first night I spent with you, I knew there was something special about you. This year has just proven it to me all the more. I can’t remember ever being happier, ever feeling luckier. You support me, you hold me up, and you make me laugh. You’re gorgeous and astounding, and, if I’m going to be honest, Alex, I wanted to ask you this question a week after we moved in together, only I was afraid you’d say no. Now please, babe, will you make me even happier and be my wife?”

      I fell to my knees. Face-to-face with Brock, our teary eyes staring into each other’s, I whispered, “Yes. Oh, of course. Yes, my love.”

      And then we kissed while the children squealed their approval.

      The rest of the day was the gooey aftermath. We played with the children, changed their diapers, and fed them more cereal. We kissed, rolled through the daylily-filled field, and grinned like idiots at each other.

      And then, when the sun started to set, Brock led us back to the first cliff so we could watch the sunset.

      The whole sky was rejoicing with us. It was a fiery, jubilant orange like the fields, the whole sky filled to the horizon with it, swooping over the black of far-off mountains, the tall, certain mounds, and the smaller, more plentiful hills. And as I gazed over at my handsome, doting husband-to-be and my adorable, gurgling children, their chocolate-rimmed mouths all smiling, their faces glowing orange with happiness, only one thought came to mind.

      I had never been happier.

      

      
        The End
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      The breeze was an easily seen being in the bright spring sunlight. In a sweeping train of pollen and jacaranda blossoms, it swanned across the studio parking lot like an aging diva who doesn't know when to quit. It carried the heat rather than cooling it, sweeping it in waves over the blistering concrete, and brought with it the scent of the ocean.

      The shore was not a mile away from where Kathy stood with her back to the rough, sand-colored brick of the studio's front wall. She wished she could hear it from there over the senseless clatter of Miami traffic and the abrasive, territorial shrieking of seagulls. The stone wall was harsh against her skin. She'd taken off the professional, salmon-pink blazer (stylish, but stifling in the heat) and stood in the sleeveless, white silk blouse she'd worn under it, which clung to her skin in the humidity.

      She worried in the back of her mind about sunburn in the same way she'd used to worry about lung cancer while she’d stood out there smoking. She held an unlit cigarette between her fingers out of habit, but she'd quit nearly a year ago. It was only recent events that had her prioritizing her health. The plastic and cardboard crinkled as she stuffed the untouched cigarette back into the battered package. She'd been carrying it around in her purse so long it was close to dissolving—and here she'd been reporting that plastics took a thousand years to decompose! Apparently, her purse was a more caustic environment than most landfills.

      The flowering trees that overhung the studio parking lot filled the air with their too-sweet scent and scattered their flowers uselessly on the pavement to be crushed into colorful pulp by careless passing tires. The too-hot wind picked them up and spun them into delicate little whirling purple cyclones.

      Kathy wanted desperately to go lie down under one of those trees—face down, splat, like a cartoon—and sleep for a year. She'd wake up out of fashion and out of touch like a particularly tragic Rip Van Winkle even though nothing had really changed. Nothing ever changed in Miami except the people. The plants kept blooming, the sun kept burning in spring as it would in summer, and fall, and even through most of the winter. Seasons didn't exist in South Beach.

      The heavy steel studio door beside her groaned and scraped as it was pushed open, and a haggard-looking intern stuck his head out.

      "Kathy, fifteen minutes."

      Kathy sighed and wished she had a cigarette butt to drop and stomp out dramatically. Instead, she ran a hand through her hair and pulled her blazer back on.

      "Fine. It's too hot out here anyway."

      A blast of cold air hit her as she slipped back into the florescent-lit studio hallway, drying the sweat on her skin and waking her up slightly. It wouldn't last. She'd never been more exhausted in her life.

      "Here's your briefing sheet," the intern said, handing her a file which she flipped open and started scanning through at once. "Top story is the election again. Then, that missing airplane."

      "Again?" Kathy griped. "The thing has been missing for months. What more could we possibly have to say about it?"

      "Um, apparently we're just talking theories about how it might have gone down," the intern replied, glancing at his own notes. "The graphics department made us a virtual model or something."

      "Ugh." Kathy handed the briefing back to the intern impatiently. "Tell Mitchell that if I wanted to wave my hands at a green screen all day, I would have gone into meteorology. This gimmicky B.S. has to stop. And if I don't get to cover some real news soon, I am going to find the biggest, squarest hand mic we have and shove it directly up his rear."

      "Is that—do you really want me to say—are those the exact words I should use?"

      "You heard what I said, kid."

      The intern took a deep breath and hurried off while Kathy ducked into makeup for a fresh coat of paint.

      "Again?" one of the stylists said as she sat down. "How long have you been on air today?"

      "Since five this morning," Kathy replied, exhausted. "So, do me a favor and really lay it on thick under the eyes."

      "What happened to Cassandra?" the stylist asked, re-pinning Kathy's long chestnut curls into place. Her dark gray-blue eyes stared back at her from the stylist's mirror, telling her she couldn't keep doing this to herself. The stress was adding years to her, and at twenty-nine, she really couldn't afford that. Cliff was already eyeing that redheaded intern, Emma, to replace her.

      "She went into labor last night," Kathy said. "A week premature. Stress set it off early, apparently."

      "Honestly, she shouldn't have been working that close to her due date anyway," one of the other stylists said, shaking his head.

      "I don't know how she managed it," another added. "I've had kids. I could barely handle being on my feet for ten minutes at a time by the last month. The girl is superhuman."

      "No," Kathy laughed. "Just not interested in losing her job. Mitchell was ready to can her the minute he found out she was pregnant. You wouldn't believe how little maternity leave he's giving her."

      The first stylist grimaced and the other clicked her tongue in disgust.

      "Mitchell," they both muttered together.

      "Did you know America is one of only four countries in the world without mandatory paid maternity leave?" Kathy added. "I looked it up. America, Swaziland, Lesotho, and Papua New Guinea."

      "Where is Lesotho?" the first stylist asked.

      "No idea," Kathy shrugged. "But I wouldn't want to be pregnant there."

      Kathy was the main anchor of the studio, usually handling things from ten a.m. to seven p.m. Cassandra did early mornings and late evenings, but now Kathy was covering both. She'd already been in the studio ten hours and was expecting another four. She had a nightmare of a headache drilling at her left temple and another broadcast in five minutes. The studio was a sensory nightmare of alternately too bright and too dim lights and constant jarring noise. Kathy revisited her wild, unobtainable fantasy of going to lie down somewhere.

      Once the makeup crew had done what they could, Kathy made her way to the set and took her seat behind the desk, reading over her briefing again, more thoroughly now. Her co-anchor, Bradley Mann, slid in at the last second just as the cameras turned on. Kathy fixed her award-winning newscaster smile in place and got ready to work.

      "Hi, I'm Bradley Mann."

      "And I'm Kathy Burgess!"

      "It's three o’clock, and this is South Beach News out of beautiful Miami, Florida."

      The election coverage was insipid, the airplane piece as gimmicky and pointless as she'd feared with an extra dose fear mongering, and they rounded things up with an interview with a conspiracy-slinging nut job who should never have been given a platform more legitimate than the corner soap box they'd probably found him on. Kathy was ready to strangle someone by the time they reached the last segment of the day, a fluffy feel-good piece.

      "The newest addition to the maternity ward at Mercy Hospital in South Miami arrived more than a little early for his reservation," Kathy read from her prompter, smiling warmly into the cameras. Great, more babies. As if Cassandra waddling around for the past three months hadn't been reminder enough of her situation. Her sour feeling never showed on her picture-perfect smiling face. "Little Grant Ellison surprised his mother Karen by arriving four months early! Specialists at Mercy scrambled to stabilize little Grant, who was born weighing just three pounds!"

      Kathy carried on with the gory details, trying and failing not to think about them too hard. So many things could go wrong. Why, she wondered, were humans so phenomenally bad at giving birth? It wasn't this hard for other mammals. But for some reason, Homo sapiens had decided the best evolutionary path was the one that practically killed the mother every step of the way and left her body permanently changed even if she survived. It just seemed like such a terrible setup. And humans certainly hadn't done anything socially to improve it. Maternity leave was the least of the numerous issues that made being a mother in this country, any country really, a terrible decision. Kathy knew. She'd been sitting up all night restlessly researching all those issues for the last month and a half.

      At long last, the cameras turned off and Kathy stumbled away from the desk, sore and exhausted beyond all reason. She was going to go home and sleep for a week. She dragged a hand down her face, already imagining the microwave dinner she was going to inhale before she collapsed.

      "Kathy! Straighten up!"

      Kathy groaned, recognizing the voice.

      "I'm going home, Mitchell," she said as she turned to face him.

      Mitchell was a few years older than her, about thirty-two or so, barreling his way towards a ruinous sixty with reckless hedonistic speed. Despite all the time he spent on the beach weightlifting instead of working, his gut was already beginning the slow sag towards a beer belly. It was impossible to say what color his skin had once been beneath all the orange spray tan, though he'd presumably done a great deal of actual tanning at some point as well. His skin had gone leathery, crinkling like crepe paper around his eyes. His hair, poorly dyed black to hide the early gray, was slicked back so stiffly it looked like a rubber wig. He was wearing a T-shirt under an obnoxious Hawaiian print. The shirt read 'no fat chicks.' Kathy wondered if he knew how much everyone despised him.

      "Oh no, you're not," Mitchell replied sharply. "The chairman is visiting."

      The swell of anger Kathy had been preparing to unleash evaporated instantly.

      "The Sheikh?"

      "He's doing his usual tour of the facilities," Mitchell confirmed. "Making sure we're up to his high standards."

      Mitchell rolled his eyes, his contemptuous expression making it clear what he thought of the Sheikh's standards.

      "But it's only been a few months since his last visit," Kathy said, caught off guard. "He usually only visits a few times a year."

      "Well, I guess he likes it here," Mitchell huffed, already trying to walk away. "Whatever. Deal with him."

      "What? Why me?" Kathy demanded. "I need to go home! I've been here since five!"

      "I don't care!" Mitchell was hurrying away from her before she could argue. "He likes you. You deal with him!"

      Kathy groaned and gave up trying to chase him. It was pointless anyway. Mitchell was probably on his way out the door, heading back to the beach. He rarely spent more than a few hours in the studio these days. And Kathy couldn't say he was wrong in wanting her to deal with the Sheikh. He did seem to like her, at least more than he liked Mitchell (although that wasn't saying much), and with the state the studio was currently in, they needed all the good will from the board they could get.

      Still, it was with a great deal of reluctance that she pulled herself together and went to find the Sheikh. It wasn't that she didn't like him. They'd spoken on a handful of occasions, mostly during inspections like this. He was polite, genial, intelligent. A little stiff and formal, but then again, he was her boss. She just didn't have the energy to fake a smile and be sociable right now. She wanted to eat and go to bed. Hopefully, the Sheikh wouldn't need her to accompany him for long. She'd give him the usual tour and report, and, fingers crossed, he'd let her go home in an hour or so.

      She was almost to the office when she paused, surprised by a delicious smell wafting down the hallway. She'd know that smell anywhere. That was the coconut curry from her favorite restaurant in town. She would have eaten it twice a week if she could afford it. She followed the scent, surprised to discover it leading her in the same direction she'd been going. She opened the office door to see Sheikh Tehar Al-Kindi sitting at his desk with two Styrofoam takeout boxes.

      For a moment, she was distracted from the food by the sight of him. It caught her off guard sometimes how handsome he was. It was hard to say what exactly was so remarkable about his features, to the point that it became easy to forget, when out of his presence, how those same features could make her heart race when he was in the room. His skin was golden warm and clear, his jaw strong, the lines of his face angular and striking. But all those features could be found better refined in magazines and in the faces of the actors and models she regularly interviewed. Perhaps it was something in his eyes, which were a striking dark brown that, when illuminated, seemed almost gold. Kathy was inclined to think it was none of these so much as his smile, which conveyed a gentle, patient intelligence that mere physical attractiveness could never hope to match. He turned that smile on her now, eyes lighting up beneath the fringe of his jet black hair.

      "Ah, Miss Burgess," he said, offering her a seat. "I was just about to go and find you."

      "It's good to see you again Sheikh Tehar," Kathy said with a respectful nod of her head. "But I'm surprised you're back so soon. Is something wrong?"

      "We had such a nice talk last time," Tehar replied, an amused smile crinkling the corners of his eyes. "Perhaps I just wanted to see you again?"

      Kathy laughed politely, but she didn't buy it. She took the seat he'd offered across the desk from him.

      "It seems like a long way to fly just to talk to me," she replied. "You know you're always welcome to call and save yourself the trip to the airport."

      "I may hold you to that," the Sheikh said with a small laugh, but then he sighed, getting more serious. "No, actually, I'm afraid I'm here on Henry Alan's request."

      Kathy's eyes widened. Henry Alan was the founder of QIC Media and the primary owner, along with the Sheikh and Josh Mitchell. It was the Sheikh's funding of the company along with his thoughtful leadership and spotless reputation that had allowed it the level of success it had attained, and earned Tehar his place as chairman.

      "He wants this station more closely monitored now that Mitchell is running it," the Sheikh explained. "The company can't afford another scandal."

      "Understandable." Kathy shook her head remembering that mess. "You know, I never did get the full story on what happened."

      "We can discuss that in a moment." The Sheikh stopped her and pushed one of the Styrofoam containers towards her. "Someone mentioned you'd been here all day, so I thought I'd treat you to dinner for your hard work. You mentioned this restaurant the last time we talked, I believe?"

      The Styrofoam squeaked as Kathy opened it and the scent of delicious food wafted out. She'd been right about the scent. It was her favorite coconut curry. She was practically drooling at the sight of it.

      "Thank you," Kathy said, taking the plastic fork he offered her. "This is my favorite!"

      "I made sure to tell them no shrimp," Tehar noted. "You're allergic to seafood as I recall."

      "Yeah." Kathy laughed, surprised and delighted. "I can't believe you remembered! This looks so good. I haven't eaten since breakfast."

      "You should take better care of yourself," the Sheikh replied, opening his own container. "This station needs you. You're our most valued anchor."

      Kathy's face heated with flustered delight.

      "There's no need to flatter me," she said.

      "It isn't flattery if it's the truth," Tehar replied seriously. "You are the most stable and reliable face this station has. After everything that's happened, we quite literally cannot afford to lose you. You should take pride in that. We're lucky to have you."

      "I don't feel like I'm doing anything extraordinary," Kathy said evasively. "I love this job. I just want to do my best at it."

      "You just worked a, what, eleven-hour shift?" Tehar leaned across his desk, frowning. "More? I don't even know. Regardless, that is going above and beyond what is expected of you. It shouldn't have even been asked of you. I take it that was Mitchell's doing?"

      Kathy nodded, rolling her eyes as she took a bite of her curry.

      "I'll look into making sure that doesn't happen again," Tehar promised. "I need to look into his scheduling practices anyway, after the fit he threw about giving that other woman maternity leave."

      "So, you're just down here to clean up his messes?" Kathy asked. "That doesn't seem right."

      "After the scandal last year, Henry Alan thinks he needs to be more closely supervised." Tehar put his food aside, apparently not very hungry. "And I can't blame him. I could have sent someone else out here to keep an eye on him, but, frankly, I don't trust anyone but myself to stay objective. Mitchell's family has a great deal of money and influence that he's never been ashamed to use for his personal benefit."

      "So, what did happen last year?" Kathy asked. "I transferred to this station after the worst of it was already over."

      "Well, I assume you heard about the affair?" The Sheikh sighed, sitting back and rubbing the bridge of his nose as though even remembering the event gave him a headache.

      "Yeah, with an intern, right?" Kathy replied.

      "A nineteen-year-old intern," Tehar replied. Kathy winced. "And barely that. The photos that were leaked were very compromising. Mitchell's family is influential, but his ex-wife's family is probably even more so. She was humiliated and her family was outraged. They set out to ruin his career and QIC Media on top of it. The press had a field day. We've always tried to brand ourselves as moral leaders with upstanding values. That one of the part owners was fooling around on his wife with a teenager—a teenager who worked for him no less! The consent issues there cannot be understated. Well, needless to say, it was an ugly blemish on our record. It nearly killed this station and the entire company with it."

      "So, why wasn't he fired?" Kathy asked, frowning over her Styrofoam lid.

      "Henry Alan owed his father a favor. They've been friends since charter school." Tehar waved it off dismissively, though his tart expression made it clear he didn't approve of such nepotism. "So, Mitchell was merely demoted. I was given his position, which he isn't pleased about as I'm sure you can imagine."

      "That explains a lot, actually," Kathy muttered, recalling how quickly Mitchell had fled the building. "He doesn't exactly speak fondly of you, or of Henry Alan."

      "Knowing what kind of man he is, I would be very surprised if he did," Tehar said with a snort. He shook his head, returning to his lunch. "But enough of that business. How have you been since my last visit?"

      Kathy debated how truthfully she should answer and decided to lean on the side of polite formality.

      "Fine," she answered with a slightly stiff smile. "Working hard. If I didn't love this work as much as I do, I'd probably have gone crazy by now."

      "As evidenced by today." Tehar raised an eyebrow, clearly still baffled by the ridiculously long shift she'd worked. "But I was more concerned about what happened right after my last visit. Forgive me if it's not something you want to talk about, but I heard your father passed just this November?"

      "He did," Kathy answered, tightlipped, sitting back a little stiffly. She put down her fork. "Lung cancer. He was a pack-a-day smoker for most of his life."

      "I'm sorry to hear that." Tehar frowned, sympathy and concern making lines in his face that made him seem older than he was. It was somehow comforting, a glimpse past his usual formal facade. "I've lost relatives to cancer. There's nothing worse than watching someone you love disappear a little at a time."

      "No, it wasn't like that for me," Kathy said, shaking her head. "By the time he got to the doctor and had it checked out, it was already terminal. Treatment might have given him a few more years, but he decided against it. Didn't want it to interfere with his work. He didn't even tell us he was sick until he went into the hospital for the last time, by which point it all happened pretty fast. Spent his last few days pushing out one more article. He wanted to finish this big piece on the Syrian refugee crisis. He'll probably get a few posthumous awards for it."

      She shrugged, hands in the air, as though it were all meaningless. Like it had happened to someone else. Tehar's frown deepened. Kathy looked away.

      "We hadn't spoken in years," she said. "We were never close."

      "I heard you didn't request any time off." Tehar leaned back, looking at her thoughtfully.

      "I figured the best way to honor his memory was to keep working." Kathy scoffed, covering her face with her hand. "It's what he would have done. Of course, that was before the will came out and—"

      She cut herself off, a sour taste in her mouth. She dropped her hand back to her lap sharply, composing herself.

      "I'm sorry for bringing up such an unpleasant subject," Tehar said as she trailed off. "Everyone mourns in their own way. I was simply concerned Mitchell was the reason you hadn't taken personal time to grieve. I'm relieved to know it was your own choice."

      "I appreciate your concern," Kathy replied, distancing herself from the unpleasant conversation.

      To his credit, Tehar looked apologetic for bringing it up.

      "Thank you again for lunch," Kathy said, closing the takeout container with a squeak of Styrofoam. "I really appreciate it. I'll finish the rest at home. I should give you your tour so you can get back to work."

      "That's not necessary," Tehar said quickly. He'd picked up his phone and was frowning down at the screen. "I can find my own way around. You've answered the biggest questions I had already. You should go home and get some rest."

      "I really don't mind—"

      "No, I insist." Tehar stood up, coming around the desk to urge her towards the door. "I was serious when I said you should take better care of yourself. We can't afford to have you getting sick."

      Kathy opened her mouth, considering telling him everything, and then thought better of it.

      "All right," she agreed. "Thank you, sir."

      "Oh, one thing before you go." His hand was warm on her shoulder as he guided her out of the office, but he paused to offer her his phone instead. "May I have your number?"

      Kathy froze, caught off guard.

      "You did say I could call next time I had questions," he reminded her with a smile. "It would be much more convenient than flying in."

      "Oh, of course." Kathy shook her head to clear it and accepted his phone, handing him hers. They exchanged numbers quickly and Kathy took her phone back, amused to see he'd entered his name as 'Tehar' rather than Sheikh or boss or something more formal.

      "I'll probably see you tomorrow," Tehar said as he tucked his phone away. "I'll be in the studio for a few days before I report back to Henry Alan."

      "I'm glad to hear it," Kathy said, sincerity obvious. She was glad to have someone keeping an eye on Mitchell's shenanigans. "I'll see you then. Good night, sir."

      "Good night, Miss Burgess," Tehar said with a polite nod. Kathy smiled and waved as she left, allowing her weariness to settle back onto her shoulders as she stumbled out into the hot parking lot to find her car. Sheikh Tehar was a good man. She was going to miss him when she had to leave.
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      "You're home, finally! Goodness, you look awful."

      Kathy opened the door of her condo to see her best friend sprawled out on the couch with her feet on the coffee table. Tessa was tall enough to be a model, but her proportions were more scarecrow than Barbie, a comparison made more apt by her huge cloud of curly blond hair. She and Kathy had been friends since middle school, they lived in the same building and had keys to each other’s places, and Tessa was currently helping herself to the last of Kathy's yogurt.

      "Thanks for reminding me," Kathy said, dragging herself to the coat rack to put up her keys and bag before collapsing face first into the couch across Tessa's lap.

      "You're out of yogurt."

      Kathy groaned in reply, and Tessa patted her head.

      "Long day?" she asked.

      "Unbelievably."

      "Well, good news. You'll have plenty of time to relax on your date tonight!"

      Kathy groaned louder. Tessa rubbed her back.

      "Aw, come on," Tessa pleaded. "Richard is a really nice guy! You're going to have a great time."

      "You don't know he's nice," Kathy pointed out, her voice muffled by the sofa.

      "Well, I know Linda from my yoga class thinks he's really nice."

      "She's his sister!"

      "From my experience with brothers, that should make her think he's awful," Tessa pointed out. "Besides, I may not know he's nice, but I know he's healthy, good looking, and financially stable. That's what you're really looking for here, right?"

      "You make me sound like some weird gold digger." Kathy sat up so that she could glare at Tessa. "It's not like I'm doing this because I have a choice."

      "Then don't go on the date." Tessa shrugged, unconcerned. "It's not like I care if you get your inheritance."

      Kathy pursed her lips, struggling with what to say. Then she gave up, shoulders sagging.

      "It's a lot of money," she conceded.

      Tessa laughed, and Kathy, defeated, turned to prying her shoes off her aching feet.

      "Plus, the family home in Colorado," she added, chucking one of her heels across her stylishly decorated but conspicuously unlived-in living room. "If I let that go, my family would never forgive me."

      "I'm sorry for laughing," Tessa said, setting the yogurt down on the coffee table. "I shouldn't. It really is messed up. What kind of father forces his daughter to get pregnant? That's some dark ages B.S."

      "According to the will, he doesn't want me to end up like him." Kathy sighed, unable to resist the urge to defend her father, dropping her other shoe unceremoniously on the floor. "He spent his whole life focused on nothing but his work. He pushed me and Mom away and ended up in that hospital, dying alone. So, he thinks making me have a kid will force me to focus on family. Cause that worked so well for him, right?"

      "I thought people were supposed to get nicer and more understanding when they find out they're dying," Tessa said, shaking her head.

      "I don't think that's it," Kathy mused, leaning back against the sofa, rolling her stiff shoulders. "I think it's more like…people find out they're dying and get desperate to leave some kind of mark on the world. We're always so sure there's going to be more time. Then suddenly there isn't, and we realize how much we've wasted on things that won't matter or be remembered. I think a lot of people who find out they're dying would like to pick up a weapon and go around screaming and overthrowing governments. Get themselves a statue or at least a note in a history book somewhere. But instead, we just try to make nice memories with our families or guilt them into something, in hopes we'll be remembered through them, maybe."

      Kathy shook her head, hands open, palms up, like she was trying to wrench the complicated truth out of the air. "I don't know. Dad just seemed so desperate to leave something behind, and it’s like he didn't even want to bother trying to get through to me because he knew the damage was already done. He just kept working on that last article like if he made it good enough it might, I don't know, save him or redeem him somehow. In the end, I still don't think he liked it."

      "Was it any good?" Tessa asked, choosing, probably wisely, not to comment on Kathy's philosophical quandary. Kathy shrugged.

      "His publishers liked it," she replied. "It's being considered for some awards."

      "You haven't read it?"

      Kathy shook her head, frowning, discomfort and guilt pulling down the corners of her mouth as sharply as origami folds.

      "Don't you want to?" Tessa asked, looking confused. "I mean, it was obviously important to him."

      "I will eventually." Kathy tried to escape the issue, standing up on stiff and wobbly legs to wander into the kitchen for something to drink. "So, when am I supposed to meet this Richard guy?"

      "He's picking you up at six," Tessa answered from the couch, where she'd resumed eating her yogurt.

      Kathy pulled her phone out of her pocket to check the time and hissed a curse when she saw that it was already five.

      "Come on," she said, grabbing Tessa and dragging her away from the couch. "I'm going to need your help."

      She showered quickly while Tessa hunted through her closet for the best outfit.

      "Not that," she said as she came out of the bathroom, wrapped in a towel and fumbling for the hair dryer on her vanity.

      "But it's cute!" Tessa protested, holding up the tiny red dress.

      "I'm looking for a baby, not a one night stand." Kathy went to the closet herself, shuffling through her clothing with a rapidly deepening frown as she hunted for something first date appropriate.

      "What about this?" she asked, pulling out a blouse and suit jacket.

      "Are you dating him or interviewing him for a job?" Tessa asked, raising an eyebrow.

      "Neither," Kathy huffed. "Both. I don't know!"

      She threw the outfit onto the bed and turned back to the closet.

      "Well, what are you after here?" Tessa asked, putting the dress down. "If you're just looking for a sperm donor, they have clinics for that, you know."

      "Cause being a single mom sounds fantastic." Kathy rolled her eyes.

      "So, what, you want to get married?" Tessa pressed Kathy for an answer impatiently. "Cause that might take a while. Don't you only have a year before the will expires and everything gets taken by the bank?"

      "I know how long I have, Tessa!" Kathy gritted her teeth in frustration. "I just—"

      She turned around, throwing up her hands, and flopped down onto the bed.

      "I want to have some kind of connection," she said, trying to put her conflicting feelings into words. "I don't know that I want to get married or even continue a relationship with the guy. I just don't want my kid's father to be some stranger I never met, or only saw once or twice. I want to know who they are."

      "You know you won't be doing this alone, whatever happens," Tessa said gently, coming to sit beside her. "I'm going to be here to help you. Plus, with the inheritance and what you make, raising a kid on your own is doable. You don't have to chain yourself to some guy you barely know."

      "I just don't want to regret this," Kathy admitted.

      "I'm pretty sure it's inevitable," Tessa said, putting an arm around her. "'My dad said I have to' is not exactly the ideal motivation for starting a family. You're probably bound to think 'I shouldn't have done this' at some point. But that doesn't mean you'll always feel that way, or that it won't be worth it. Here's the real question: Would you regret it more if you didn't do it?"

      Kathy said nothing, unable to say one way or the other.

      "Whatever you decide to do, I'm behind you all the way," Tessa promised. "Kid or no kid."

      "Thanks, Tess," Kathy said gratefully, leaning on her friend's shoulder.

      "But I do think you should go on this date," Tessa said, pushing her up straight again. "If you don't like the guy then the whole argument is pointless anyway. And you never know! You might fall in love!"

      "Doubtful." Kathy sighed. "But all right. I'm not wearing that red dress though."

      They eventually settled on a floral sundress, light enough for the warm weather, reserved but still flirty, and Tessa helped with Kathy's makeup and hair.

      "I'll text you from the restaurant," Kathy said as she grabbed her bag and headed for the door, Tessa following her. "I should be back around ten."

      "Not planning to get started on that baby tonight then?" Tessa teased. Kathy rolled her eyes.

      "If plans change, I'll text you," she said. "Wish me luck."

      "Good luck!" Tessa called, and Kathy hurried out of the door and down the stairs.

      Her little condo, nice but affordable, was on the second floor of a tidy little complex. A square of tan box-shaped apartments surrounding a parking lot edged with palm trees and flowering bougainvillea bushes. She probably could have afforded something bigger or nicer, but she didn't need a lot of space and she liked having the extra money for other things. Kathy did all right for herself. She made enough to save a little each month and not have to struggle to keep food in the house. Every once in a while she could splurge on something nice, but she was smart enough to know the wire she walked. A kid would be just the thing to knock her off her semi-comfortable perch.

      She'd done her research after her father's will had come out. Having a child was expensive—especially without a second income to chip in. She'd have never even considered it without this unexpected insistence from her dead father. The inheritance would certainly help. He'd been very successful and his savings was considerable. But regardless of what Tessa said, Kathy didn't think it was reasonable to expect that she could do this on her own.

      She headed down the street, checking the time. The sun was still bright, the pavement steaming hot. The sun wouldn't set till past eight this time of year. Kathy was glad for the shower and the extra coat of deodorant. Florida heat, even in spring, was nothing to sneeze at. The average temperature hovered around the eighties for most of the season and jumped to the low nineties in the summer.

      The heat wavered in little mirages above the ground, distorting images of fire bush and fern. The spring was still young, the plants still green and thriving. But Kathy knew from experience they would all be brown and dried out and dead well before midsummer. Still, she liked Florida best during the spring and fall when the temperatures found an unsteady balance and the greenery went wild, and it felt, for a little while, like you really were living in a tropical paradise. There were days, lying on the barren white sand on the beach and trying not to roast, where she felt she might as well have moved to the desert.

      It made her miss Colorado, where she'd grown up and where her extended family still lived. The deep wet green of the Pacific Northwest seemed like a distant myth when walking down the hot, crowded sidewalk of Miami. The ranch where her grandfather kept horses, the cold creek that ran through the old evergreens, the sight of mountains always on the horizon; these were the places her thoughts returned to when she tired of the dried-out endless flatness of Florida.

      She'd moved here to get away from her father, literally moving as far away as she could, and she did love it sometimes. Being so close to the ocean was wonderful, and she loved the people and the culture there, the color and the excitement and not having to wear six layers if you wanted to leave the house before June. But it did wear on you after a while. Sometimes she longed to be nomadic.

      The small park where she was to meet Richard was not very far down the road from her apartment. If there was one great thing about Florida, it was that even in Miami it rarely ever felt like you were living in the city. Not like New York or Chicago, which she'd visited on business before, which tended to feel like being imprisoned in a concrete box. Here, all but the densest downtown areas were still full of greenery, and open parks were frequent.

      This one was an open lot on an otherwise busy street, bordered on either side by businesses. Bees were droning noisily through the boughs of small orange trees, their pale branches heavy with thick clusters of white flowers. Their scent was so sticky sweet it was almost nauseating in the oppressive heat.

      Kathy stood beneath them, her white dress with its camouflage of blue flowers translucent while the hot breeze picked up the chiffon from the lining to shine the afternoon sunlight through it like a stained-glass window. That useless breeze, like hot breath, tugged at the brown curls she'd secured in a high ponytail, sticking them to her neck. Her skin already felt too tight and uncomfortable. She glanced at her phone to check the time. She hoped he wouldn't be late and told herself that, if he was, she would leave. She wasn't so desperate that she'd hang around a park in ninety-degree weather just to be stood up.

      Fortunately, a little silver sedan pulled up to the curb just on time, and Kathy smiled as she recognized the man who climbed out from the photos Tessa had shown her. He was taller than her with neat chestnut hair and a narrow, angular face. He was fairly handsome—not movie-star glamour, but wholesome and approachable. When he saw her, he smiled and waved. Kathy felt better about the date at once.

      "Kathy, right?" he asked, jogging up to her. When she nodded, he held out a hand to shake. "Richard. It's great to meet you."

      Kathy fumbled for a moment to move her purse to her other hand so that she could accept the shake. He stood there with his hand awkwardly perpendicular to his body, then dropped it just a second before she straightened up with her own hand out. They stared at each other for a moment and she dropped hers too.

      "So, uh, have you been on a blind date before?" Richard asked.

      "Not really," Kathy admitted. "This is kind of a recent development for me. I was primarily focusing on my career until now."

      "Yeah, this is pretty unusual for me too." Richard laughed briefly and then fell silent. Kathy shifted, wondering if she should say something or if he was about to.

      "So, uh," he continued after too long of a pause. Kathy realized he'd been waiting for her to say something and felt stupid. "You're a news anchor, right? I've seen you on TV before."

      "Yeah," Kathy replied, smiling. Deciding she wouldn't let the conversation falter like that again, she dove on the subject like a hungry animal. "I co-anchor for the biggest part of the day. I love it, but I do kind of miss field reporting. I get to cover bigger and more in-depth pieces now, but I get to do less of my own stuff. Plus, there's a sense of disconnect from when I used to be actually on the street where it's happening. My dad was in media too, and he always warned me not to get tied to a desk but…"

      Kathy trailed off with a nervous laugh. Richard was nodding and smiling politely, looking a little lost. Strike two.

      "What do you do?" she asked hopefully. "Tessa said you were a doctor?"

      Richard brightened.

      "Not precisely," he said. "I'm an epidemiologist. I study the distribution and determinants of health-related events in specific populations. Right now I'm looking at statewide data on heavy metal toxicity from obsolete lead pipes in community water systems. It's actually kind of a big deal. I'm hoping to present my predictions about the effects on birthrates and general health over the next ten years at the Convocation of Southern State Epidemiologists next March."

      Kathy frowned, trying to pay attention to what Richard had to say, despite the instinct to tune out. It wasn't that she didn't understand what he was saying, but people who used bigger words than they needed to, just to sound smart, irked her. It was hard not to dismiss anything said so smugly out of hand. She forced herself to focus.

      "Is the infrastructure in Florida that bad?" Kathy asked. "That there are enough bad pipes for heavy metal poisoning to be an issue?"

      "Not really." Richard shrugged. "I mean, we're better than some places. At least we don't live in Michigan, right? Although I guess it would be better for my study if we did."

      He laughed, but Kathy didn't really get the joke. She was aware of the water crisis in Flint, Michigan, but she struggled to see how anyone, much less someone who studied the effects of such things for a living, could find it funny. A stiffly polite smile on her face, she waited out the ensuing uncomfortable silence.

      "But, yeah." Richard cleared his throat and looked embarrassed. "It doesn't really matter. I've just got a smaller sample size. Anyway, work isn't really that important to me. It's just what you do to get by, right?"

      "Actually, I'm very passionate about my work," Kathy said. "It's everything I always wanted to do with my life. I wouldn't give it up for the world."

      "Ah." Richard didn't seem to know where to go from there. The conversation fell as limp as a fainting victim between them. Kathy tried to resuscitate it.

      "It's hot out," she said, hoping he'd get the hint and they could head to the restaurant.

      "Yeah, it's been humid this week," Richard agreed, not getting it. "I hope it rains soon and cools things off a little."

      "We're supposed to get some rain this weekend," Kathy supplied, ashamed of herself. God help them, they were talking about the weather now.

      "I'll have to write myself a note to bring the trash cans in," Richard said, chatting as though this were a casual elevator ride with a coworker, soon to be ended by arrival at their separate floors, thus preventing the descent of inevitable awkward silence. "I always forget and they end up full of water."

      "Do you want to go?" Kathy asked, giving up. "To the restaurant, I mean?"

      "Oh, right!" Richard blinked as though he'd only just remembered that they were standing around in the sun for no reason. "Of course."

      He opened the car door for her with a smile, which Kathy appreciated.

      "I got us reservations at this great place on the beach," he said as they settled into the car. "We can watch the sunset over the water while we eat and everything. Hope you like seafood!"

      "I'm allergic, actually," Kathy said, sighing as she buckled her seatbelt, resigned at this point.

      "Oh," Richard looked briefly crushed and Kathy felt bad for him. "I could cancel the reservations? I'm sure we can find somewhere else—"

      "No, it's fine," Kathy said quickly. "It sounds nice. I'm sure they'll have something safe for me on the menu. Don't worry about it."

      "I should have asked if you had any preferences before I made the reservations," Richard said, shaking his head. "I'm an idiot."

      "Honestly, it's fine," Kathy insisted. "They probably have a surf and turf dish. I'll just ask them to hold the surf. These kinds of things are just to be expected with a blind date."

      "Yeah, but if I'd expected it I wouldn't have made such a stupid mistake," Richard said, continuing to beat himself up. "I just wanted everything to be perfect tonight."

      "Seriously," Kathy said loudly, trying to jar him out of his funk. "It's okay! I'm not upset! I've eaten at seafood restaurants before. It's really, really okay!"

      Richard finally accepted her insistence and started the car, pulling away from the curb. A long and uncomfortable silence lingered.

      The two finally found a talking point in that they shared a common love of horror movies, discussing their favorites, which had scared them the most, and debating what sequels would come out next.

      They continued to talk movies amicably as they drove to the restaurant and relief washed over Kathy like the cool breeze from the air conditioner over her skin. So, it had been an awkward start. This was a blind date after all; it was to be expected. This was salvageable.
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      The restaurant was a local place in an elevated building right on the beach. They climbed the salt-stained wooden stairs up to the weathered, pink painted shack. The interior was breezy and casual, with bare wood and large windows to show off the view and the kind of tacky nautical bric-a-brac on the walls that tourists liked. Richard had been right about the view, which was spectacular. Kathy scanned the menu for something that didn't have fish in it while Richard ordered wine.

      "They have a surprisingly nice white here," Richard said. "The place looks a little kitschy, but the chef really knows what he’s doing. The seafood is always super fresh and the pairings are spot on."

      "I'm not much of a drinker, honestly," Kathy said without taking her eyes from the menu. "I probably wouldn't really appreciate it."

      "You should give it a try," Richard insisted. "Who knows, you might develop an interest! I'm a little bit of a foodie myself. I make a point to try all the local places at least once."

      "I end up at drive-through chains most of the time," Kathy said ruefully. "I'm always too busy for a sit-down restaurant. When I have time for it, I like to go somewhere I know I'll enjoy. Tried and true, I guess.”

      "Well, I've always said if you like something, you have to make time for it," Richard said. "People are always saying they want to do something new. Take up a new hobby, learn a language, exercise. But they never want to adjust their schedules for it. They don't want to give anything up. They work long hours, they want to spend the weekends with friends and catch their favorite show on weeknights and cook dinner at home and have an hour before bed to read, and then they want to throw something else on top of it without changing anything. It just doesn't work. You have to decide where your priorities are, and sometimes you have to give up things you enjoy so that you can do something more important. Is exercising important enough to you to give up watching your show in the evenings? Is experiencing the different food around town more important than your work?"

      "Probably not," Kathy answered with a small laugh. "But I see what you mean. I think most people are already pretty much living according to their priorities; they just don't realize it. Changing that is probably difficult."

      "I think it's more like we live according to other people's priorities," Richard insisted. "Everything in our society is constantly telling us what we're supposed to value in our lives. Have to go to college, have to get married and have kids, have to make money, money, money. People just absorb those priorities and don't spend any time thinking about what matters to them. I think if people really sat down and considered what they actually value in their lives, they'd live a lot differently."

      "I'm not sure they would," Kathy said thoughtfully. "You have a point that society kind of forces those values on everyone. But they got so big in the first place because a lot of people do value money, or their family, or work more than anything else. It seems like people who value self-improvement or trying a new food or whatever are probably the outliers."

      "What about you?" Richard asked. "What do you value the most?"

      Kathy considered it for a moment. Unsurprisingly, her work was the first thing that came to mind. It was what she spent nearly all her time and energy on, after all. In her off time, she watched documentaries and read articles about world events, which fed into her work. When she went shopping, she was always thinking about what would look good in front of the camera.

      Pretty much the only thing she did that didn't have anything to do with her work were the succulents she raised on the terrace of her condo, and she only had to water those once a week. It wasn't just that she valued work more than anything. It was that she didn't even seem to have anything in her life to compete with it. She wasn't unhappy or unfulfilled, but looking at it objectively, it did seem kind of bleak.

      Before she could answer, they were interrupted by the waitress. Kathy scrambled for her menu, but she already knew what her only choice was.

      "The chicken strips, please," she ordered, trying not to let her disappointment show on her face. At least she still had that leftover coconut curry waiting for her at home. She smiled, remembering Tehar bringing it for her. She'd been surprised enough that he'd remembered her mentioning that place. But he'd even remembered her favorite dish there and her allergy. It was rare to meet someone so considerate.

      She realized Richard was talking again and tried to pay attention. He was still talking about how if people branched out and experienced more, their values would change, and Kathy mostly agreed but stayed mildly annoyed by the slightly stuck up, presumptuous way he said everything.

      "Not everyone can afford to just drop everything and go to India, Richard." She lost her patience at last, picking at her dry, uninteresting chicken strips. The seafood looked great and the fries were good, but it was clear the strips themselves were just kept in the freezer for picky children.

      "Most people can't afford to just quit their jobs and live on their savings, especially not if they have a family to support. And there are people with health issues that make traveling completely impractical."

      "What, you're saying someone in a wheelchair can't go to India?" Richard scoffed. The conversation had become slightly more confrontational after Richard's first glass of wine.

      "No, I'm saying travel requirements are a lot more complicated and expensive with a wheelchair," Kathy replied, exasperated. "Or a service animal, or complicated medications and routines, or mental health issues that make changing your environment stressful and dangerous. Not to mention the perfectly healthy people who just can't afford it because their job doesn't pay enough and doesn't offer vacation time."

      "Obviously it's more difficult for some people," Richard insisted. "But that doesn't mean it's impossible or that they shouldn't strive for it!"

      "Right." Kathy rolled her eyes. "Well, you can be the one to tell the waitress when she gets back that instead of saving her tips for bills and groceries, she should be investing in a plane ticket to India."

      "Maybe she should!" Richard said, getting a little too loud. "Maybe it would change her life!"

      "Yeah, and I'm sure the two kids she needs to put through college one day would really value it," Kathy said with a bark of laughter. "It wouldn't change anything! She'd spend a ton of money to get there and probably have just enough left over to do the most basic bus tour of Mumbai and go home. Then she gets to starve herself for months while she tries to make the money back. That's if she saves enough to go in the first place before her car breaks down or her kid gets sick and all those savings vanish."

      "You don't even know she has kids!" Richard said, almost shouting at this point. He suddenly realized how loud he was being and sat back, embarrassed. Kathy, realizing how intense the debate had become, sat back as well, trying to tamp down her contempt.

      "Sorry," Richard said after a moment. "Economics and poverty are such prickly subjects. I'm glad we can agree to disagree."

      Kathy gave him a flat, unimpressed look over the wine he'd insisted she try. It just tasted just like every other wine to her.

      "People are dying, Dick."

      "Please don't call me that."

      Kathy sighed, rubbed her temples, and shook it off.

      "Right, sorry," she said. "Sorry for getting too worked up."

      "It's fine," Richard dismissed her apology lightly. "Being passionate is a good thing, right?"

      "Right." Kathy wasn't sure passionate was the right word. Richard wasn't a bad guy. He seemed nice enough. He wasn't bad to look at. But she looked at him and felt nothing. She wasn't expecting some big Hollywood style explosion of fireworks. But she didn't even feel excited by the prospect of dating him. And the more he talked, the more she just felt bored.

      They turned the conversation back to the relatively safe topic of pop culture for the rest of the meal. The cheesecake with dinner really was good, Kathy had to admit, and the slow spectacular collapse of the sun into the sea, a cacophonous glory of red and gold like a royal murder, was a sight to behold. Richard wasn't even bad company as long as they only talked about innocuous subjects.

      I could learn to like him, Kathy told herself. With time. He's far from the worst thing to settle for. He looks good, he makes good money, he's nice enough, even if he's kind of boring. I could do it. He isn't awful, he's just…

      She sighed as she accepted it. He just wasn't right for her.

      After eating, they walked down to the beach to enjoy the last of the sunset. The sea rushed softly in and out to their left, a low and gentle roar, competing with the more aggressive sound of the cars hurrying past on their right, like two strange animals facing off, while she and Richard wandered between them.

      There was a breeze this close to the shore, stiff with the scent of the ocean, brine, and algae. The sand slid unevenly under their feet. Kathy looked out at where the first stars were appearing on the edge of the blue-green horizon, still just illuminated by the last shreds of sunlight, like a candle through a window.

      "So," Richard said as a conversation about a recent children's movie remake dwindled into silence, with the tone of someone who's been wondering how to bring something up all night. "Tessa mentioned your situation. With your dad's will?"

      "She did?" Kathy cringed. "Goodness, no wonder this has been so awkward. I'm so sorry."

      "It's fine," Richard said quickly. "Seriously. I'm not gonna pretend it isn't kind of a weird situation, but it's not like it's unbelievable or anything."

      "It feels pretty unbelievable to me," Kathy confessed, scuffing at the sand. She'd taken her shoes off and was carrying them in one hand, her toes buried in the softness of the shore.

      "So, what are your plans?" he asked. "If you find someone, I mean. Are you going to keep the kid? I mean, technically, you could give it up for adoption, right?"

      "Technically, but I couldn't," Kathy replied. "I'd never be able to live with it, just having a kid for the money and them dumping them that way. Whatever else happens, if I have this kid I'm going to keep it and raise it as well as I can. I owe it that much."

      "But beyond that?" Richard raised an eyebrow, the curve of his cheek lit by the rising moon.

      "Beyond that, I have no idea," Kathy said with a sigh. "What about you? Any plans to have a family?"

      "Well, yeah," Richard said at once. "I'm really looking forward to it, actually. I know I was going on about the whole self-improvement thing earlier, but it's really just about getting ready for that, you know? Being the best me I can be for when that happens. Being married, sharing a home with someone—making lunches and folding laundry, eating dinner with someone every night, watching TV together after the kids are in bed, the yard, the dog, the white picket fence, the whole domestic thing just gets to me, you know? I can't wait for it!"

      Kathy would have doubted such enthusiasm was sincere from anyone else, but Richard somehow made it convincing. He even made it seem kind of appealing.

      "That does sound kind of nice," she admitted. "I haven't really been thinking about it that way. I've just sort of been dreading it since I found out about the will."

      "Listen," Richard stopped, and the paused on the edge of the water, the surf just brushing against Kathy's toes. "I know we just met and it's a weird situation. But if this is something we both want, I don't see why we couldn't…you know, try to work it out together. Relationships have started weirder ways."

      "I don't know." Kathy looked away, uncomfortable. "I don't want to do this with just anyone."

      "I'm not saying we should get married right now," Richard reassured her with a laugh, reaching for her hands. "I'm just saying, what if we keep seeing each other knowing from the start we’ll get the outcome that we're both hoping for? Wouldn't it be a relief to know from the get-go that neither of us is looking for a one-night stand or a casual relationship?"

      "Yeah, you're right," Kathy gave in with a small nod. "I mean, that was one of the things I was worried about tonight…"

      "And just think if it works!" Richard smiled, bright and endearing. "The life we could build together! The house in the suburbs, somewhere with good schools. You can garden during the day, and we'll have dinner together every night—"

      "That could be kind of difficult with my work," Kathy said, frowning.

      "Well, you'd quit when you got pregnant of course," Richard said at once, quickly and dismissively as though it were irrelevant and already decided. "We'd be on the PTA together and take vacations to Disney World—"

      "I'm not going to quit my job." Kathy yanked her hands from his and stepped back.

      "What, you're going to be delivering the evening news while you're nine months pregnant?" Richard asked, wrinkling his nose in annoyance. "Breastfeeding while you predict next week’s weather?"

      "Maternity leave exists for a reason," Kathy said stiffly. "And I'm not a weather girl."

      "Keeping a job as stressful as yours while pregnant or raising a child just isn't practical," Richard insisted.

      "Which is why I wanted someone around for help and support!" Kathy squared her shoulders, defensive. "If you think it's so impossible to work and raise a kid, maybe you should quit your job!"

      "I make more money than you! It doesn't make any sense for me to be the one who quits his job!"

      "My career is an important part of my identity. You said you didn't even care about yours!"

      "This is ridiculous—I'm not going to have this argument."

      Richard turned around and started stomping back up the beach without her. She followed, too offended to let it go.

      "Why? Because your whole idea of 'domestic bliss' is a sexist relic?" she snapped.

      "Because we're not married!" Richard shouted, turning back towards her in exasperation. "This whole hypothetical fight is just silly!"

      "You're the one who brought up us working towards getting married," Kathy pointed out. "We're going to have this conversation eventually. It's a pretty basic issue of how we see our future together!"

      "And how do you see our future, Kathy?" Richard held his arms out, as if inviting her to hit him with her best shot. "How do you think this is going to work? You and me both working exactly the same schedules and the kid living at daycare or with a nanny? Is that what you think your dad wanted?"

      "I don't know what he wanted!" Kathy shouted, tears stinging her eyes. "I hadn't talked to the man in years!"

      "Then what do you want, Kathy?" Richard demanded.

      "I don't know!" Kathy put her face in her hands, overwhelmed. "I don't know. I'm still trying to figure all of this out, okay?"

      "It's like I was saying before," Richard said more gently. "You can't have everything. It just doesn't work. One way or another, you're going to have to give something up."

      Kathy didn't answer. She just couldn't accept it. She was never going to be able to accept it. There had to be some other way.

      Richard let the silence stand for a long moment, then sighed.

      "All right, I think we're probably both about done for the night," he said. "You want to go home?"

      Kathy took a deep breath and settled her nerves.

      "Yeah," she said. "Let's go home."

      They drove in silence, speaking only to exchange Kathy's address. Kathy stared pensively out through the window, contemplating her options. The world passed by outside in a dark flicker of lights and buildings.

      As they pulled up in front of Kathy's apartment, Richard parked and turned off the car. They lingered for a moment in the total silence that was the sudden absence of the engine's background rumble.

      "I'm not giving up," Richard said. "I know this didn't go well, but I still think we could make it work."

      "Why do you want it to work?" Kathy asked, not looking at him. "I know you want a family, but I can't imagine you'd have much difficulty finding someone willing to make a family with you. So, why do you want to make it work with me? Is it because I'm being forced into this? Because I can't get cold feet and back out?"

      "No," Richard said quickly, and then caught himself. "Maybe. I guess getting there is more important to me than who I get there with. I never said my motives were perfect, okay? But I want this, and you need to do this, so why not work together?"

      Kathy shook her head.

      "I'll think about it," she said, opening the car door. "Thank you, Richard. I'm sorry for being so…you know."

      "It's fine," Richard assured her. "You're under a lot of pressure. If you're interested, maybe we could try again next weekend?"

      Kathy got out of the car, pausing at the offer.

      "Maybe," she agreed. "I'll text you. Good night, Richard."

      He said good night and she closed the door, heading upstairs to her apartment. The condo was empty, and Kathy found herself wishing Tessa was there to commiserate with. Instead, she kicked off her heels, washed off her makeup, and fell into her bed. A moment later, her phone lit up, illuminating the blankets she'd pulled over her head.

      You home? I thought I heard your door.

      It was a text from Tessa. Though Kathy had just been wishing to talk to her friend, suddenly she was tempted to pretend she wasn't there and go to sleep. She picked up the phone and texted back.

      Yeah, she wrote.

      Tessa responded almost immediately.

      How'd it go?

      Kathy contemplated how to answer for a long moment. How to describe the awkward disaster that this evening had been?

      Bad.

      Oh no. Tessa's reply was instantaneous and accompanied by a worried emoji. Was he a creep?

      No, he was fine. Kathy poked limply at the buttons of her phone, slow with exhaustion. Nice, good looking. Wants a family. I can’t believe you told him about my dad's will.

      I thought it would help hurry things along! The emoji this time had a sheepish blush.

      Kathy rolled onto her back with a huff.

      But it sounds like he was perfect! Tessa continued. What happened?

      He was great. Just boring. No connection.

      Maybe one will happen with time?

      That's what he said.

      So, he's interested in being your baby daddy? Shocked emoji.

      Please don't call it that. Yeah.

      So, he literally couldn't get any more perfect basically?

      Yeah. And I still don't want to do it. Not with him anyway. He wanted me to quit my job and be a housewife.

      Oh. Screw him then. Gun emoji, gun emoji, angry face.

      That's about how I reacted, Kathy wrote back. I was not at my best tonight.

      Honestly hun, you haven't been at your best for a while. I know you like to pretend your dad dying didn't faze you but…

      A pause, followed by a shrug emoji.

      Kathy didn't know how to reply. She pulled the blankets over her head again and closed her eyes. She just wanted to sleep and not think about this. A few minutes later her phone chimed with another text.

      Get some rest, the message said. We'll talk about it tomorrow.

      Kathy was sometimes very grateful to have Tessa for a friend. She wrestled out of her bra without taking off her dress or leaving the bed, dropped it off the edge, and went to sleep.
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      In the dream, she was four or five. She could see her hands, small and chubby, pressed to the flat, scratchy office carpet. It was that particular shade of vomitus seventies orange that she would never understand the appeal of. She could see it so clearly, the abrasive nylon fibers, the indented tracks from the wheels of her father's office chair. He was sitting above her, speaking in a low, genial voice into the microphone about community events and traffic.

      She'd loved watching him work back then. He'd been so different when he was in front of a microphone, warm and paternal. He'd had this way of laughing, this fond fatherly chuckle, that made it seem like everything was going to be all right. He was rarely, if ever, that way at home—when he did come home. Those had been the good days when he was working at the local radio station and he was home almost every night.

      Kathy had been too young to remember much, but her mother spoke of those days with an equal measure of yearning and bitterness. He'd been home, yes, and for a while that had been great. But soon his restlessness grew to resentment, and they both began to wish he were home a little less. By the time Kathy was six, he'd quit and they'd moved from Colorado to Washington for a field reporting job. A few years after that, he and Kathy's mother had separated for the first time. Kathy and her mother had gone back to the family home in Colorado and he'd bounced around all over the world, returning every few months and only for a few days before vanishing again.

      Her mother had said their relationship worked better when they didn't spend too much time together.

      But all of that was in the future. Right now, she was a four-year-old in jean overalls with a pink toy mic in her hand and a notepad in her bib pocket that she pretended to take interviews with because she wanted to be just like him.

      She wasn't supposed to be in the booth while he was recording, but as she stumbled over to his chair and aimed her toy microphone up at him, he didn't get angry. He laughed and lifted her up into his lap. He introduced her to the listeners and kept her there until he finished the spot. He'd been angry later. He'd only taken it so well then because he was recording live and couldn't break character by chewing out his kid on the air.

      But in the dream, she lingered there in his lap, leaning against his chest and listening to him talk, the smell of smoke clinging to his clothes, woody and romantic in her nose. His chest rumbled under her ear when he laughed, no sound of the cancer already spreading roots there. In the dream, she could stay there forever, long after the news of the day had been delivered, falling asleep in her father's lap.
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* * *

      Her alarm interrupted the rosy memory with a truly forgettable pop song blasting loud enough to force her out of the safe comfort of her blankets to banish it.

      Tessa stumbled into her apartment an hour later as Kathy was pouring them both a cup of coffee, her hair wrapped in a towel still from her shower. They'd started having breakfast together when Tessa had moved into the same condominium a few years ago, and it had become a reliable ritual. Kathy had left the cereal out for her friend.

      "So, do you think you're going to see him again?" Tessa asked as they enjoyed their morning caffeine.

      "I don't think so," Kathy said, shaking her head. "Honestly, I'm surprised he's still interested after how I acted."

      "You don't have that long to find someone," Tessa reminded her. "If you're serious about doing this, maybe you should keep your options open."

      "Maybe," Kathy conceded with reluctance, contemplating the swirls of creamer in her coffee.

      "Well, it won't hurt you to leave him hanging for a few days," Tessa reassured her. "Just take your time. You could still choose not to do this at all."

      "I have to," Kathy said, reasserting it to herself as much as to Tessa.

      "It's just money," Tessa reminded her.

      "It's not about the money," Kathy said. "Not really. It's the family house, too. And…and it's my dad's last wish."

      "Who you didn't like or talk to for years." Tessa sipped her coffee, unimpressed.

      "He's still my dad," Kathy huffed.

      "I just don't want you to do this for the sake of a man you spent most of your life avoiding," Tessa said seriously.

      "That's why I have to do it," Kathy said, struggling to explain. "We never got through to each other. Even at the end, we couldn't connect. I feel like, if I don't do this, this thing he thought was so important he was willing to bet everything on it… I don't know. I'll never get closure."

      "Closure is kind of overrated in my opinion," Tessa said with a sigh, sitting back and putting down her coffee. "But whatever floats your boat, hun."

      "I need to get to work," Kathy said, checking the time on her phone. "I'll text you later."

      "Yeah, you still have to give me the details of what happened with Richard!" Tessa pointed out, but Kathy was already dumping the dregs of her coffee in the sink and grabbing her purse.
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* * *

      Kathy continued texting Tessa over the course of the day, the other woman dragging the details of the date out whenever Kathy stopped between messages. Tessa worked freelance from home and could keep up a text conversation all day, and Kathy liked to have something to do when the cameras were off of her, so they tended to stay in communication more or less constantly.

      Okay, so Dick isn't an option, Tessa wrote once she'd had the full play-by-play of the date. It was nearly the end of the day, and Kathy was in makeup for the last major spot. She focused on her phone while the stylists touched her up for the hundredth time that day.

      Let's review the other men you've gone out with recently. Coffee shop guy. Paul?

      No stable job, Kathy texted back. Taking a year to work on his screenplay. Plus, one of his other girlfriends showing up at our first date kind of killed my interest.

      Okay, who was before that? Tessa asked.

      The three stooges from that awful dating website. One was about ten years older than his profile pictures, one was a militant vegan, and one was a self-proclaimed recovered sex-addict. No thanks.

      Yeah, gross, Tess agreed. Before that you tried dating at work, right?

      Yeah, Ben the camera guy who wanted to film everything, Owen the meteorologist who realized he was gay, and co-anchor Colin.

      What happened with Colin again? He seemed nice.

      He was. Working together while dating was just too weird. It ended on good terms at least.

      Okay, so work is out, that dating site is definitely out, coffee shops and my yoga class connections are a gamble. What next?

      Kathy sighed, leaning back in the makeup chair as a stylist surrounded her in a choking cloud of hair spray. She thought for a moment before typing back.

      I don't know, Tess, she sent, leaving it at that.

      You could always give up, Tessa reminded her. There's no shame in it.

      Kathy started to reply when the stylist slipped and jabbed her with the mascara. Kathy, more startled than hurt, yelped and dropped her phone.

      “Shoot, sorry!" the stylist apologized quickly, hurrying to clean up the mess on Kathy's cheek. “Are you okay?”

      "It's fine," Kathy said quickly, waving her away as she leaned down to get her phone. "I'm all right. I'm more worried about my phone, honestly."

      It had hit the concrete floor, hard. She winced looking at the dented edge and newly cracked screen. She restarted it, hoping it would turn on.

      "I'm so sorry," the stylist said, mortified. "I'll pay for a new one."

      "That's not necessary," Kathy reassured her. "Really, it's okay. I've been wanting to upgrade anyway. Don't worry about it. Let's just finish up."

      Kathy was relieved when her phone successfully started up. It looked like just the screen had broken and nothing internal, though she had to squint to see through the cracks. Impatiently, she returned to her messaging app and jabbed at Tessa's name.

      I've got to have a baby, Kathy wrote. But with the way these dates have gone, I might as well be trying with you.

      It wasn't until she hit send that, through the web of cracks across the top half of her screen, she realized she couldn't see Tessa's previous messages. She tried to scroll up, frowning. Was her phone freaking out after all? It was like all her conversation history with Tessa had been erased. Like the phone thought she was messaging someone she'd never—

      Kathy felt her heart stop as, through the obfuscating tangle of broken glass, she realized the name at the top of the messaging app was not Tessa. It was Tehar.

      She shoved her phone in her pocket, gripping the arms of the makeup chair like she was about to go flying out of it. Her heart was in her throat trying to strangle her. She had just sent her boss an out of context demand to have a baby.

      "Are you okay?" the stylist asked as Kathy suddenly slumped forward and put her head on the vanity. "Did I hurt you after all?"

      "I just need a minute," Kathy said, her voice cracking. "Please go tell production to keep going without me. I'll be there as soon as I can."

      The stylist hurried off, clearly worried, and Kathy took a minute to take several deep breaths until she could think straight again. This was fine. Absolutely mortifying, but it was just an accident. Tehar would understand. She'd go clear up the misunderstanding right now and everything would be fine. They'd laugh about it, probably! It's not like he was the type to fire a woman because he found out she was trying to get pregnant. Or at least, she really hoped he wasn't.

      She planted her hands on the vanity and forced herself up and onto her feet. She just had to march in there and apologize. He probably hadn't even seen the text yet! She'd just tell him what had happened. He wouldn't even care! Or, he'd fire her immediately, maybe.

      She was standing in front of the door to his office well before she felt ready. But she needed to get back to the set—if she wasn't about to be fired, anyway. She didn't have time to stand around worrying. Taking a deep breath, she knocked on the door and pushed it open.

      The office was empty. She made a distressed noise, looking around like he might be hiding in a corner. Where was he?

      Her phone buzzed in her pocket, and cold dread gathered in a clammy sweat on the back of her neck. She took out her phone, squinting past the broken glass.

      We need to talk about this, the text from Tehar read. Will you have dinner with me this evening?

      Panic opened up like a yawning chasm in her chest and swallowed her up.

      Sure! she texted back. Is eight good for you?

      When he confirmed it, she stumbled numbly back out of the office and onto the set, falling into her seat behind the news desk. The rest of the day passed in a wide-eyed blur as she struggled to remain calm and pay attention to what was going on around her instead of the wild panic flailing like a trapped bird in her chest.

      As much as she wanted to tell herself that, logically, this had been a mistake and she couldn't possibly be fired for it, the strangeness of Sheikh Tehar's dinner invitation was too pronounced to ignore. She'd never even spoken with the man outside of work. Whatever was going on, he'd clearly taken it as more than just a joke or a mistake. As much as she wanted to focus on her work when this could possibly be her last day, she couldn't stop thinking about the text and how she was going to explain it.

      The most humiliating thing was that she'd embarrassed herself in front of the Sheikh specifically after he'd been so kind to her yesterday. If she'd sent something so mortifying to Mitchell or one of the producers, it would have been terrible, and she'd probably still be fired, but to do something so mortifying with Tehar was nearly unbearable.

      Work couldn't end soon enough.

      As soon as the cameras were off, she rushed to finish up and all but fled the studio, leaving everyone perplexed as to what had happened to her. At home, she scrambled to change, blind panic leaving her confused about where to even find her clothing. She was sitting on her bed in a daze when Tessa knocked on the door.

      "Hey, you okay?" she asked as she let herself in. "You haven't answered your phone all afternoon."

      "Broke it," Kathy replied, holding out the shattered device. She'd been holding it absentmindedly since work had finished, trying to figure out what to do. She barely looked at Tessa, her expression as blank with panic as her thoughts.

      "Whoa, what's wrong?" Tessa sat down next to Kathy, putting the phone aside when she saw how obviously distraught the other woman was. "You can't be that upset about a broken phone."

      Kathy shook her head. "Look at the messages."

      Tessa frowned but obediently picked up the phone to scroll through Kathy's recent messages. She struggled at first trying to see through the cracks, but Kathy saw her eyes widen as she figured it out.

      "Oh my goodness," she muttered, putting a hand over her mouth. Then she snickered.

      "This isn't funny, Tess!" Kathy said, offended. "He wants to see me tonight! I'm going to lose my job!"

      "You're not going to lose your job," Tessa reassured her, still giggling. "There's no way he'd fire you over something so silly. It was just a stupid accident."

      "You don't know that!" Kathy said, frustrated. "Sheikh Tehar's image is spotless. He has zero tolerance for this kind of thing, especially right now when the company is still recovering from a scandal!"

      "It's fine," Tessa insisted, reaching out to take Kathy by her trembling shoulders. "It's not like you CC'd the press. It was a silly mistake."

      "Then why does he want to meet me in an hour?" Kathy demanded.

      "I don't know." Tessa rolled her eyes. "Maybe he wants details on who you were actually trying to proposition. Maybe he just thinks you're cute."

      "Unlikely."

      "I know you have a crush on him," Tessa pointed out. "This is a perfect opportunity to see if he feels the same."

      "He doesn't."

      "Well, now you can know for sure. Come on, I'll help you get dressed."
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      Tessa's encouragement, despite Kathy's very real fears, did help her calm down. Tessa helped her pick out a black dress, leaning more towards professional than flirtatious on Kathy's insistence. As much as Tessa (and secretly Kathy as well) might have wanted this to be a date, there was a much more significant possibility that it was work-related. And if she was about to be reprimanded for sending inappropriate texts at work, it was probably best not to show up in something with a neckline deeper than its hem.

      Still, she applied her makeup carefully and wore her best earrings in the secret hope that maybe, just maybe, this wasn't what she thought it was.

      "You look great," Tessa said as Kathy gave herself one last critical look-over in the mirror. "If he didn't mean this as a date before, he'll change his mind as soon as he sees you."

      "As long as he doesn't fire me, I don't care what happens," Kathy said, trying to convince herself as much as Tessa.

      "Text me and let me know how it goes," Tessa demanded as Kathy headed out the door. "And make sure you send it to the right person this time!"

      Kathy waved goodbye to her friend and headed out to wait for the taxi. She wasn’t sure how the evening was going to go and worried she might need to drown her sorrows in a glass of wine or three if she did end up being fired.

      She'd agreed to meet Tehar at the restaurant, but she hadn't recognized the name of the place and she was surprised to find the directions she looked up would be taking her downtown, right to the coast. The restaurant, it turned out, was attached to a five-star luxury hotel. It was a beautiful modern building, the unusually-shaped front paneled in what looked like oxidized copper, which lit up golden and green in the early evening lights.

      Somewhat unsure of herself, Kathy felt her confidence drop lower as the cab approached the restaurant, seeing the men in suit jackets and women in fine gowns seated within. She was glad she'd decided to dress up, but she still felt outclassed. She hadn't been expecting something this fancy for what was, in her estimation, most likely a firing.

      Sheikh Tehar was waiting for her out front and smiled when he saw her, much more warmly than she'd expected.

      "Sorry, I hope I didn't keep you waiting," Kathy said as she got out of the taxi, tipping the driver quickly, and approaching him. He was wearing a clean, loose white suit which further enhanced his dark features. He made it look incredible.

      "You're right on time," he assured her. "And you look stunning. I hope you don't mind eating here. It's a favorite of mine."

      "It looks a bit out of my price range," Kathy admitted, a little embarrassed.

      "Oh, don't be silly, I'm paying of course," Tehar said at once. "You're here on my insistence after all. Shall we go in?"

      He offered her his arm, gesturing to the doors with the other, and Kathy accepted, suddenly unsure what to expect. Inside, he didn't give anyone his name but simply nodded to the maître d’, who seemed to recognize him on sight and guided them at once to an open table in a private corner of the balcony, sheltered by a screen of ornately inscribed steel and a host of fragrant green decorative plants.

      Once seated, they were hidden entirely from the rest of the restaurant, left alone with the incredible view of the bay and the Miami skyline. Kathy didn't think she'd ever eaten anywhere so beautiful.

      "The Grand tasting, please," Tehar ordered as they sat. "Wine pairings included. I called ahead to the kitchen about my guest's dietary restrictions. Make certain they know this is the Sheikh's table and nothing is to come in contact with seafood."

      The maître d’ murmured his polite assurances that it would be done and vanished off to the kitchens.

      "I eat here often," Tehar said, settling into his seat and unfolding his napkin. "You have nothing to worry about. The chef is a master at what she does. Nothing gets past her."

      "I doubt I'd have the courage to say anything if it did," Kathy replied, a bit intimidated. "This place is gorgeous. Way out of my league."

      "Nonsense," Tehar declared with implacable certainty. "A woman like you makes any environment conform to her. You look perfectly at home here, as you would anywhere."

      It was probably the most thoughtful and specific compliment Kathy had ever received from a man, and he'd delivered it so offhandedly he might as well have been commenting on the weather. Kathy found herself uncharacteristically flustered. This was not going at all how she'd expected it to.

      The first course of what, it turned out, was an eight-course service, arrived quickly. The waiter called it a Salad of Holland. It was white asparagus touched with a surprisingly sweet crème fraîche and decorated with slivers of orange zest and tiny sprigs of basil. It was beautiful to look at, if rather confusing to Kathy's inexperienced palate to taste. A moment later, the sommelier arrived with a young Grüner Veltliner which was more to her liking. The plate itself was only a few bites, and she sipped her wine as she waited for the next one.

      "So, you're probably wondering why I asked you here tonight," Tehar said over his own wine.

      "I was wondering how to bring it up," Kathy confessed. "I assume it's about the text?"

      Tehar nodded, and Kathy felt her face redden and she fought the urge to drain her wine glass. She sat back in her chair, trying to sink into herself.

      "I wanted to tell you I accept your proposal."

      Kathy nearly choked on her drink.

      "Pardon me?" she asked, sputtering. She couldn't have heard him right.

      "I would be happy to father a child with you," Tehar said, cool and formal as ever.

      Kathy knew on some level that she must have looked like a slack-jawed idiot, mouth open and face blistering with embarrassment.

      "Sir, that was," she stammered, searching for an explanation. "That was an accident. I was trying to text my friend. I would never—"

      He held up a hand to stop her and her mouth shut instantly.

      "I am not an idiot, Miss Burgess," he said.

      "Please, call me Kathy," she interrupted before she could stop herself.

      "Kathy," Tehar corrected himself graciously. "I am aware the text was not meant for me. But I empathize with the sentiment regardless. Are you aware of where I come from?"

      Kathy took a moment to gather herself, confused.

      "Um, Abu Sadah, right?" Kathy shrugged, not knowing much more than that. It had seemed wrong to pry into his private life when he seemed to go to such an effort to keep it separate from his work. "You're part of the royal family?"

      "I am," Tehar confirmed. "Not that unusual in and of itself. The ruling family is quite large. But I am the nephew of the ruling sheikh which means, in addition to a great deal more money and responsibility than the more tertiary members of the family, there is a possibility, however distant, that I might one day become sheikh. It is highly unlikely, but I have been groomed for the position regardless. And part of that grooming requires me to have an heir for my titles and properties."

      "Oh," Kathy said, beginning to understand. "But you're young. Surely there must be someone…"

      Tehar smiled.

      "I may not look it," he replied. "But I am nearing forty. My parents have grown very impatient for me to finally ensure their posterity. All I have ever had time for is my work, and I find it unlikely that will ever change. I don't have the time or inclination to go searching for a relationship."

      "I feel the same," Kathy said, shocked by the sudden empathy she felt with the Sheikh. "My father's will says I have to have a child before the end of the year or my inheritance will be claimed by the bank, including the house that's been in my family for generations. I just want to focus on my work; that's all I've ever wanted. But I don't want to have a baby with just anyone. I just want there to be—"

      "A connection," Tehar interrupted, leaning towards her. "I don't need her to be the love of my life, but the mother of my child cannot be a stranger to me."

      "Exactly." Kathy realized she was leaning towards him as well, staring into his dark eyes and seeing him stare back at her, neither of them with a hint of self-consciousness, caught up in the moment of sudden understanding.

      The waiter cleared his throat and they both sat back, caught off guard as he arrived with the second course, sweet slices of caramelized pork belly accompanied by a robust pinot noir. The thin slices of crispy, sticky pork were so good Kathy felt dizzy, mourning that there was only a few bites worth. It was almost enough to make her forget the strange situation she was in. For a few moments, they were both entirely focused on their food. Then it was gone, and in the breathing room between one course and the next, they studied each other across the table.

      "You'd really be all right with me, you know, providing your heir?" Kathy asked.

      "Of course," Tehar said without hesitation. "We may not have had much personal interaction, but you've worked for me for years. I know you're intelligent, responsible, and beautiful. You're healthy, as far as I'm aware. And most importantly, I know you. I know you're professional, logical. I feel confident we could continue to work together and associate with one another with minimum difficulty. You are, if I may be so blunt, ideal."

      It was very unexpected praise.

      "What about me?" Tehar asked. "Do I meet your standards? It seems like you've been searching for a while, so I assume they are rigorous."

      Kathy considered it for a moment.

      "To be honest, they aren't that high," she said. "But guys kept failing to reach them anyway. I just wanted someone nice with a stable income who I could get along with. And preferably no inheritable health conditions."

      "Well, I know I check at least two of those boxes," Tehar said with a small chuckle. "It's up to you whether I'm nice enough to get along with."

      "I think you sweep all four pretty easily." Kathy laughed, still slightly, delightfully baffled by how this was all turning out.

      "Then you'd be willing to try it?" Tehar asked, raising an eyebrow. "Having a child with me?"

      Kathy blinked and sat back, considering it. The proposal had come so out of the blue. She was still processing it.

      "I need to think about it," she said.

      "Take your time," Tehar assured her. "I hardly expected an answer tonight. If you don't mind, we could talk details, however."

      "Of course," Kathy nodded, still distracted. "Whatever you need to know."

      "I assume you're planning to use in-vitro fertilization?" Tehar asked.

      "Yeah," Kathy confirmed. "Unless I unexpectedly really hit it off with someone, IVF seems like the least complicated way of doing things. No offense, but if we end up doing this together that would be my preference."

      "No offense taken," Tehar assured her. "I agree; it minimizes complications. I would prefer to keep this as businesslike as possible."

      "That's how I feel too," Kathy said with a small smile, a little amazed at how much his feelings seemed to mirror her own.

      "Does your father's will stipulate that you have to raise the child?" Tehar asked. "If we do this as separate entities, we’ll need to agree on custody."

      "Legally speaking," Kathy replied, "the will doesn't demand anything but that I have the baby. Technically, I could give it up and still inherit. But I don't want to. I want to be a part of this child's life. I can't just bring a baby into the world for the sake of money."

      "Very understandable." Tehar nodded, but she thought he seemed a little disappointed. "I would have liked to take sole custody and have the child raised in Abu Sadah by my family there, but I respect your desire to be involved."

      "To be honest though," Kathy confessed, "I don't really have the time or resources to raise a child on my own. Maybe we could split custody? Two weeks in Abu Sadah, two weeks with me?"

      "That sounds plausible," Tehar agreed. "We can work out the specific details later. Do you have a preference for gender?"

      "Not really." Kathy shrugged. "I guess I've always imagined it being a girl."

      "My family, for reasons of tradition, would prefer a boy," Tehar said with a look of mild embarrassment. "I am not particularly swayed either way."

      "If neither of us really cares and it would make things easier with your family, since we're doing IVF anyway, I wouldn't mind trying for a boy," Kathy said.

      "It's something to consider," Tehar said with a nod.

      The waiter arrived with the next course, interrupting their conversation again. It was a rich moulard duck fois gras accompanied by a dry Sauternes. It was delicious, and Kathy was beginning to understand and appreciate the small amounts. The food was decadent and almost overwhelming. She wasn't sure she could handle eight plates of this in any more than the current portions. They were silent for a moment, relishing the food.

      "I had no idea fois gras was so good," Kathy said with an indulgent little moan. "I've only ever heard awful things about it."

      "I know how you feel," Tehar said with a chuckle. "But don't worry. I checked with the kitchen when I first began eating here. The livers are ethically farmed. The ducks and geese are free to roam, and there's no force feeding at all."

      "It seems like that would be really difficult to do and remain profitable," Kathy said thoughtfully.

      "That is why it's so expensive," Tehar replied, raising his glass.

      Kathy suddenly wondered just how much the meal cost and was suddenly more relieved she wasn't expected to pay.

      "Exactly how much are you paying for this?" she asked. "If it isn't too rude to ask."

      "About three hundred per person," Tehar replied casually, sipping his wine. Kathy choked on her fois gras.

      "How—" she sputtered. "I have to help pay for this. There's no way I could let you—"

      "Don't be ridiculous," Tehar countered her at once. "I just finished telling you I'm part of the royal family, even aside from my personal business ventures. You may recall I am a sheikh, Miss Burgess. I can more than afford this."

      "Even with all the money in the world, I don't think I could justify spending that much on one dinner," Kathy said, feeling lightheaded. "Goodness, that's rent on a small apartment. That's utility bills paid. That's a new computer. That's more than I made a month at my first job after I moved to Florida—and I had to live off of that for nearly a year while I was finishing my BA."

      Kathy started counting on her fingers.

      "I was spending about sixty, seventy bucks a week on food?" she calculated. "That's two-eighty a month, so dinner for two tonight could have fed me and my roommates for eight weeks."

      "Goodness." She couldn't tell if Tehar was more surprised by the numbers or by how quickly and passionately Kathy had rattled them off. "I suppose I've never really had to think about things like that."

      "It really caught me by surprise when I moved out," Kathy confided. "My family wasn't rich, but my dad worked hard and was good at what he did. We were comfortably middle class with good savings. Then I had a falling out with my dad and moved across the country, and suddenly that safety was gone. By the time I'd put the down payment on my first apartment, I was flat broke and literally eating at a soup kitchen while I tried to find a job and enough roommates to be able to pay the bills."

      "I can't even imagine," Tehar said, leaning forward with his elbows on the table. "Even when I left Abu Sadah to begin my business here, it was with my family's full support and financial backing. That kind of insecurity isn't something I've ever experienced."

      "With luck, you'll never have to," Kathy said. "No one should have to. Not when we have the resources for…well, for something like this."

      Kathy gestured to the opulent restaurant.

      "A noble position to take," Tehar replied. "But, unfortunately, not one that I think most wealthy people share."

      "Of course not." Kathy shrugged. "Who would want to give this up so that a stranger wouldn't go hungry? Our society doesn't reward people who think of others before themselves. They just get used up."

      "Hopefully, the next generation will do better," Tehar said, contemplating his wine.

      "I think that's still on us," Kathy said, sitting back. "We have to raise them to be people who would choose selflessness even when everyone else punishes them for it. And we have to make sure the world is still around for them to change."

      "Worse than that," Tehar countered. "You and I might raise a son who is as driven and selfless as a saint. But what good does it do when those aren't the priorities of everyone else? What can one person do?"

      Kathy nodded, understanding his point.

      "Yeah, one person can't change the world." She sipped her wine, thinking hard. "But one person can write the article or give the speech or direct the movie that starts changing people's minds. You can't underestimate the power of one person. Yeah, one person not watering their lawn during a drought doesn't do jack. But one person can start a campaign, draw up a petition, rally their community to call their senators and vote in local elections until better drought regulations are levied against the agricultural and bottled water companies actually using all the water. One person going vegan is useless, but if one person can convince that vegan and his friends to write letters to the governor, maybe they can actually make a difference."

      "Essentially, you must acknowledge the individual, but appreciate its influence as part of the whole," Tehar summarized.

      "Yeah." Kathy smiled. "You just have to remember that people are people. Every single one of us."

      "Has anyone ever told you that you're fascinating?" Tehar said, putting down his wine.

      Kathy, caught off guard, laughed.

      "Not really," she said. "But thanks. You're pretty interesting yourself."

      "You've always done excellent work as an anchor," Tehar said. "But I can't help feeling you have more of a field journalist's sensibilities."

      "I do prefer being in the field," Kathy confirmed. "I love traveling and getting to be a part of the story. But the pay is better in anchoring and what I report on actually gets seen, instead of forgotten in the back page of some travel journal."

      "Would you like to go back to field work some day?" Tehar asked.

      "Definitely," Kathy replied. "But with a kid to look after, I couldn't travel. I remember what that was like with my dad, and I'd rather not put a kid through that. And I couldn't afford it, anyway."

      "I wouldn't be so sure of that," Tehar said. "As the mother of my child, regardless of our continued relationship, you would receive a generous stipend. Very generous. I would make sure of it."

      "That really isn't necessary," Kathy said, flustered. "I do fine on my own and with my inheritance—"

      "You might be raising my son half of the year," Tehar interrupted, calm and implacable. "If I have any say in it at all, the both of you will never want for anything."

      "You're too generous," Kathy said, meaning it.

      "It's easy to be generous when you have more money than you could spend in a lifetime." Tehar chuckled, and the waiter brought out another course.

      It was a beautiful, single slice of rare wagyu sirloin served with marrow. It looked like art on the plate and melted in Kathy's mouth, unlike the Shiraz that came with it, which went straight to her increasingly light head. She'd have to be more careful about just tasting the wine rather than finishing the glass or she'd end up drunk, which was no way to end a…date? Interview? Whatever this was.

      "What about you?" she asked as they ate and relished the brief delight of the delicious meat. "What was it like growing up royal?"

      Tehar considered the question for a moment.

      "I am unsure how to describe it, having never known anything else," he admitted. "I never went hungry, or lonely. I had a dozen siblings and cousins to run wild with across the palaces and villas of our parents. I started my formal education at six, and much of my time was spent with private tutors learning various skills and histories, and the names and lineages of my extended family. It's considered a sign of respect to know a family's history, so I was expected to know them all, among many, many other things."

      "Sounds like hard work for a six-year-old," Kathy said.

      "I had very little patience for it at first," Tehar admitted with a smile. "But I soon grew to understand and accept my duty to my family. I had a cousin, Shadaf, who was often ill. We would study together, or avoid our work and talk or read to each other. He has been my closest friend for all my life."

      "That reminds me of Tessa and me," Kathy said with a grin. "We've been friends since middle school. Some bully stole my pencil case and called me fat. I was kind of a heavy kid. Tessa punched him right in the nose. We've been best friends ever since. When I moved out here from Colorado, she followed a few months later. We even have condos in the same building now."

      Tehar nodded in understanding, his expression still touched with the fondness of remembering his own best friend.

      "Sometimes I think we put too much importance on romantic relationships," Tehar said. "I've never felt the need to seek out someone to be in love with. But I could not have made it to where I am without friends to rely on. I believe friendships can be just as important and fulfilling as romantic relationships."

      "Definitely," Kathy agreed. "I also don't think it's fair that we expect our romantic partners to also be our best—and sometimes only—friend. Romantic partners and friends fulfill very different emotional needs. It's practically impossible to expect one person to be able to be both things. We're social creatures. We need emotional support beyond just who we're sleeping with."

      "I couldn't agree more," Tehar said, smiling.

      They continued to talk as three more courses proceeded and then well after them, leaning across the table towards each other as their conversation rambled through their personal histories through philosophical quandaries and back into details about the possible arrangement.

      Kathy was amazed by how seriously she was considering it by the time the meal ended. They sat nursing their dessert wines and discussing non-interference and objectivity in reporting, and Kathy searched herself for any sign of doubt. He was her boss, after all, and an incredibly powerful man. This wasn't something she should go into lightly. But her heart was already sold. He met all the requirements she'd set, and exceeded them.

      Most importantly, she knew him. She'd already known he was a good, reliable person. Working with him for years had shown her his dedication, his focus, how he treated the people under him. She'd seen that he could stay impartial and keep this businesslike. And tonight she'd seen that he was someone she liked on a personal level as well. Someone she would be able to get along with ten years or more down the line for family functions. She could share her child's life with him. It wasn't a grand romance sweeping her off her feet, but it was what she was looking for. And, quite unexpectedly, she found herself looking forward to the next time they would speak.

      It was quite late when they finally noticed how long they'd been talking. The wine dizziness had faded to a pleasant warmth as they made their way out into the night. The cool breeze off the bay was refreshing on Kathy's flushed cheeks, and the smell of the salty air was strong.

      "Did you take a taxi here?" Tehar asked, surprising her. For a moment, she'd forgotten he was just behind her.

      "Yeah," she replied. "I'll be fine, don't worry."

      "I've already called my driver," Tehar said. "It would be no trouble for me to take you home."

      Kathy considered turning him down, but then realized she couldn't think of a single reason why she should.

      "Thank you," she said. "I appreciate it."

      It wasn't a far drive. They sat in the back of Tehar's sleek black town car, looking out their own windows in comfortable silence. They were close enough to feel each other's warmth, and for a moment Kathy worried he was going to make a move. But he was as quietly formal as ever, keeping a distinct emotional distance. This was a business transaction and nothing more, and that was both a relief and, in some little, unacknowledged way, a disappointment.

      The car pulled up in front of her condo and Tehar got out to walk her to her door.

      "Have you decided yet?" he asked as they climbed the stairs. "Whether to accept my offer?"

      Kathy hesitated to answer. Part of her wanted to say yes at once, but the rest of her was smart enough to know she was a little tipsy and that this was not a decision to make without sleeping on it.

      "Not yet," she said. "I want to really think about this."

      "Take all the time you need," Tehar said at once. "But I believe I've already made my decision."

      "Really?" Kathy stared at him. "It's that easy for you?"

      "I knew the moment you sent me that text," Tehar replied without a hint of doubt.

      Kathy's heart skipped a beat. They'd reached her door, and for a moment they paused and Kathy considered inviting him in. Before she could make up her mind if she wanted to, Tehar took her hand, kissed the tops of her fingers like a fairytale prince, and stepped away.

      "Goodnight, Miss Burgess," he said.

      "Kathy," Kathy corrected him again, instinctively.

      "Kathy," he repeated with a small smile, and before she knew it he had vanished down the stairs. Kathy, a little overwhelmed, turned and went inside.

      You're home late, Tessa texted as soon as the door shut behind Kathy. What happened? Should I come over?

      It went great, Kathy texted back as she shuffled off to bed. I'll tell you in the morning, but I think all my problems are solved.
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      Even with the wine making her mind slow and heavy, it took Kathy a while to fall asleep, her brain humming with thoughts of the Sheikh and his offer. She still had a lot of doubts. What if he wasn't what he seemed? What if something went wrong? What if she had this baby and then couldn't bear to give it up, even for two weeks a month? And was it wrong of her, morally, to have this child for the sake of money and a house? Would it grow up resenting her for the reasons she'd chosen to have it?

      There was still a lot to consider. But she was, for the first time, honestly excited about the prospect of having a child. It had been this looming, dreadful necessity before, but now she was kind of looking forward to it. She was imagining buying baby clothes and reading bedtime stories. With the inheritance money, maybe she'd transfer back to Colorado so that she could raise the baby in the family home. She could see it so clearly when she imagined them in that setting. School plays, holidays, summers in Abu Sadah with Tehar, standing on the shore of some exotic island holding the hand of a child with his deep olive skin and her eyes…

      She fell asleep with that image in her mind and dreamed of it all night. In the morning, even after the wine and the rush of excitement had worn off, she was still certain. This was what she wanted. He was what she wanted. She made herself give it a day anyway, but by the afternoon, waiting any longer seemed pointless. She knew.

      As soon as she'd wrapped up her last recording for the day, she knocked on Tehar's office door.

      He called out for her to come in, and she opened the door to find him standing behind his desk, sorting papers into a small case. He smiled when he saw her, closing the case and coming around the desk to meet her.

      "Miss Burgess," he said brightly. "You look good. All done for the day?"

      "Yeah, I'm about to head home," she answered, smiling. "But I wanted to talk to you first. I thought about what you said last night and—"

      "One moment." He cut her off, stepping past her to shut the door to his office. "Please continue." He smiled, stepping back.

      "I thought about what you said." She looked down, pushing her hair back behind her ear. "I wanted to give it another day, but I realized I was just putting it off for no reason. I had already made up my mind last night. I want to do this with you."

      Tehar's smile brightened and he grasped her warmly by the shoulders.

      "That's fantastic!" he said. "I was hoping that was what you were going to say!"

      "I was thinking we could maybe go somewhere tonight," Kathy said, grinning. "We could talk about doctors, make a plan, establish a timeline. I need to have a baby or at least a viable pregnancy by March of next year to meet the terms of the will, so—"

      "I'm afraid I can't tonight," Tehar said with clear reluctance. "I'm leaving for the airport directly from here."

      "Right now?" Kathy asked, surprised. "I thought you were supposed to be here for a few months?"

      "I'm needed in Abu Sadah urgently," Tehar explained. "I should only be gone a few days. A week at most. We can make plans when I return."

      Kathy wilted, unable to hide her disappointment.

      "Of course," she said. "Do whatever you need to. I'll do some research here and try to have as much as I can ready for when you get back."

      "Thank you, Kathy," Tehar said, taking his case off the desk. "I'll be back as quickly as I can."

      He stepped past her towards the door and then paused.

      "Please keep our arrangement to yourself," he said, turning back to face her. "I know it's a lot to ask, considering. But the company cannot afford another scandal right now, and if the press thought you and I were…involved. I'd just rather have a plan and go public when we're ready, you understand?"

      "Yeah, absolutely." Kathy nodded in understanding. She hadn't really thought about what would happen if their arrangement got out, but she could see how it might cause problems, especially if the nature of their relationship was misconstrued. "Don't worry. I'll take care of things here."

      "Thank you, Miss Burgess," Tehar said, opening his office door. "I'll see you soon."

      He hurried off and Kathy followed him, still trying to mask her disappointment. She watched him hurry off down the hall, feeling at a bit of a loss. They had just made this enormous, life-changing decision together, and now he was leaving. She'd wanted this to be a business arrangement. She'd wanted them to stay emotionally detached. But maybe she'd hoped for a little more involvement than this. She sighed and pulled herself together. She needed to get home. She was going to spend the evening researching, and the next day visiting doctors. She had a lot to get done.

      "What were you talking to the Sheikh about?"

      Kathy turned, surprised, as a voice spoke behind her. Mitchell, in his usual ugly Hawaiian print shirt, was standing at the end of the hall, grinning like he'd just caught her red-handed at something.

      "Are you and the chairman…?" He made a vulgar gesture with his hands.

      "No." Kathy rolled her eyes. "Don't be disgusting. I was just asking him about something for work."

      "What do you have to talk about with him that you couldn't talk about with me?" Mitchell asked, scowling. "I'm your boss."

      "Nothing important," Kathy said, searching for a plausible excuse. "I was just asking if QIC Media had any openings in Colorado. I just inherited a house there, and I'm deciding whether to sell it or move there."

      "So, you're looking for another job and you're trying to go over my head with it?" Mitchell's face was turning red with anger under his orange spray tan.

      "No," Kathy said quickly. Goodness, if he thought I was leaving, he'd make my work a living prison. "I'm not moving. I just wanted to ask. I'm not going anywhere."

      "I swear to heaven if you're job hunting and just drop us with two weeks to find a replacement—"

      "I'm not job hunting, Mitchell!" Kathy said impatiently. "Goodness! Relax! I'm going home!"

      She hurried out before he could launch into a rant that would keep her there all evening. He'd make her pay for even the thought of leaving, she knew. If she'd been being considered for any kind of pay raise, that was out the window. He'd probably cut her hours and try to scrap her personal projects for a while too until he was 'sure' she wasn't leaving.

      Whatever, she thought with a huff. She probably was going to transfer to Colorado, anyway. She wasn't getting anywhere professionally in South Beach. She'd move to Colorado when the pregnancy was too far along to keep working, and once she'd recovered she'd look into one of the larger networks. Maybe field journalism again. She'd love a chance to travel. Whatever she decided to do, at least she wouldn't have to deal with Mitchell much longer.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Kathy kept busy all weekend, comparing doctors and making plans. It was tedious work, but this kind of research was what she excelled at. It was what made her a good journalist. She was never afraid to slog through the raw information, as much of it and as long as it took to parse things. She wasn't the type to let people hand her opinions or to just report whatever sounded most exciting.

      She wanted—no, needed—to know what she was talking about, comprehensively and in context. Her dad had drilled that into her. You could have quizzed him about any article he'd ever written, and he'd be able to give you the facts of the situation down to the minutest detail. More importantly, he could then bring those details together into a perspective that made sense, and Kathy prided herself on doing the same.

      "The headline, the simplified bit that draws people in, is important," he used to say. "But if you don't have substance underneath, if you have no truth to impart or at least a perspective you can open people's eyes to, then you're not just wasting time, you're actively misleading people. Fear-based media that riles people up just to make money, with nothing to back it up and nowhere to direct all that emotion, it's the cancer that's eating this country."

      He'd been fond of the 'cancer of society' metaphors before his diagnosis.

      It was either very late Sunday night or very early Monday morning, and Kathy was still gathering data and feeling like she hadn't made any progress. Perhaps because she was too tired to think better of it, she picked up her phone and texted Tehar.

      Are you busy? I'm still looking at doctors and I could use a second opinion, she wrote.

      She went back to assembling her options in a spreadsheet and had almost forgotten she'd texted him at all until, about fifteen minutes later, her phone buzzed.

      Shouldn't you be in bed? it said. It must be four a.m. there.

      Sorry, she texted back quickly and almost left it at that. After a moment, she kept typing. I have no idea what time it is where you are.

      He replied quickly this time, almost as soon as she hit send. I'm having lunch in Abu Sadah. Why are you up so late?

      I don't like to stop until I'm done, she replied. I probably won't have time during the week, so I wanted to get this part taken care of.

      This time there was a small pause before he messaged her again.

      I'd be happy to take a look.

      Great. I'll link you to the spreadsheet.

      Spreadsheet?

      She sent him the collated data, and another fifteen or twenty minutes passed. She made a cup of tea to hopefully bring her down from the several-coffee-cups-deep caffeine high she was currently riding.

      Finally, her phone buzzed again.

      Of the local doctors, options B and C seem to be equally qualified, but C's reviews seem more trustworthy to me, he’d written.

      That's what I thought, Kathy agreed. But C is a lot pricier.

      Price is not a concern. I would meet with them all in person, but I'm leaning towards C, Tehar texted back. However, if you're willing to travel for the procedure, I know a doctor in Europe whose qualifications are more extensive than any of the local options. I have met him before and know him to be reliable and discrete.

      I couldn't ask you to fly me to Europe, Kathy replied, frowning. And the doctor is probably way out of my price range as well.

      As I said, the price is not a concern, Tehar texted back at once. If it makes it easier, do not think of it as me doing a favor for you. I simply want my child to have the best possible care.

      Kathy considered it for a moment, her pride wanting her to fight it but logic telling her a better doctor she didn't need to pay for was clearly the better option.

      I'll add it to the spreadsheet, she said. Then, too tired to stop herself, she kept typing. So, what are you doing in Abu Sadah?

      There was a long pause before he wrote back.

      Do you remember the cousin I told you about, Shadaf? The one who was always ill?

      Yes, your best friend.

      Well, he's a grown man now, but he's still always ill. An immune deficiency disorder. He's been managing it well for years, but he collapsed last Friday. I wanted to be here. In case this was the time he didn't recover.

      Kathy was stunned for a moment, feeling guilty for how she'd resented his leaving.

      I'm so sorry, she wrote. How is he?

      There's nothing to be sorry for, he replied. We have all been preparing for this most of Shadaf's life. Every extra day we have with him is a gift. He hasn't woken yet, but the doctors say the worst danger has passed.

      Kathy breathed a sigh of relief and put her tea down. She didn't know Shadaf, but she didn't want Tehar to lose his oldest friend.

      I'm glad to hear that, she wrote. Hopefully he’ll be all right.

      Hopefully, he replied, but she could feel all the gathered doubts, the many other terrible possibilities, lurking behind that word. How has your weekend been?

      Kathy smiled, pleased by his interest.

      Mostly I've just been working on this, she admitted. Had a great little run-in with Mitchell right after you left, and now he thinks I might be looking for another job so that's going to be a joy to deal with.

      Do you want me to talk to him for you?

      No, don't bother, she wrote quickly. She told him, in brief, about her tentative plan to move back to Colorado to live in the family home.

      It sounds like a good plan, Tehar agreed. I've been to Denver on business. The mountains are beautiful. And I have business connections there that can make certain you're taken care of.

      That makes me sound like a mob wife.

      In many ways, being connected to a royal family is not so different.

      Careful, you'll scare me off.

      Wait till I tell you about the family reunions. Teta Padme's Tabulleh, now that's something scary.

      She was still typing a reply when another message arrived.

      Wait, this is silly, let me just call you.

      Kathy felt an unexpected delight that he was enjoying their conversation so much. Surprised and pleased, she waited, and a moment later the phone rang.

      "I just remembered as I dialed," he said as she picked up the phone, his voice rich and warm on the other side, "that it is nearly five in the morning where you are. You should go to bed."

      Kathy was tempted to argue, but her head felt like it was full of lead, and her eyes itched like she'd rolled face first through a sandbox. She turned off her computer's monitor and staggered to her feet.

      "Yeah, you're probably right," she said, stumbling into her room. "It's nice to hear your voice, though."

      Being tired made her distressingly honest. There was a brief pause on the other end of the line. She could hear birds, their cries exotic, familiar only from movies set in tropical locales.

      "It's nice to hear your voice as well," he said with surprising gentleness. "Good night, Miss Burgess."

      She fell into her bed with a sigh, too tired to correct him.

      "Good night, Tehar," she said instead, and was asleep before she could even end the call.
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      She called him again two nights later, earlier in the evening this time. Ostensibly, it was to talk about doctors again. She'd visited their two top options and wanted to share her progress and get his feedback. But really, she just wanted to talk to him. They traded updates on work and Shadaf's health and then just talked about whatever came to mind. It was, Kathy found, deceptively easy to talk to him. She could easily lose hours to a conversation with the Sheikh.

      The next night he called her, and the nightly call became an easy habit for which Kathy was incredibly grateful. The week might have been unbearable otherwise. Mitchell was, predictably, making work a nightmare. Tessa had a deadline coming up and couldn't be coaxed away from her computer for anything less than the promise of non-microwaved food. And the stress and tedium of trying to get everything prepared for IVF was getting to her. She'd spent most of the week talking to her insurance and setting up doctor's appointments for the required checkups and screenings and fertility work.

      It was exhausting. And to top it all off, Valentine's Day was approaching.

      Valentine's Day had never really bothered Kathy before. This was hardly the first time she'd celebrated Singles Awareness Day with Tessa instead. But this year it felt a little crueler watching everyone pair off and fawn over each other when she was alone, preparing to start a family.

      It left her feeling a little sullen, bitter at society's fixation on performative romance and at her own loneliness. She didn't want to be in a relationship. She didn't have the time or the temperament for it. But dang if this time of year didn't make her resent not being in one.

      The studio was throwing a little staff party, despite the general lack of enthusiasm for such a thing among the crew who would either rather be out with their significant others or at least not be reminded about their lack of one. It was Mitchell's idea, and Kathy had an unpleasant idea that it was a ploy for hitting on the interns. Some people never learned.

      Kathy wasn't looking forward to it, but she resigned herself to showing up anyway, if only because she was expected to. She'd stay just long enough to prove she'd been there, then she'd go home and watch horror movies with Tessa over pizza and hot wings. Then the next morning, they'd rake in the discount chocolate.

      The party took place in the biggest conference room. The furniture had been cleared out and a snack table set up against the back wall, covered in store-bought heart-shaped cakes and those sugar cookies that Kathy always thought tasted like sand. There were some pink and red streamers and decorations from the dollar store up, and the most popular tunes of the mid-nineties playing. A couple of cheesy games had been set up, as well as a little photo spot with a heart-shaped backdrop and some silk roses, like a particularly sad junior prom.

      It all looked impossibly embarrassing, but people were trying to have a good time anyway. Kathy lurked near the photo spot with a glass of champagne, wondering how long she should stay before it was okay to bail.

      Mitchell was, as Kathy had suspected he would be, flirting sleazily with the youngest interns. Emma, the redhead, seemed to be a particular target. Kathy didn't have any particular fondness for Emma, who was a likely candidate to take her job one day, but she wouldn't wish Mitchell's affections on anyone. Mitchell kept leaning in closer to her, pushing another glass of champagne into her hands.

      Emma looked as clearly disinterested and uncomfortable as Kathy had ever seen a woman look, turned practically sideways in an effort to disengage, looking anywhere but at Mitchell, nodding and smiling but saying nothing, not wanting to encourage the conversation. Kathy could tell she was maintaining politeness only because Mitchell was her boss and she didn't want to lose her job.

      Eventually, it was too painful to keep watching. Kathy wandered over, casual as you please, unnoticed by Mitchell who was focused entirely on Emma. Kathy moved behind him, pretending to examine the prizes for 'Pin the Arrow on Cupid' and, very casually, dumped her champagne down the back of Mitchell's shirt. He shouted in surprise at the sudden cold liquid.

      "Oh my goodness, I'm so sorry!" Kathy exclaimed, hamming it up with a shocked expression. "I'm such a klutz! I've ruined your nice shirt."

      The nice shirt in question was a black T-shirt with a picture of a tuxedo front printed on it. Mitchell scowled.

      "Burgess!" he shouted. "If you can't handle a little champagne then lay off the bar! You should be avoiding the extra calories anyway."

      Kathy's smile soured fast and she briefly contemplated breaking the champagne glass on his face.

      "You're right, my bad," she said. "Can I get you some napkins?"

      But Mitchell was already storming off to the bathroom to see the damage. Emma breathed a sigh of relief.

      "Thank you," the young woman said. "I'm about ninety percent sure he was about to try slipping something into my drink."

      "Nah, Mitchell isn't that subtle," Kathy replied dryly. "He'd probably just threaten to fire you if you didn't go home with him."

      "What a creep." Emma shook her head, disgusted. "You know, I heard he has cameras in the women's bathrooms!"

      "I would not be surprised," Kathy said honestly.

      "I'm going to get out of here before he comes back," Emma said, pulling her bag up onto her shoulder. "Thank you again for the rescue."

      "No problem," Kathy assured her. "Women have to stick up for each other. We sure can't expect the men to do it. I'll cover for you. Have a nice night."

      Emma waved and hurried out of the party. Kathy went to fetch another glass of champagne, glad that, if nothing else, she'd at least thwarted Mitchell's disgusting plans for the evening. She'd make sure Emma got away clear, then she'd head out and join Tessa, who was already texting her.

      Got the first movie picked out and the pizza is on its way, Tessa's text read, accompanied by several celebratory emojis. How much longer are you going to be?

      I'll probably show up around the same time as the pizza, Kathy wrote back, plucking a fresh glass of champagne off the table with her free hand. I'm leaving in just a minute. I already ruined Mitchell's night and nothing is going to top that.

      You go girl. Dance emoji surrounded by fireworks. Give me the details when you get here.

      Kathy was about to text back when a familiar voice caught her by surprise.

      "Fancy seeing you here."

      Kathy turned around quickly, her eyes widening as she saw the Sheikh standing behind her. He looked a little tanner than the last time she'd seen him from his week in the sun of Abu Sadah, and he was wearing a loose, stylish gray suit with no tie. She smiled as soon as she saw him. The delight that washed over her was genuine and unexpected.

      "Tehar!" she said. "You're back! I didn't think you'd be leaving until Monday. Is Shadaf all right?"

      "He's fine," Tehar assured her. "He's doing much better. Enough to be tired of my hovering over his shoulder and insisting I get back to my life at once."

      "And your first visit on getting back is to this lame office party?" Kathy asked, amused.

      "Well, you mentioned you would be here," Tehar replied, with a little amused smile of his own. Kathy was embarrassed by how her heart skipped a beat to hear him say that, and tried to quickly dismiss the feeling.

      "Are you planning to stay long?" she asked. "You've probably got better parties to go to tonight, right?"

      "Actually, this is my only engagement for the evening." When he saw her look of surprise, Tehar chuckled and reached past her for a glass, so close that his jacket brushed against her for a moment. "I did tell you I was single."

      "I guess I can't shake the image of you as some kind of glamorous socialite," Kathy said, knowing it was a little silly. "But if you're planning to stay here for a while, I wouldn't mind hanging around."

      "I would like that," he said.

      He had a way of smiling that felt warm and distant at the same time, like a candle in a faraway window. There was genuine kindness and affection there, but kept at a polite distance, beyond Kathy's reach.

      It was probably for the best, Kathy reminded herself. He was her boss and there was no one who respected the importance of remaining professional more than he did. Like he'd said the other day, QIC Media couldn't afford another scandal. Their relationship could never be more than cordial, businesslike. No wonder his smile seemed so far away. Kathy felt herself pulling away a little just thinking about it. Still.

      "I'd like that too," she said.

      She texted Tessa briefly, updating her on the situation.

      Going to be back later than I thought. I'll pay for the pizza. Go ahead and start without me.

      Did someone catch your eye? Tessa guessed, followed by a suspicious emoji.

      Tehar is here, Kathy typed back.

      Hell yeah, Tessa replied instantly. Enjoy! Followed by a paragraph-full of kissing faces. Kathy, face red, turned off her phone and shoved it into her bag.

      Champagne in hand, she and Tehar wandered for a bit, talking to the other singles who had nothing better to do, or were, like Kathy, obligated to attend as major faces of the company.

      After a few glasses of champagne and some of the rum balls someone from accounting had brought, they even agreed to play some of the games. Amber from HR had thrown the corny little shindig together and was doing her best to keep it fun. She'd even brought a couple of prizes. Amber ushered them over to ‘Pin the Arrow on the Cupid’ and, with a wink, encouraged Tehar to blindfold Kathy.

      They shared a wry look at the silliness of it all, but Tehar accepted the blindfold anyway, stepping behind Kathy to drape it over her as though it were a diamond necklace and not a dollar store tie covered in hearts. Then, he took her gently by the shoulders and spun her until she stumbled, dizzy and giggling, against him.

      Laughing himself, he pointed her towards the cupid and she took a few unsteady steps forward, both hands out, one holding the arrow she was supposed to pin, the other groping for a point of reference.

      "Two more steps forward!" Tehar coached her. "Aim for about the level of your nose."

      She followed his advice, though Amber from HR scolded him playfully for cheating, carefully taking another two steps until she felt the wall under her fingers. About the level of her nose, he'd said. She jabbed the pin in and stepped back, pulling off the blindfold.

      "Well, it's close enough," Tehar said with a rumbling laugh. She'd stuck the cupid right in the face.

      "All right, your turn, smart guy," Kathy teased, holding up the blindfold.

      They played several more times, shouting each other intentionally misleading intentions to try and get the arrow stuck in increasingly ridiculous places. In the end, Amber from HR handed Kathy a pair of novelty heart-shaped sunglasses and Tehar, who had actually struck the bull's eye on one of his turns, a box of rather nice chocolates. Kathy and Tehar retreated, having attracted others to the game with their exuberance.

      "I'm not sure if these are quite my style," Kathy commented, looking at Tehar over the top of her new sunglasses.

      "It's a very bold look," Tehar said with a chuckle. "You should wear them on set."

      "Oh no," Kathy laughed. "Actually, I think they would look much better on you."

      She took them off and stood on her toes to put them on Tehar, who held obligingly still, grinning.

      "Oh yeah, definitely," Kathy confirmed. "That's your look. You should keep them. In fact, I insist we get a photo right now."

      She dragged him off, laughing, to the photo spot, where he insisted that, if he was going to wear the shades, she had to wear the blindfold tie. Amber from HR gladly loaned it to them while they had their photo taken, Kathy gleefully encouraging Tehar into cheesy prom night poses.

      After that, Amber had set up a little charity auction. Most of the items up for bid were fairly simple: a coconut cake that Tehar tripled the starting bet on immediately, a giant stuffed bear, more of the rum balls from the genius in accounting, an incredibly goofy lingerie set.

      The item that went for the most was the promise of a massage from Tammy in meteorology. The bidding war over that had been fierce. Kathy watched Tammy practically glowing with satisfaction as the price rose, and wondered if maybe she shouldn't have gone into weather.

      Tehar lost the cake but won the giant bear, which he presented to Kathy with a slightly wobbly bow. Kathy accepted it with an equally unsteady curtsy. They'd both definitely had too much champagne.

      So far, no one had really used the little dance floor except for a brief, embarrassing chicken dance interlude, but the two of them stumbled out onto it as a familiar ballad began to play. Kathy wasn't much of a dancer, but Tehar clearly had ballroom dancing experience. Even as tipsy as they both were, he had perfect form, leading her in a graceful, looping waltz across the floor. Kathy felt like a princess.

      "Thank you for staying with me tonight," Tehar said as they spun, the cheap fairy lights above them twinkling like stars. "I haven't had this much fun in a while."

      "Well, I couldn't leave the father of my future child alone on Valentine's Day," Kathy said with a grin, her voice low and conspiratorial. Tehar looked mildly embarrassed. "Thank you for coming back. And for all the phone calls and everything. When you left so soon after making the decision, I was worried…"

      "That I would back out?" Tehar guessed.

      "No." Kathy shook her head, searching for the right words in her slightly fuzzy brain. "I was worried that that was just how it was going to be. I want this to be a business arrangement, but I guess I didn't want it to be so impersonal that we didn't really talk or spend time together except for making decisions. I guess I'm indecisive."

      "It's a rare person who knows exactly what they want," Tehar replied. "There's nothing wrong with changing your mind."

      "In this instance, there are a few things wrong," Kathy murmured.

      "Not with wanting to be more involved," Tehar spoke softly, his eyes strangely intense.

      He guided her through a fanciful spin, the kind that made her wish she was wearing a ball gown that could fan out around her, then he pulled her close. Suddenly, his eyes were so close to her own that she could look nowhere else. Her heart seemed to stop in her chest. She could feel his beating, loud as her own in her ears. His hand was on the small of her back, holding her tightly against him, strong and warm. She might not have known what she wanted, but, for a moment, she was sure they both wanted the same thing.

      Then he cleared his throat and stepped back, letting her go. She could almost see things closing off behind his eyes, like curtains being drawn.

      "Don't do that," she said, surprised by the sound of yearning in her own voice as she reached for him. "Don't go away."

      "I'm right here," Tehar replied. "I'm not going anywhere."

      She shook her head.

      "You always do that," she said. "You keep yourself so far removed from everything around you. What happened that you feel like you have to stay so distant? You can be here, with me."

      Her hand was on his cheek, his skin warm under her fingers, his pulse racing. She could feel it in his chest where her other hand rested. He held on to his self-control just long enough for them to slip out of the conference room and into the hall.

      In the dark of the studio hallway, he pressed her against a closed door, his hunger for her suddenly voracious, uncontainable. Kathy felt her heart leap at the thrill as her back met the wood, and then his mouth was on hers and she could think of nothing else.

      He was taller than her, his body a warmth that seemed to surround her, consuming her in a world of his touch and his heat and the spicy scent of his cologne. One hand was on her hip, squeezing, pressing her up against him, the other in her hair, pulling her closer.

      There was a clumsiness to the desperation of it, the press of his teeth sharp, their breath ragged when they stopped long enough to take it. It was so far removed from his usual aloof formality that it left Kathy stunned and intrigued.

      His lips found her throat and Kathy bit off a moan, remembering how exposed they were, even in this shaded hallway. Tehar seemed to remember at the same time, but couldn't make himself pull away. Instead, he picked her up, continuing to kiss her as he fumbled his way down the hall and forced open the door to his office.

      He shoved everything off of his desk with one impatient sweep of his arm and laid Kathy across it, the cool wood a shock against her skin as his kisses fell from her mouth to her throat to her breast.

      She shouldn't be doing this. She knew it was a mistake. She wasn't so drunk that she couldn't control herself. But she wanted this, wanted him. She had for a long time. And to have him suddenly so close was a temptation she couldn't refuse.

      She gave in.

      No longer just reacting, she pulled at his clothing, eager to feel his skin under her hands. She roamed the plains of his chest, muscles of his arms and stomach, enjoying the way they leapt when she trailed delicate fingernails across them.

      He held her so tightly it was though he were afraid if he loosened his grip for even a moment she would melt away. But she wasn't going anywhere. There was nowhere she'd rather be. Her hands caught his hair and pulled him down against her and she released a needy, fluttering moan, the first of many.
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* * *

      By the time they regained their self-control, they were both quite sober and the party had long since ended. Alone, they slipped through the dark, empty building as he walked her to her car.

      "Come home with me," Tehar asked, his eyes still intense. She could feel the heat there like she could still feel the ghost of his lips on her skin. He held her hand, reluctant even now to let go.

      "I shouldn't," she said, better sense winning out despite how much of her wanted to banish it forever. "I want to, but…"

      He closed his eyes for a moment and when he opened them again she could already see him distancing himself. He nodded and let her hand slip out of his.

      "You're right," he agreed. "I think we both know that this should never have happened."

      "I'm glad it did," Kathy said softly and a flash of something almost like pain crossed Tehar's face. He pulled her closer and pressed a brief, chaste kiss to her cheek.

      "Be safe," he said, stroking her hair as he stepped away. Then he hurried off to his car, leaving her alone in the suddenly very cold parking lot. Kathy drove home with nothing but him in her thoughts.

      She opened her apartment door to find Tessa asleep on her couch, surrounded by the remains of their Valentine's feast. A classic horror flick was still playing on the TV. Kathy tried not to wake her friend but stumbled taking off her shoes.

      "You're back!" Tessa said, sitting up and rubbing at her eyes, her voice gravely. "How'd it go? What time is it?"

      She checked her watch and swore.

      "Wow! You must have gone more rounds than a championship boxer. Congrats!"

      "Can we not talk about it?" Kathy pleaded, embarrassed and a little heartbroken.

      "What happened?" Tessa asked, picking up on Kathy's feelings at once. "I thought you'd be happy. You've had a crush on that guy for ages."

      Kathy shook her head and sank onto the sofa, realizing she did need to talk about it, as much as she didn't want to.

      "Yeah, and I never acted on it because it wouldn't work. He's my boss. He built this company on his reputation. Neither of us would risk our careers on an inter-office relationship. It's just not going to happen."

      "But it did happen," Tessa pointed out. "It just happened! It's obvious you both want this. It should have been obvious when you decided to have a baby together."

      "That's different," Kathy said in flat denial. "And tonight was a mistake. It won't happen again."

      "And why's that?" Tessa asked.

      "Because I know what I want," Kathy said firmly. "I want my career. I want this baby with no strings attached. I got turned around because I thought I wanted a relationship too, but those things just aren't compatible. Especially not with him. Tomorrow, it's going to be like this never happened, and we'll go back to the business relationship which is all both of us wanted in the first place."

      "Is that really what you want?" Tessa asked. "Really?"

      "Yes," Kathy said, trying to convince herself as much as Tessa. "We can't be together and have what we want. That's all there is to it."

      She went to bed and slept restlessly, tossing and turning for an hour as she fought with herself over what she really wanted. When she did sleep, she dreamed of Tehar. She dreamed of being with him in a world where only they existed, where the only thing that mattered was her hands on his body, his lips on her skin, their limbs tangled around each other forever. It didn't make things any easier when she woke up.
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      At work, Kathy learned that Tehar had left on the first flight that morning, back to Abu Sadah on some family business. She worried if Shadaf was all right, but she didn't dare text Tehar to ask.

      There was going to be no more talking to him about anything that wasn't related to work or the baby. She'd made up her mind. That last pained look he'd given her before they separated the night before haunted her, but she told herself that they both knew it wasn't possible. They both had things that were simply more important.

      It was a long, exhausting day. Kathy was a little hungover and preoccupied with her situation. She went through the motions of her work, unable to focus. Near the end of the day, she took a break, hoping the fresh air would clear her head.

      She shouldered her way through the heavy parking lot door, making sure the brick was in place to hold it open. It was another unseasonably warm day. Her mood wanted it to be gray and overcast, but the sky was as cheerfully blue as ever, oblivious to the plight and personal struggles of the people living under it.

      The birds still sang; the flowers still bloomed in reckless profusion, coating the barren parking lot in petals like a snow drift. Kathy leaned against the wall and watched them stir in the hot, listless breeze. Her brain kept turning the problem over in her head, again and again, looking for another angle, a different solution. She tried to force the thoughts away. This was how it had to be. She wasn't going to risk her career over a man, not even one as gorgeous and perfect as Tehar. Their single night of passion had been risky enough.

      She heard the scrape of the metal door opening and looked over, expecting an intern telling her she was needed back on set. Instead, she saw Mitchell swaggering out. From how smug he looked, she worried she hadn't succeeded in protecting the interns from him last night after all. Then he turned that nasty grin on her and Kathy realized that this, whatever it was, was personal.

      "Morning, Kathy," he said.

      "Morning, Mitchell," she replied, suspicious.

      "Beautiful morning, right?" He nodded his head towards the parking lot without looking. "But you seem distracted today. Everything all right?"

      "Everything's fine," she answered, wondering why he was burying the lead like this. "I just have a lot on my mind. I should probably get back to—"

      "That was some party last night," Mitchell went on, ignoring her. "Seems like you had a good time."

      He gave her a significant look, and Kathy felt her heart speed up. She kept her expression flat, unimpressed.

      "It seems like you and the chairman were getting along great," he said casually. "Really getting into the spirit of the holiday, you know?"

      Kathy's nostrils flared as she fought the urge to hit him and run. She said nothing.

      "I mean, hooking up at the office party is kind of par for the course," Mitchell said with a laugh, finally getting to the point as he pulled his phone out of his pocket. "But I think you two might have broken some kind of record."

      Kathy's blood ran cold as Mitchell began playing a video on his phone and she heard the distinctive sound of her own moans. Tehar spoke her name in a breathless whisper, and Kathy snatched the phone out of Mitchell's hand and threw it hard onto the pavement, stomping on it with all the power in her sturdy, office-appropriate heels. Mitchell laughed.

      "That's all right, sweetheart," he said. "I've got plenty of copies. This isn't going away, sugar. Not for a while."

      "What do you want?" Kathy spat like the words were venomous, fear battling her righteous anger.

      "I already got everything I want," he said. "As of this moment, you're suspended, indefinitely. You're just too much of a liability to keep around, you know? We can't afford any scandals around here."

      He chuckled, clearly pleased with himself. Kathy wanted to punch him more than she'd ever wanted anything else in her life.

      "The Sheikh will—" she started to say.

      "The Sheikh won't do anything." He cut her off with a snap of sudden, real anger. "Unless he wants his perfect reputation and yours flushed down the toilet, he'll stay in the desert where he belongs. You tell him, he comes back to this studio, to this state, if he ever interferes with my business again in any way, I will post this video everywhere, and I will make dang sure he never works again. Understood, sweet cheeks?"

      Kathy's fists clenched. She was already suspended, and he probably couldn't call the cops without revealing the leverage he had over her. It was all the permission Kathy needed to pull back and plant her fist just as deep in his nose as she was able. She heard the satisfying crunch of it breaking, and Mitchell stumbled back, dazed and swearing and bleeding.

      Kathy didn't wait for him to recover. She stormed off to her car and left, anger a boiling fog in her brain. She didn't even remember getting home. One minute she was pulling out of the parking lot, the next she was slamming her apartment door so hard that the print of her favorite painting fell off the wall, the glass front of the frame shattering loudly.

      The anger drained out of her slowly. She stumbled into her bedroom and locked the door, flopping onto her bed.

      There was nothing she could do. All avenues had, with the sudden finality of a guillotine, been closed to her all at once. She couldn't be with Tehar. Her career was over. She probably wouldn't even be able to have the baby. All because of her stupid father's stupid will.

      Why had he done this to her? What had caused the cruel, senseless impulse that had made him think he should force his daughter, practically a stranger to him at that point, to have a baby or give up her home and everything else he'd ever built for her? What had he wanted from her?

      Tears stung her eyes and she hid them in her pillow. She'd probably never understand. She'd barely known him. She'd always thought he wanted her to follow in his footsteps, to become a great journalist like him.

      For the first few years after she got her start, she'd sent him her articles and TV spots, half out of spite ("See how much I've accomplished without you? I don't care that you left. I never needed you.") and half out of a desperate, terrible desire for his approval. He'd never responded at all. She'd never known how he felt about her progress. And now, she never would.

      Unless this, this bear trap of a will, this spike pit he'd pushed her into, was his response after all. And the truth was he didn't approve, he never had. He'd been disappointed in her the whole time. She'd never be good enough to follow him, and the only way to get her to let go of her stupid, futile dreams, was to saddle her with a kid and force her to settle down.

      Was that what he wanted? Was that what her father had thought of her? The thought made her want to break something more. Instead, she choked on the anger and buried herself in her blankets.

      There was a tap on her door.

      "Kathy?"

      It was Tessa. Kathy said nothing.

      "Kathy, are you okay? There's broken glass all over the floor. Should I call the hospital?"

      Silence.

      "If you don't answer soon, I'm going to call 911."

      "I'm fine," Kathy shouted. "I'm fine. Please just…go away."

      Tessa considered it for a long moment.

      "Okay," she called through the door at last. "I'll leave you alone. I'm going to clean up this glass first, though. And I'll come back in a few hours. You can text me if you decide you want to talk, okay?"

      "Okay," Kathy replied. She could almost feel Tessa's reluctance as she left the door. She heard the shuffling sound of Tessa sweeping up the broken glass, then the quiet click of the front door.

      Silence descended, and Kathy suddenly didn't know what to do with herself. Her head hummed with a dozen desperate, angry sorrows like frantic insects flinging themselves against the inside of her head, bouncing off the lights of her eyes.

      She wanted to do something, anything, to fix this, but she lay paralyzed instead. There was nothing to do. There was nothing she could do at all.
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* * *

      Tessa did come back in a few hours, but Kathy still wasn't ready to talk to her. She told her that she just wanted to sleep, and Tessa reluctantly left again, promising to come back in the morning.

      Kathy got up long enough to take off her clothes, an achievement really considering how she felt, then crawled back under the covers and proceeded to lay there, worrying and wondering and wishing she could just close her eyes and go to sleep.

      But sleep eluded her for most of the night. It wasn't until sunrise that she finally dozed off for a few hours. She dreamed of chasing her father through a dark thicket, all tangled thorns and snaring branches that slowed her down. There was something awful hunting her, an ugly beast with dripping jaws, but she knew if she could just catch her father, they could fight it together. But she could never catch him.

      She woke with a jerk and found herself reluctant to try sleeping again, despite being exhausted. She got up instead and started researching ways to deal with blackmail. She didn't find much that would help in her situation, but then again, she hadn't really expected to.

      Rather miserably, she started looking at other career options instead. It was a phenomenally depressing task. She wasn't going to be able to work in journalism again most likely. Mitchell would blackball her for the entire industry. She knew he had the connections for it.

      She had the communications degrees to go into teaching, but if they saw the video, that would be right out the window. She was sure Mitchell would publish it as soon as he got tired of extorting them, anyway, just for fun. She'd never be the face of anything again. Goodness. Maybe she could do radio?

      Around lunch, Tessa knocked on her door again, and this time, reluctantly, Kathy let her in. They sat on her bed as Kathy explained everything that had happened, from the Valentine's party to the confrontation with Mitchell.

      "What a mess," Tessa muttered. "Have you told the Sheikh yet?"

      Kathy shook her head. "I don't know what to say. This is all my fault. He wanted to stay impersonal, but I pushed him to get closer. If I had just kept my distance, none of this would have happened."

      "You don't know that," Tessa reassured her. "You don't know what would have happened. From what you described, it sounds like he was pretty into you too."

      Kathy shook her head and Tessa took her hand.

      "Either way," Tessa said. "You need to tell him. Soon. There may still be a way out of this."

      Kathy wasn't so sure. And it was hard to motivate herself to do anything, feeling the way she did. Without her work, it was like all the energy had left her. Still, Tessa was right. She needed to tell Tehar.
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* * *

      She texted him around the time of what had been their nightly phone call, abandoned since Valentine's Day. Just a simple, We need to talk.

      It took him about twenty minutes to call her back.

      "Hello, Miss Burgess," he said, and she could hear from the first word how very intentionally distant he was keeping himself. No more mistakes. Just business. "Is something the matter?"

      "Yeah," she said, rubbing her tired eyes. "We have a problem."

      She gave him the short version and then, when he asked, the long version too. Once she'd finished, he fell silent for a few long, tense moments, considering. Kathy waited for his verdict and considered going back to bed. She was so tired. She remembered her nightmare from before and shuddered, dismissing the idea.

      "Thank you for telling me," Tehar said at last, clipped and emotionless. "I will speak to my lawyers. This will be sorted out."

      "What should I do?" Kathy asked. "I could look into—"

      "Nothing," Tehar replied sharply. "Don't do anything. Stay at home; stay under the radar. I will take care of this."

      "Shouldn't we at least talk about—"

      "I will take care of everything. Just stay out of the way."

      Kathy felt his words like a knife. Did he blame her for this? Did he think she would only make things worse?

      "What about our arrangement?" Kathy asked. "The baby?"

      "I think it's safe to say that plan is no longer viable."

      It felt like a cold slap to the face. Kathy didn't answer, holding her breath as she tried to control her emotions.

      "I'm sorry, Kathy," Tehar said, the cold distance in his voice slipping for just a moment. She started to answer him, but the call cut off with a click. He'd hung up.
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* * *

      A week crawled by.

      Kathy tried to stay busy and keep her mind off of things. She had plenty of personal writing work she'd been putting off. But she struggled to stay focused and motivated. It had always been easy to focus on work before, but now her thoughts kept wandering, mostly to Tehar. She knew he had to cut her off. Even without Mitchell, they had both decided to rebuild and respect those barriers. But it hurt how easy it had been for him. She hated herself for wanting more.

      Tessa tried to help, visiting frequently and trying to help Kathy distract herself. But it just wasn't going to work.

      "I wish I knew how to help you."

      Kathy sat on her couch, wrapped in a blanket. There was a cheesy horror movie on the TV and pizza on the coffee table. Tessa had brought everything, wanting to make up for the night they'd missed together.

      Kathy did her best to be appreciative, but she couldn't focus on any of it. It just reminded her of what had happened on Valentine's Day. Tessa looked increasingly unhappy as her attempts to help fell flat. She was curled up on her own side of the couch, picking at her pizza slice.

      "If it was just a breakup I'd know what to do," Tessa said. "Even if you'd lost your job. But this… I don't know what to do, Kathy. I don't know how to help you."

      "You're doing everything you can," Kathy said with a sigh. "More than anyone could expect of you. I just…I just need to be a mess for a while I think. I'll get through it. I just need time."

      "It just isn't fair," Tessa said, strained with unhappiness. "It's enough to lose your inheritance and the house, but your job too, and him…"

      "Hey, at least my dad will be happy," Kathy said with a shrug. "He's getting his last wish. I'm not working anymore. That's what he really wanted, after all. I guess this is what I get for trying to get around his will."

      "You know he didn't mean it like this," Tessa said gently. "He wasn’t the model father, but I know he didn't mean it that way."

      "I don't know that," Kathy pointed out. "That's the point. I have no idea what he meant. I didn't know him at all."

      "Then what's the point in assuming the worst?" Tessa asked.

      "Well, if he'd actually cared about me he wouldn't have left, would he?" Kathy pointed out, her words lemon bitter and sharp as broken glass.

      "I can count the number of times I saw him after high school graduation on one hand. And I could probably do the years from age ten to eighteen on two. He didn't care about me. He didn't want to be around me. I don't think he even liked me. So, I can hardly imagine he'd do something like this for my own good. It's just one last spiteful jab to make sure I really know just how much he wished I'd never been born."

      Kathy realized how loud she was getting and cut herself off so hard her teeth clicked together. Tessa stared at her in worried silence.

      "I'm going to go to bed," Kathy said and stood up, dragging her blanket behind her. "Thank you for the pizza."
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      Another week dragged past, then another, slow as a creeping glacier. Kathy spent most of it in bed. She felt restless and frustrated, but she didn't know what to do. She wanted to call Tehar, to at least ask for an update, but she couldn't make herself do it. She wanted to fight Mitchell, but she knew that would only make it worse. Tehar had told her to avoid even going outside.

      Around the end of the second week, she had defiantly gone out anyway, to the park near her house. It was getting warmer all the time and the plants were running wild. The scent of the orange blossoms was so strong it made her slightly nauseous. She ignored her unsteady stomach to sit on a bench under the shade of their branches.

      She was hoping a little sunshine might shake her out of her funk, but she was already beginning to doubt it. She tipped her head back over the back of the bench, her face turned up to the dappled sunlight shimmering through the leaves, and closed her eyes, trying to imagine some kind of better outcome to all of this.

      "Kathy?"

      She sat up quickly, surprised at the sound of her name. A familiar man in a blue button-up was standing in front of her, his inoffensively attractive features arranged in an unexpected smile.

      "Richard," she said, straightening up. "I didn't expect to see you here."

      "Just passing through," Richard replied. "I found this great Indian place around the corner. How are you doing? How goes the search?"

      "Not great," Kathy answered in reply to both questions. She wasn't sure why she felt compelled to be honest with him, but she did. "I thought I found someone, but it didn't work out. Now I've probably lost my job because of it."

      "Ouch," Richard winced. He stepped closer and sat next to her. "Are you still trying?"

      She shook her head, making room for him on the bench.

      "I don't think so," she said. "It seems like I was kind of naive to even try."

      "Well, I might be biased," Richard said with a shrug, "but I don't think it was naïve, per se. I think maybe you went about it wrong."

      "Oh?" The skepticism was clear in Kathy's voice. She raised an eyebrow expectantly.

      "You went into it looking for the wrong thing," Richard said. "I think I did too, honestly. I'm being serious here. I was trying to treat things casually even though I knew I wanted a wife and a traditional family. I was scared of committing or coming off as desperate. You were taking people on dates and looking at online hookup sites even though you said you didn't want a relationship. So, I mean, we were both screwing ourselves from the beginning. We were setting ourselves up to be disappointed because we weren't actually looking for what we wanted."

      "Wise words, guru," Kathy said dryly. "You should open a yoga studio or something."

      "I know, it's cheesy." Richard held up his hands in surrender. "But it is the truth. We were both sending mixed signals."

      "We also just didn't like each other very much," Kathy pointed out. "That was also an important factor."

      "True." Richard laughed. "But, you know, we could change that if we wanted."

      Kathy looked up at him with a questioning frown.

      "People have been making less than ideal relationships work since mankind first started cohabitating," Richard said. "I'm not saying it's easy. I don't think any lasting relationship is. But we could make it work."

      Kathy sighed and looked away.

      "Sorry," Richard said, looking away. "Probably shouldn't have jumped right into that. See what I meant about coming across as desperate?"

      "You are desperate," Kathy said flatly. Richard shrugged in unflustered acceptance. "Why does it matter so much to you?"

      "I've been thinking about that a lot myself," Richard confessed. "I've been trying to figure out what I want, you know? I think part of it is that, growing up, I always thought I'd have all that by the time I was this age. A family, I mean. I got the job and the nice house, but the wife and kids never happened. And it feels incomplete. My home life wasn't great growing up, so I had this big shiny fantasy of what a real family is like. It's like my oldest, most cherished dream."

      "Sounds like you're more into the idea of a family than the reality of it," Kathy said. "What happens when you get what you wanted and it doesn't live up to the dream?"

      "Good question," Richard replied. "I don't know."

      They were both quiet for a moment.

      "So much of it, for me, has been about trying to please my dad," Kathy admitted. "I kind of hated him, but at the same time, I wanted his approval so much. I guess I thought if I could prove myself to him, maybe he'd stay. Maybe he'd care about me. But he's dead. He can't approve of anything now. There's just this stupid ultimatum he left behind. At first, I thought maybe it was some kind of last challenge. Like he wanted me to prove I could be a great reporter and have a family the same way he did. Now I'm starting to think he just never wanted me to follow in his footsteps at all."

      "Maybe." Richard leaned back against the bench, contemplating the sky. "Who knows? It's not like you can ask him. He probably wouldn't have given you a straight answer if you did."

      Kathy looked at Richard in surprise.

      "Everyone keeps telling me he meant well," she said.

      "I've got some experience with not-so-great parents," Richard replied. "And whatever way you shake it, this wasn’t a nice thing to do. Anyone who says you have to love your family just because they're related to you can stick that where the sun don't shine. Sometimes parents are monsters. Sometimes they're just not cut out to be parents at all. You're not obligated to excuse their behavior."

      "Seems like you're pretty passionate about that," Kathy noted, suddenly wondering what Richard had gone through.

      "It took a lot of therapy for me to stop trying to find a way to love the people who hurt me," Richard said quietly. "It doesn't have to be that way. You don't owe anyone your forgiveness."

      "Thank you," Kathy said, surprised by how much she meant it. "Really."

      Richard shrugged.

      "I'm not going to marry you," Kathy said after a moment. "Not ever. But I'd like to be your friend."

      "That's probably for the best." Richard laughed. "Yeah. Friends sounds good."

      "I was going to go out with my friend Tessa this weekend," she said. "You could come with. You like craft beer?"

      "Love it."

      "Awesome. Tessa's obsessed. She wants to take me to this tasting thing."

      "The Wynwood Beer Festival?"

      "Yeah, that one."

      "I already have tickets!"

      "What a stroke of serendipity. Tessa will be thrilled. I really couldn't care less about beer."

      Richard shook his head in amused dismay.

      "Yeah, we really shouldn't date," he said with a laugh.

      Kathy snorted, then wrinkled her nose in distaste at the sickly-sweet orange blossom scent.

      "I have to get out of here," she said. "The orange smell is making me feel sick."

      "Really?" Richard frowned, sniffing the air. "I thought it was pretty mild today. I can barely smell it."

      "Well, I'm going to throw up if I stay here any longer," Kathy replied. "I'm going home. I'll send you a message about Wynwood later."

      "See you there," Richard said, watching her go with a slightly concerned frown. He really wasn't such a bad guy.

      Kathy was still feeling unwell when she got home, though it had faded a little away from the orange blossoms. She shook it off, only for it to return in force when she opened the fridge to contemplate dinner.

      The box of leftover Chinese food on the top shelf had only been there a day, but the smell hit her like a rogue wave and sent her reeling and dry heaving. She gave up on the idea of food entirely and crawled into bed until the room stopped spinning. What had that been? Maybe she was coming down with something. She went to bed early in the hopes that it would be gone, but the next morning the nausea was still there. She wasn't throwing up, but any strong smell seemed to set her off. Goodness, she thought, it’s a good thing Tessa isn't seeing this. You'd almost think I was—

      Kathy froze in the middle of retching over the kitchen sink and did some mental math. It was three, almost four weeks since Valentine's Day. She'd never kept careful track of her period, but it was fairly regular. She'd been expecting it the past several days, blaming her bloating and moodiness on the upcoming visit from Mother Nature. But it wasn't here. She swallowed hard and her stomach churned for an entirely new reason.

      She pulled on sweatpants and double timed it to the nearest corner store that sold pregnancy tests. Don't panic, she told herself as she hurried home. She probably just had a stomach bug. She was overreacting. It was better to be cautious, but still. There was no chance she was pregnant.

      Well, maybe not no chance, she thought, remembering Valentine's Day. But only a very slim chance. Twenty percent, tops. She did a mental tally and ruefully upgraded the odds to fifty percent. Still, she wasn't pregnant. Maybe if she thought it hard enough, it would be true.

      She took the test as quickly as possible, then paced, fretting, while the result developed. Then, throwing the first result in the garbage, she did it again. But the result was the same. Sitting on the toilet, Kathy looked at the test stick in her hand and the two little pink lines that indicated a positive result. Then she reached for her phone.

      It was hard to say how she was feeling. Perhaps the most honest answer would be to say that she was not. She was having some kind of delayed reaction. Her brain just wouldn't process it. So, she was just sitting there on the couch, totally blank, while Tessa bounced between euphoria and terror like an emotional pinball. She was pacing in front of Kathy's sofa, brandishing a takeout menu like a baton.

      "But this is great!" Tessa said, hitting euphoria again. "You're going to get your inheritance! The family house! This is exactly what you wanted! I mean sure, it’s probably going to ruin your career and QIC Media and the scandal will be awful…" Tessa was dropping back down into terror again, the shift visible on her expression, which just as suddenly lifted. "But just think of the baby! It's going to be so gorgeous, and a prince!"

      "I told you," Kathy said, "Tehar's not—"

      "Semantics!" Tessa said with a dismissive flick of her wrist. "The point is, you're having a baby! What did the Sheikh say?"

      "I haven't told him yet," Kathy confessed.

      "Aww, you told me first." Tessa looked briefly touched, then smacked Kathy on the arm with the takeout menu. "I can't believe you told me before the father!"

      "This isn't exactly the way we planned it!" Kathy said in her defense. "We were going to use IVF. It was supposed to be clinical and impersonal and guaranteed. God only knows what's happening inside me right now. I could miscarry tomorrow for all we know!"

      "So?" Tessa looked baffled. "What, are you going to wait until it's born to tell him? He has a right to know!"

      "I know!" Kathy shouted, exasperated. "I just… I'm not ready. I can't have that conversation."

      "We need to get you to a doctor," Tessa said, swinging back into worry, tapping the takeout menu on her lips as she thought. "Have you picked an obstetrician yet?"

      "No." Kathy put her face in her hands. It was starting to get through to her now. She stared down at her stomach through her fingers. It still looked perfectly normal. Was there really a little life growing in there? A life she had made. Her and Tehar. She remembered the dream she'd had, that first night he'd taken her to dinner. Standing on the shore, holding hands with a child that had the perfect combination of their features…

      "I'm going to the airport."

      She stood up, interrupting Tessa in the middle of a rant about her ob-gyn. Tessa stared at her in surprise.

      "What?"

      Kathy was already heading towards her room.

      "I'm going to Abu Sadah," she said. "Today."

      "First of all—what?" Tessa replied. "Secondly, why and with what money?"

      "I've got some savings," Kathy said, confidence wavering a little as she dragged her suitcase out from under her bed. It wasn't a lie, but she didn't exactly have surprise vacation money. "I can't tell him this over the phone, Tess. I just can't."

      "Are you sure he wants to see you?"

      That made her stop for a second, fistfuls of clothes in her hands. He probably didn't.

      "I don't care," she said and put another handful of clothes into her suitcase. "I need to see him."

      Tessa watched her for a moment longer, obviously concerned.

      "Okay," she said at last. "If that's what you need. I'll even help with the ticket."

      Kathy dropped the clothes she was holding to throw her arms around Tessa in gratitude. Tessa hugged back her tightly.

      "What a mess," she said. "Just be safe, okay?"

      "I will," Kathy promised. "I just need to do this."

      "You're going to miss Wynwood." Tess pouted in disappointment.

      "Richard will keep you company," Kathy said with a small laugh. "You know I'm worthless with beer. Plus, it’s not like I can drink now, anyway!"
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      They got Kathy’s ticket online, and Tessa drove her to the airport. She'd only packed one bag, small enough for a carry-on. Her first flight was a nine-hour overnight from Miami Airport to Charles De Gaulle in Paris. After a nearly three-hour layover, she'd fly six and a half hours to King Khalid International in Riyadh where she'd have to stay overnight. Then, at six the next morning, she'd take a two-hour flight into Abu Sadah.

      She was thankful she'd kept her passport up-to-date from her days as a travel writer. Still, this was going to be one of the worst flights she'd ever been on.

      That's what you get for buying last minute. Still, it will be worth it, she told herself as she hugged Tessa goodbye and headed through the gate, on to her first flight. To see him again, to figure this out together, would be worth it. It had to be.

      The overnight flight was surprisingly comfortable. There was an in-flight movie and plenty of leg room. She slept through most of it. The six-hour flight after it was less pleasant. She was already stiff and sore from flying all night. At least, thanks to the long layover, she had a chance to walk around the airport, stroll through the shops, and stretch her legs.

      She was still avoiding thinking about her situation. It was harder than it seemed. But then it was back onto the plane for six hours and it was just her and her thoughts in a cramped uncomfortable economy seat.

      Would he want to keep the baby? she wondered. Maybe he'd ask her to abort. It was her decision ultimately, but she didn't really know what she wanted and she wondered if he did. She put her hand on her stomach, imagining that life, as turbulence rattled the plane around her. No, whatever Tehar said, she was going to keep this baby. There was nothing wrong with choosing to end a pregnancy, but she just couldn't do it. It would haunt her.

      The plane finally landed in Riyadh after what felt like a lifetime. She'd booked the closest hotel to the airport. She'd never have been able to afford it alone, but Tessa had refused to entertain the notion of Kathy sleeping in the airport terminal. Kathy made her way up to her small single room and collapsed for eight hours. She woke at five with just enough time to rush back to the airport for her last flight, skipping breakfast in the process.

      It was a small plane, not big enough for separate classes, and the only one flying into Abu Sadah that day. Tehar's country was wealthy but tiny, and not a draw for tourists. As she settled into her seat, she sent him a text.

      I'm landing at the Abu Sadah airport in two hours, she wrote. I'd appreciate it if you picked me up.

      Then, at the insistence of the stewardess, she turned off her phone.

      As the plane taxied for liftoff, the worries she'd been avoiding thinking about came creeping back. The closer she was to Abu Sadah, the stronger they seemed to get. Two hours later, as the plane began to land, she could practically feel them breathing down her neck.

      Would he be there when she landed? Would he be angry? She should have talked to him before she left. She should have explained everything. She'd been too scared to do it over the phone. Why did she think it would be any easier in person? To be perfectly honest, maybe she was just running away, thinking that if she left Miami she could also leave behind the worries that had been plaguing her. But they'd followed her. There was no getting away.

      The plane rolled to a stop. Abu Sadah was too small for a proper airport, just a commercial landing strip outside of its largest city. Kathy disembarked directly onto the tarmac, carrying her single bag. She'd been worrying about where to go after, but there was a sleek white car parked on the asphalt, and Tehar was standing outside it.

      He was wearing traditional clothing, which she'd never seen him in before. The crisp white thobe and red keffiyeh looked good on him; Kathy couldn't deny it. But at the same time, it made him seem like a stranger. She felt even more certain that she'd made the wrong decision. He was frowning, and she couldn't tell if it was concern or anger.

      For a moment, standing in front of him, she wanted to just blurt it out. The words "I'm pregnant" were on the tip of her tongue, waiting to be spoken.

      "Are you all right?" Tehar asked. She nodded and said nothing. Looking unconvinced, he opened the car door for her.

      He sat in the back next to her. Someone else was driving, presumably another hired driver. The car smelled of its new leather seats and Tehar's cologne. Silence hung between them, tangible as a heavy velvet curtain. Tehar tried again to reach past it.

      "We'll have to get you some new clothes," he said. "Western clothes aren't appropriate for a woman in Abu Sadah."

      Kathy looked down at the T-shirt and jeans she'd put on in the hotel in Riyadh, wondering what was so inappropriate about them and what she would be expected to wear instead.

      "How long will you be staying?" Tehar asked.

      "I don't really know," Kathy confessed, finally answering him. "It's complicated."

      "Is it about Mitchell?" Tehar asked, his voice slightly strained. "Did he do something? If he hurt you I—"

      "No." Kathy stopped him, shaking her head. "No, it wasn't Mitchell."

      Despite everything, his concern and his obvious relief when she told him he was wrong was reassuring. It was still Tehar and, though he had distanced himself for the same reason she had, it was clear that he still cared.

      "Then why are you here?" he asked. "Why would you fly all this way just to talk to me?"

      "I'm pregnant," she said. The words spilled out of her all at once before she even realized she was saying them. She just blurted it out. Tehar stared at her.

      She said it again. "I'm pregnant. It's yours. From Valentine's Day."

      Tehar just stared at her. Slowly, he put his head down in his hands. She saw his shoulders shake, and for a moment she was afraid he was crying. Then he sat up and she realized he was laughing.

      "My goodness." He laughed. "It's exactly what we wanted, at precisely the wrong time."

      Kathy snorted as she realized he was right, and soon she was laughing too. Both of them, giggling hysterically in the back seat of his beautiful town car.

      "I'm so sorry for just showing up this way," Kathy said, wiping tears of mirth from her eyes when she could speak again. "I just couldn't say it over the phone."

      "It's fine," Tehar said, taking a deep breath. She waited, hoping the laughter was a sign that he was happy about this, that things would be okay.

      But he said nothing more. He stared out his window, expression as closed off as she'd ever seen it. He said nothing more until the car pulled up in front of a store. He told her to wait as he got out. Several minutes later, he returned with a bag.

      "Put that on," he said. "You'll be meeting my family. You should be properly dressed. You can wear it over your clothes for now."

      Kathy took the black cotton garment from the bag with a frown. It was an abaya, a kind of loose black dress that covered from the neck to the ankle. There was a hood as well. She'd known all Saudi women wore them, but she hadn't been aware they were expected in Abu Sadah as well, and she hadn't really considered that she might be expected to wear one.

      She looked at Tehar, staring impassively out his window again, and sighed. It seemed like this trip would be more stressful than she'd bargained for. With a little difficulty in the confines of the car, she pulled the dress on over her clothes and tucked her hair haphazardly into the hood. At least there wasn't a veil. The fabric was very light, so at least it wasn't too hot, but it was still strange and a little uncomfortable.

      "I'm sorry about that," Tehar said, seeing her frowning down at herself. "I know you're not used to it. It will just be temporary, so try to bear with it."

      "It's fine," Kathy reassured him. "Kind of reminds me of the time I played a nun back in high school drama club."

      But Tehar was already looking out the window again, remaining as distant from her as he could. Even now that she was pregnant, was he still going to try to act like this was just business?

      "How's it been going with your lawyers?" she asked instead. "Do you think we'll be able to stop Mitchell?'

      "It's a long and tedious process," Tehar replied. "We really don't know anything yet. The laws in my country do not exactly look kindly on sleeping with unmarried women, so that has complicated things a bit."

      "I'm so sorry it turned out this way," Kathy said, giving up watching him and looking out her own window. "This should have been simple."

      "It isn't your fault," Tehar said. "There's no one to blame for this but Mitchell."

      Things fell silent again and remained that way for the rest of the drive. The downtown of Abu Sadah's capital seemed much like any other city she'd ever seen, though all the people were dressed the same, with men in white thobes and women in black abayas.

      But soon they were outside the city, driving along the Gulf coast. The ocean stretched out on one side of them, the desert on the other. Mountains defined the horizon in the farthest distance, hazy in the bright sunlight. Temperatures here weren't so different from Miami, in the eighties this time of year, but far dryer than the humid Florida air.

      Soon, the car pulled up to a gate and, after a brief conversation between the driver and the man in the gatehouse, it opened and they pulled into an estate Kathy wouldn't have hesitated to call palatial. If anything, the word was an understatement. She stared out her window in undisguised awe as they followed a winding drive through acres of elaborate gardens, blooming brilliant green in the midst of the desert.

      How much work must they go to, she wondered, how many gardeners, how many gallons of water, to keep all this so green? The main building was massive, at least four stories high. The shape was broad and square like an English palace, but the corners rounded into towers topped with shining domes, the largest of which covered the center of the massive structure. The facade was a glory of Arabian architecture, full of beautiful scalloped arches and glittering golden embellishments. In front of the main house, a gigantic fountain sat in the center of an elaborate mosaic. The car pulled to a stop in front of the fountain, and Tehar offered Kathy a hand out of the car.

      A line of black-robed women stood at the top of the stairs leading to the palace doors. Tehar approached them, with Kathy trailing behind a little uncertainly.

      "Salam Alaikum," Tehar greeted the women, then turned to Kathy. "This is my mother, Sheikha Basira Al-Kindi, my sister Fairuz, my sister-in-law Ihab, and my cousin Khalila. This is the palace of my aunt, Sheikha Nouha."

      Kathy murmured an uncomfortable, “Salam.” The tallest of the women, Sheikha Basira, was looking at Kathy with cold hostility in her eyes.

      "Mother, sisters," Tehar said, nodding to his family. "This is Kathy Burgess."

      "The woman from the video," Sheikha Basira said sharply.

      "Yes," Tehar confirmed.

      "You have brought her for the lawyers?" Basira asked. Tehar took a deep breath, steeling himself.

      "No," he said. "She is pregnant with my child."

      There was an immediate flurry of emotion from Tehar's sisters and cousin, somewhere between excitement and scandal. They spoke over one another in a rush of Arabic, either congratulating or scolding Tehar. It was difficult to tell. Basira was perfectly still and silent. It wasn't hard to tell how she felt about the situation.

      "I will prepare her a room," Basira said in chilly, perfect English. She turned away and vanished into the house. After a moment of uncertainty, Fairuz and Ihab followed her, but cousin Khalila lingered.

      "Perhaps, while she is getting a room ready, you would like her to meet Shadaf?" Khalila offered. She had a sweet, gentle voice, and seemed young, probably in her twenties.

      Tehar glanced at Kathy, considering it.

      "I'd like that," Kathy said. "I've heard a lot about him."

      "That will be fine," Tehar decided.

      Khalila turned, her skirts sweeping the stair, and led them inside.
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* * *

      The palace was even more beautiful inside than out. Every room was enormous and every inch gilded to capacity. They passed through countless golden silk draped arches and white marble staircases curving up into infinity. Beautiful sculptures and fountains, inner courtyards teeming with greenery, golden screens in hypnotic patterns. And every bit of it empty. Wherever Tehar's mother and sisters had gone, they seemed to be the only ones here. She didn't even see servants.

      At last, they reached a large courtyard near the edge of the main house. It was even more elaborately gardened than the rest of the palace, and the smell of flowers was sweet and strong. There was a chaise lounge set up among the flowers, draped in soft embroidered pillows and blankets.

      A young man was lying across it, his eyes closed and a book open on his chest. He was beautiful, shockingly so, in a way that both resembled Tehar and might have been his mirror opposite. Where the lines of Tehar's face were angular and resolute as a cliffside sculpted by the sea, Shadaf's were delicate and fragile as a shell. He seemed made of wire and glass, golden brown skin so thin it was nearly translucent, or an ancient masterpiece of marble soon to crumble.

      His dark hair curled over his brow and mirrored perfect crescents of the dark circles under his eyes. When he opened them, they were green as sea glass. He sat up, stirred by the sound of their approach, and the book slipped off his chest and nearly fell. Tehar darted forward to catch it, chuckling as he pressed it back into his cousin's hands.

      There was affection in his eyes so deep it was almost painful. Even on his normally guarded features, Kathy could never have missed it. Shadaf thanked Tehar in Arabic, then turned his eyes to Kathy curiously.

      "Who is this, Tehar?" he asked. "Don't tell me you've finally found a girlfriend?"

      "This is Kathy Burgess," Tehar answered, then cleared his throat. "The…one I told you about."

      "Oh, the one having your baby?" Shadaf asked, putting his book aside. "Are you still doing that?"

      "It's actually happening a little ahead of schedule," Kathy said, touching her stomach. Shadaf looked briefly confused, then his eyes widened in understanding.

      "Oh," he said. "I didn't know you were doing it the traditional way. Congratulations."

      Kathy laughed a little. Tehar looked incredibly embarrassed.

      "You're Shadaf, right?" Kathy said, offering a hand to shake. "Tehar talks about you a lot."

      "Only good things, I hope?" Shadaf winked, kissing the back of Kathy's fingers.

      "Shadaf! Behave yourself!" Khalila slapped Shadaf playfully on the shoulder.

      "I see you've met my wife, the beautiful Khalila?" Shadaf said with a small laugh. "It's very nice to meet you Kathy, and welcome to the family."

      "I don't know if I'm really part of the family," Kathy said with an awkward smile. "But thank you."

      "Nonsense," Shadaf said kindly. "You're having Tehar's baby. The circumstances may be a little strange, but that makes you one of us."

      Kathy glanced at Tehar, wondering if he would agree, but Tehar wasn't even looking in their direction. He stared off, watching the birds cling to the wrought iron struts of the conservatory's glass walls, his frown remote and unreadable.

      "I don't think Basira will see it that way," Khalila put in instead. "You know she was against this plan in the first place."

      Shadaf grimaced.

      "True, she did have her heart set on convincing him to marry Fatima Al-Enzi, didn't she?"

      "Not Fatima," Khalila corrected. "The other one. The younger one."

      "Farah," Tehar replied offhandedly, distracted.

      "That's the one," Shadaf confirmed. "Pretty Farah. She wanted to improve the family's standing or something. The Al-Enzi's rule some strategically important island out in the gulf."

      "Dar Saila," Khalila provided. "It would have been a good match."

      "But Tehar's always been stubborn," Shadaf continued with a laugh. "He wouldn't have it."

      "Which is lucky for you!" Khalila smiled at Kathy kindly. Or at least, Kathy thought she was smiling. It was hard to tell behind the veil.

      "That remains to be seen," Tehar said. He had pulled out his phone and was frowning down at it seriously. "I need to go. I have to meet with the lawyers today. Please look after her for me."

      He said nothing else to Kathy, just hurried out, leaving her behind. Kathy was too surprised by his sudden chilly exit to even call after him.

      "Or perhaps not so lucky," Khalila murmured, watching Tehar go. "What's gotten into him?"

      "This was never supposed to happen," Kathy answered, feeling the weight of guilt settle in her stomach as she stared at the door he'd just left by, almost willing him to return. "It was supposed to just be business. We got too close and made a mistake. It's ruined my career, it might ruin his too, and now there's this…"

      She looked down at her belly with a sigh.

      "I thought he could help me figure it out. Decide what to do."

      "Tehar is a good man," Shadaf said gently, taking her hand. "I'm sure he's doing what he thinks is best. Whatever else happens, I know he won't abandon you or his child. It's not in his nature."

      "I wish I could believe that," Kathy said, sitting down on the edge of the chaise. "But I don't know his nature. I'm starting to think I don't know anything about him at all."

      "Well, we can help with that," Khalila said, sitting beside her. "Shadaf and I have known Tehar since we were children. There's nothing about him we can't tell you."

      For the next hour or so, Kathy sat with Khalila and Shadaf, reminiscing about their childhood with Tehar. He'd always been reserved, weighed down by the expectations of his family. He'd had to grow up fast, and had never really learned how to be open about his feelings.

      "Did you know," Shadaf said, peeling an orange with a small knife, using slow, meticulous strokes. "I'm actually ahead of Tehar in line for the crown?"

      "I thought you said you were younger than him?" Kathy was sitting on the rim of a nearby fountain now, dipping her fingers in the water as they talked. Khalila had brought out some embroidery.

      "I am," Shadaf replied. "But that would only matter if we were brothers. The current sheikh’s father was the oldest of three. His brother, the sheikh’s uncle, was my grandfather. His sister, the sheikh’s aunt, is Basira's mother, Tehar's grandmother."

      "Sounds confusing," Kathy said, trying to follow it in her head.

      "Royal lineages always are," Shadaf replied with a laugh. "Basically, if the current sheikh died with no heir, the crown would pass to his uncle, not his aunt. Through his uncle, my grandfather, it would pass to my father, and then to me. Except, because of my condition, it would never be allowed to pass to me."

      "Really?" Kathy frowned. "But you seem perfectly fit to lead. Just because you can't get up and run around—"

      Shadaf shook his head.

      "The family would never allow such weakness to represent the crown," he said. "There is also the fact that I have made it clear I intend to produce no heirs. My condition is genetic, and I would never risk burdening a child with this."

      Kathy felt a throb of sympathy for the young man, but he seemed to be at peace with it.

      "Khalila and I have discussed adopting," he said, reaching for his wife's hand. "But I fear a child with no blood relation to the family would always be treated as an outsider. He could certainly never inherit. And as I will likely not be around to protect him…"

      "You don't know that," Khalila scolded. "You could live to be a hundred. Nothing is certain."

      "Of course, my flower," Shadaf said, patting Khalila's hand. But Kathy could guess from his expression that he didn't believe it.

      There was a sound from the door and they turned, Kathy half hoping it would be Tehar. But it was his sister, Ihab. She said something to Khalila in Arabic and vanished again.

      "Your room is ready," Khalila said, standing up. "I'm surprised it took so long. Would you like to go see it? You must be exhausted."

      "I am," Kathy confirmed, standing up. "That sounds fantastic."

      "I'll be back in just a bit, my darling," Khalila told Shadaf.

      "Take your time," Shadaf assured her. "I'm not going anywhere."

      Kathy couldn't help but feel a sting of envy at the way they smiled at each other, their affection for one another apparent, but she regretted it at once. Shadaf was dying, and their love, no matter how strong, wouldn't change that. There was nothing to be envied there.
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      The room was splendid. Even among the many wonders of the palace, it still ranked among some of the loveliest rooms Kathy had ever seen. It was spacious, longer than it was wide, with the far wall almost entirely consumed by a beautiful arching window through which the blue light of the midday sky streamed. Kathy was fairly certain it opened onto a balcony, but at the moment she was preoccupied with the shining chandelier with its glowing flower shaped sconces, and the bed, which was wide enough for six people to lie down side-by-side.

      Its embroidered comforter was a swirling landscape of gold that ended in the crisp white of the bedding peeking out below like the sea foam cresting a wave. The massive mahogany headboard filled the wall behind it, sculpted in precise geometric patterns. A backless couch sat at the end of the bed, and across from it, an elaborate vanity waited. Past that, nearer the window, were a table and two chairs perfect for an intimate breakfast. A final chaise lay just in the windows light, touched by the shimmering chiffon curtains. It was certainly the most luxurious room Kathy had ever stayed in. Khalila huffed in annoyance.

      "Basira would give you the smallest room," she said, shaking her head. "And this decor looks like a hotel room. I will make her give you something better—"

      "No, no, this is fine!" Kathy said quickly. "Please, I'll stay here."

      "But she is trying to insult you!" Khalila insisted.

      "Then she failed." Kathy laughed. "If you managed to find a room nicer than this, I'd probably faint, and then be too afraid to touch anything to actually make any use of it. This is perfect."

      "She'll think you're simple," Khalila warned.

      "I am simple," Kathy said with a shrug. "And I love this room. Also, I think if I don't lie down soon, I'm going to faint."

      Khalila laughed a little, shaking her head.

      "All right then," she said. "If you're sure. Get some rest, my friend. I'll see you soon."

      She left, and Kathy, with immense relief, collapsed into the massive bed, which was the softest and most indulgent thing her body had ever come into contact with. She sighed with delight, her body finally unkinking after being crammed into that airplane seat so long, and fell asleep almost at once, which was all for the better. She didn’t want to be left alone with her thoughts.
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* * *

      She woke a few hours later to the growling of her own stomach. She'd skipped breakfast that morning and the night before she'd had had an overpriced airport salad for dinner when she landed in Riyadh, which she'd inhaled on her way to the hotel.

      She fumbled for her phone and realized it was nearly seven there—almost dinner time, and she hadn't eaten all day. No wonder she felt like her stomach had been replaced by a black hole. She worried about the baby, her guilt like a gnawing insect. She shouldn't be skipping meals.

      She sat up, bleary-eyed, her abaya twisted around her uncomfortably. She should have taken it off before she slept, but she had been too tired to bother. She was still straightening it out when someone knocked on the door.

      "Come in," she called, heart leaping with the sudden hope that it might be Tehar.

      But it was Ihab again. She said something in Arabic, to which Kathy shrugged helplessly. She didn't speak a word of it.

      "Food," Ihab tried again. "Food, now."

      "Dinner?" Kathy guessed.

      "Yes, dinner." She pronounced it strangely. Kathy assumed Ihab knew only a little more English than Kathy knew Arabic. Honestly, she'd been relieved that Shadaf and Khalila spoke it so easily.

      Kathy got up and finished straightening out her clothes. The abaya didn't wrinkle, thank goodness, and at least underneath the all-encompassing garment she didn't need to worry about dressing nicely for dinner. She followed Ihab as she led her through the palace to the dining room.

      Kathy was glad for the guidance. She would never have found it on her own. She'd struggle to find her own room again tonight, even though she was desperately trying to memorize the turns and landmarks of the grand palace.

      The dining room wasn't so different from what she was used to. Shadaf was already there, sitting in the middle of the table. Basira was on his left, in-between him and Khalila. Two seats had been left open to his right. Ihab went to sit with Fairuz on the other side of the two empty seats.

      Shadaf smiled when he saw her.

      "Perfect timing," he said. "Here, you'll sit next to me. This is the place for honored guests."

      "Thank you," Kathy said, sitting next to him.

      "We're just waiting on Tehar," Shadaf replied.

      Kathy settled in. The food had been served just as she arrived and was steaming attractively in the center of the table on silver serving dishes. Everything was heavily spiced and aromatic, and Kathy felt herself salivating at the inviting scent. But no one else at the table had touched anything, waiting patiently for Tehar. So, she folded her hands in her lap and resigned herself to waiting. She was starting to feel a little lightheaded.

      Khalila and Shadaf chatted amicably in Arabic over Basira's head. Ihab and Fairuz talked amongst each other as well. Only Basira was silent, seeming to be staunchly ignoring Kathy's existence. Kathy, trapped by the language barrier, had no choice but to remain silent as well.

      After about fifteen minutes, during which everyone but Basira grew increasingly restless, Shadaf straightened up and said something in Arabic.

      "That's enough," he continued in English. "Tehar is clearly too busy to join us tonight and I'm not going to let this food go to waste. Let's eat. Sahtain!"

      He reached for one of the silver dishes and started to put food on Kathy's plate. Basira reached out suddenly to stop him.

      "Women do not eat until all the men have been served," she said, her voice low and tense. Shadaf stared back at her, at first surprised, then angry.

      "She is our guest," Shadaf said slowly. "She eats first."

      "Not in my house," Basira declared, voice rising with anger.

      "Well, then allow me to remind you that this is not your house," Shadaf said, sharp with outrage. "Absent as my mother may be, this is her palace, not yours."

      "It's fine!" Kathy said quickly, mortified at the thought of causing a fight between them. "I'll wait for Tehar."

      "Kathy—" Shadaf started to protest.

      "I don't mind," Kathy interrupted him immediately. "Everyone can start without me. Please."

      Shadaf looked unhappy with the decision, but he nodded in acceptance. Basira returned to her silence. It was impossible to tell whether she felt this was a victory or a loss, her veil obscuring everything.

      With the issue settled, Shadaf was served first and waited until Khalila, Basira, Fairuz and finally Ihab had been served before he started eating. Kathy sat in front of her empty plate and waited.

      "I'm sure he'll show up soon," Shadaf reassured her. "He's probably just running late."

      Kathy hoped he was right. But she was determined to wait however long it took. This was a challenge from Basira, and she was determined to prove herself. She could wait as long as it took.

      An hour later, the family had finished their food and were just lingering over dessert, talking, and Tehar had still not arrived. Kathy still sat, silent, in front of her empty plate. The silence was only partly because she couldn't speak Arabic. She was also so woozy and lightheaded that it was becoming difficult to focus. Ihab and Fairuz excused themselves after a little while, then Khalila stood to help Shadaf back into his waiting wheelchair. He looked at Kathy in concern as he sat down into it.

      "You know you can go ahead and eat, right?" he asked her. "Tehar isn't coming. Please, let me order you something fresh from the kitchen."

      "No, I'm fine," Kathy said stiffly. Basira was still sitting on the other side of the table, ignoring her plate in favor of nursing a cup of coffee. "I'll wait for Tehar."

      "You don't need to do that," Shadaf said with an exasperated sigh. "She isn't—"

      "Honey," Khalila said gently, touching her husband's shoulder. They exchanged a brief, meaningful look, and Shadaf gave in with a sigh, wishing Kathy a good night and rolling away.

      Kathy stayed where she was, staring down at her plate, her head throbbing with a painful hunger headache. She'd gone longer without food than this before, when a deadline was coming and she’d had to throw herself into her work. Of course, she hadn't been pregnant and severely jetlagged then. But still. She could do this. Basira sat in equal silence, each one pretending the other wasn't there. Silence sat heavy on the dining room, bearing down on Kathy's aching head.

      "You know you are proving nothing," Basira said. Kathy was surprised the other woman had broken before her. "You might as well eat. This foolishness will not impress me."

      "I'll wait for Tehar," Kathy replied flatly.

      Basira banged a fist on the table, making the silverware clatter and Kathy jump.

      "Why did you come here?" she asked sharply.

      "I'm having your grandchild," Kathy replied obviously.

      "That is no grandchild of mine," Basira scoffed. "Just an excuse my son thinks he can make to avoid his duty."

      "He only did this to please you," Kathy pointed out. "He didn't want a relationship or children. He just wanted you to let him live his life."

      "Oh, I'm sure getting a foreigner pregnant and embarrassing our entire family was a great sacrifice for him," Basira said sarcastically. "Do not make the mistake of thinking you know my son better than I do."

      Kathy felt her face flush with mixed anger and embarrassment.

      "You're right," she said. "I wish I knew him half as well as you do. I wish I knew anything about your culture or how to make this work. But I do know Tehar and I are having this baby. It's already done, so you might as well accept it and move on."

      Basira laughed.

      "Do you really think he will go through with this?" she asked. "After the shame you have already brought him with that video? Even if he allows you to have that child, it will never be accepted as a part of this family or made his heir. He will buy you a house somewhere out of the way and pay for you to stay there. You will never be anything but a burden to him and a threat to everything he cares about."

      "You're wrong," Kathy snapped, though the words stung like stab wounds.

      "Then where is he?" Basira asked, standing up so fast she spilled her coffee. "He has already abandoned you. Accept that."

      She stormed out, leaving the dining room ringing with her condemnation. Kathy stared down at the table, trying to contain the anger and despair threatening to overwhelm her. She failed and felt it spill out in hot, angry tears, the only thing on her empty silver plate.
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* * *

      Eventually, she fell asleep or passed out. It was hard to say which. She woke, slumped over the table, when she felt a hand on her shoulder, gently urging her to her feet.

      "No," she mumbled tiredly, unable to open her bleary eyes enough to tell who it was. "I'm waiting for Tehar."

      "I know," said a familiar voice. "It's all right. I'm here now."

      It was all the reassurance she needed. Half asleep, she let him guide her back up to her room and put her in bed. She was too out of it to even say good night before she was asleep again. But when she woke a few hours later, there was a slightly dried out sandwich waiting for her on her bedside table. She devoured it and fell asleep again without thinking too hard about where it had come from.

      The next morning, Khalila woke her with breakfast. They ate together at the little table in Kathy's room. Khalila was a surprisingly bright, energetic woman. She reminded Kathy of Tessa in many ways and, by the end of breakfast, Kathy was certain they were going to be good friends.

      "When did you give up and go to bed last night?" Khalila asked as Kathy devoured the last of the sweet breakfast buns she'd brought, loaded with raisins and cardamom. "I checked before I went to sleep and you were still in there."

      "I don't know," Kathy answered honestly. "I passed out and someone brought me up here. I think it was Tehar."

      "I didn't even know he'd come home," Khalila said, surprised. "If it was him, he must have left again before I woke this morning."

      Kathy couldn't help the little crush of disappointment she felt at that. But Khalila was quick to reassure her.

      "He'll be home soon, I'm certain," she said. "He's just trying to get all of this legal business out of the way so he can spend time with you."

      Kathy hoped she was right.

      She spent most of the day in the conservatory with Khalila and Shadaf. He spent most of his time there, as the air was supposedly good for his weak lungs. He was always either reading or scribbling in a journal.

      "It's poetry," he told Kathy when she picked the journal up after he dropped it, surrendering to one of his frequent and abrupt naps. "They're not very good, I'm afraid."

      "I'm sure they're great," Kathy said, handing it back to him. She couldn't read the Arabic script he wrote in. "I've never read a lot of poetry, though."

      "Khalila is the one who convinced me to start writing," he told her, looking at the journal fondly. Khalila was out of the room at the moment, fetching tea. "Back when we were children. She loves poetry, and I wanted to impress her."

      "It seems like you two are really good for each other," Kathy said, a little enviously but not unkindly.

      "We weren't always." Shadaf frowned a little at the memory. "We've been betrothed since we were children. They wanted to secure it early, since I wasn't anticipated to live very long and it was an important alliance. Rather unfair to her, as you can imagine, being engaged to a dying man she barely knew, and almost ten years her senior. But her family brought her here often, I think on my father's request, for my sake. At the time, Tehar was the only friend I had close to my own age. But I loved her the minute I saw her and I wanted to win her over more than I'd ever wanted anything."

      He paused for a moment, gazing into the distance as if remembering that day.

      "I didn't have much practice at wanting things," he said, voice wistful. "I grew up knowing I was going to die, probably soon. Planning for the future, having ambitions, seemed rather pointless. But her… Anything was worth it for Khalila. We were very close all through our childhood. But then she got a little older and they started talking about the actual marriage. I guess she'd been too young to realize what they were planning before. She decided I'd tricked her. She hated her family for forcing it on her. She hated me for wanting it. She was determined to fight it to the bitter end."

      "But you convinced her?" Kathy guessed. He shook his head.

      "I gave her up," he said. "More than that, I pushed her away. I wish I could say it was a selfless action, that I wanted her to be free, that I didn't want to force her to do anything she didn't want to. But it was more than that. I was angry. I felt betrayed by her resistance. I thought she didn't want to be with me because of my illness. I knew I could never give her the family or the life she wanted, and that I'd die and leave her a young widow. I was tying her to a sinking ship by trying to be with her. But all those years that she was my friend, I thought she was choosing me, choosing to face that uncertain future with me. When she refused, it felt like she was confirming all the most terrible things I'd ever thought about myself. That I could never make a woman happy. That I could never be worthy of love at all. So, I told her I didn't want her, anyway."

      "That must have been awful," Kathy said, frowning.

      "It was," he confirmed. "But it worked out. We'd known each other long enough that, after a little time for both of us to calm down, she realized why I had reacted that way. And I realized why she had chafed so much at the thought of a destiny she hadn't chosen. After all, I was trapped by my own inescapable future the same way. So, we started again, not as friends this time, but as courting lovers, deciding slowly and of our own accord whether we wanted to live our lives together. And as it turned out, we did. She knows I won't be here forever. But we're happy to spend as much of our lives together as we're given."

      "Now I know your poetry is beautiful," Kathy said with a smile. "There's no way it couldn't be."

      "Are you flirting with me?" Shadaf teased. "What a scandal!"

      "I guess you'll just have to fight Tehar for my hand," Kathy said with a laugh.

      "And you'll fight Khalila for mine, I assume," Shadaf said with a sage nod. "Do you think I can convince Tehar to compete in a battle of wits?"

      "What's all this?" Khalila asked, returning in the midst of their laughter.

      "Just discussing how I plan to steal her from Tehar," Shadaf replied with a wink.

      "I need to duel you apparently," Kathy added.

      "I'll get the sabers," Khalila said without hesitation. "Do you want to do it in the garden beneath the jasmine blossoms or on the roof in the rain?"

      Kathy just laughed harder, unable to answer.

      Kathy spent a week that way, Shadaf and Khalila keeping her company. She barely saw Tehar during that time. She'd glimpse him on occasion, leaving a room just as she entered it. But he spent most of his time outside of the house, ostensibly working with the lawyers.

      Every day that he continued to avoid her, Kathy felt the weight in her chest grow heavier. Even Shadaf and Khalila's reassurances were beginning to wear thin. Every night at dinner, she continued to refuse to eat, waiting for Tehar to arrive. She would stay at the table for at least an hour after everyone else had left before giving up and going to bed. It was a hollow gesture, more to prove her dedication to Basira than anything else.

      Khalila saw to it that she ate extra at lunch and often left fruit or pastries in her room for when she finally gave up and went to bed so she wasn't going hungry, not really. But part of her did hope, every night, that this might be the night he finally came.

      So, when are you coming home? Tessa texted her one night as she sat at the dining table, long after everyone else had left. You've been there a week now.

      I don't know, Kathy wrote back. I still haven't talked to Tehar about what to do. He's barely spoken to me since he picked me up at the airport. I honestly don't know what's going to happen. And his mother hates me.

      Maybe you should just give up, Tessa suggested. If he wants to be part of this decision, he can come to you. You've already gone above and beyond.

      No, I can't do that, Kathy tried to explain. I'll wait for him. As long as it takes.

      Why? Tessa asked. Are you in love with him?

      The idea actually shocked Kathy for a moment. She shook her head, dismissing the feelings that bubbled up within her at her friend’s question.

      That's not what this is about, she wrote back.

      Then what is it about, Kathy?

      Kathy wasn't sure she had an answer for that. She put her phone back in her pocket and stood up. She'd answer Tessa once she was upstairs in bed. Her back hurt from sitting in the dining chair for so long.

      She stumbled back towards her room, her thoughts preoccupied, and soon realized she'd gotten turned around. The halls were dark and the house too large to be at all reasonable. She must have missed a turn. She cursed and doubled back, hoping she'd end up back somewhere she recognized.

      As she squinted her way along through the dark hallways, the sound of voices caught her ear. She moved towards them curiously. There was a furious argument happening in a first-floor sitting room. She could hear a familiar voice, a woman's shouting in Arabic, occasionally answered in angry snaps by a male voice that, after a moment, she recognized as Tehar.

      Kathy tiptoed closer, seeing the door to the sitting room open. Basira was standing in front of her son, gesturing angrily as she shouted. Tehar's arms were crossed over his chest, his replies impatient and dismissive. She could tell he was angry, but refusing to rise to Basira's bait.

      Finally, he said something that even Kathy could tell was rudely sarcastic. Basira stared at him in shock for a moment, then slapped him across the face, hard. He stared at her, wide-eyed, as she turned and swept out of the room. She shoved the door open so abruptly that Kathy was pushed behind it. She passed by so close to Kathy that she could see the angry tears in the other woman's eyes, but Basira didn't see her.

      Slowly, Tehar sat down on the coffee table, touching the red welt on his face where his mother had struck him. Kathy waited until Basira had disappeared down the hall before she stepped out from behind the door. Tehar looked up at the sound, and she saw a flash of shame on his face before he shut it down and looked away.

      "What was all that about?" she asked.

      "You," Tehar answered flatly.

      "I figured." Kathy shrugged, took a deep breath, and sat down on the table next to him. She half expected him to get up and leave, but he stayed. "You okay?"

      "It was only a slap," Tehar said. "I'll survive."

      Kathy shrugged, letting it go.

      "She's never hit me before," he continued. "I've never seen her hit anyone like that."

      "I guess I really upset her," Kathy said, rueful. He shook his head.

      "No, it isn't you," he said. "Not really. I've disappointed her. I thought doing well in business would be enough to please her, to excuse me from the duty of a wife and heirs. But I was wrong."

      Kathy hadn't expected him to be so honest, and she was briefly relieved that he was, for once, not so closed off.

      "So, you've been against marrying from the start?" she guessed. He nodded.

      "I've seen my brother and my cousins and uncles married off for prestige or fortune," he said. "Many of them miserably so. Even Shadaf and Khalila. They may be happy now, but there was so much anger and bitterness there at first. I didn't want to be trapped like that."

      "I know the feeling," Kathy said, recalling her parent's unhappy marriage.

      "She wants me to throw you out," Tehar said, frowning at the shadows on the opposite wall rather than looking at her. "She says I'm a coward for not dealing with you by now. Maybe she's right."

      "You have been avoiding me," Kathy agreed. "Listen, I don't care if you throw me out when we're done. I just want to talk about this. When I make the decision about what's going to happen to this baby, no matter what that decision is, I want to know that you're behind me."

      She reached for his hand and saw his eyes rise to meet hers at last, full of conflicted pain.

      "I just don't want to be alone in this," she said.

      "You don't know how hard you make this for me, do you?" he asked, his voice strained. He reached for her slowly, like something was holding him back, and his fingertips just barely grazed her cheek. "The problem isn't that I want to leave you alone."

      She felt her breath catch as his hand slipped into her hair, pulling her gently closer. She moved into his touch without thought or hesitation, and when his lips met hers, warm and demanding, she knew that was what she'd been waiting for all this time.

      As she kissed him back, he held her tighter, devouring her with a desperate hunger. He must have been waiting as well. And longer than her. She was starting to understand why he'd pulled away. They'd both been fighting this, and losing the fight. For once, Kathy was happy to lose.

      They separated to breathe, their foreheads touching as they both struggled to find their composure. Kathy was shivering, wanting to continue at the same time that she knew they could not.

      "I'm not going to throw you out," Tehar said, surprising her. She opened her eyes to stare into his, shaken by the depth of feeling there. "I don't care what Basira says. You're welcome to stay here as long as you want. Until the baby is born, if you like."

      "Really?" Kathy would have thought, with how hard he was fighting his desire for her, he would have wanted her gone as soon as possible. "I don't want to be a burden."

      "I want you to stay," Tehar said honestly. "With everything that's happening with Mitchell, I worry you wouldn't be safe in Miami. It's your decision, but you have a home here as long as you want it."

      "And what about this?" Kathy asked, indicating their current situation, currently inches from each other, their arms around one another. "What are we to each other? I don't know what to expect from you anymore. If it's just business, that's fine. I'll schedule meetings with you and we'll avoid each other. But if we're more than that…"

      "Which do you want?" Tehar asked, staring into her eyes. "Do you know what you want?"

      Kathy had to look away, unable to face that stare. Did she know what she wanted? Part of her was still dead-set on keeping this impartial, on returning to her career, on avoiding the trap of connection her father wanted to force her into. The other part of her just wanted Tehar and didn't care what else it took to be with him.

      "That's all right," Tehar said as she fell silent, unable to answer. "I don't know either."

      He lifted her face to his and gently pressed a kiss to her forehead. He lingered there, holding her for just a second longer, then pulled away. He left the room without looking back.

      Kathy sat there for a while after he was gone, still turning the problem over in her mind, but she couldn't find a solution. She wanted him, but she needed her career just as badly. It was too big a part of her life and identity to just give up. Did she have it in her to give up him instead?

      She went to bed without a proper answer, and the next morning she thought she might have dreamed the late night encounter, because once again Tehar was nowhere to be found. Has he made his decision then? she wondered.

      She spent the day with Shadaf and Khalila, restless and frustrated though they did their best to improve her mood. It didn't help that she'd woken up nauseous again. The nausea had been off and on since her arrival. Strong smells, like nearly all of the food made there, tended to set her off. It was beyond aggravating, and she had a feeling it would only get worse.

      That night at dinner she took no food, more out of habit than anything else, her thoughts on her predicament and her churning stomach. She almost didn't notice when everyone at the table suddenly stopped, looking up at the door. When she turned in that direction as well, she saw why.

      Tehar cleared his throat, looking mildly embarrassed.

      "Good to see you cousin," Shadaf said warmly, recovering before everyone else. "Come and sit down. We saved a seat for you."

      Tehar smiled gratefully at his friend, then moved to take the seat beside Kathy.

      "It's a relief to finally be able to serve you, honored guest," Shadaf said, heaping food onto Kathy's plate. Kathy forgot her stomach entirely, too elated suddenly to worry about such things. She thanked Shadaf, but it was hard to take her eyes off of Tehar, who smiled, a little sheepishly, as he prepared his own plate. Maybe he hadn't made his decision yet after all.
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      Kathy told Tessa she'd be staying until the baby was born, and Tehar set her up with an incredible doctor. March tumbled into April seemingly overnight.

      Kathy was restless, not used to spending so much time not working on anything. She set herself to learning Arabic for something to do. Shadaf and Khalila were eager teachers, though even they could not quite keep up with her need to not just study, but throw herself into things bodily and not stop until she'd mastered it.

      With Tehar, things were a stranger and more delicate situation. Neither of them really knew what they wanted their relationship to be yet, but they both knew they didn't want to stay away from each other.

      It led to a peculiar semi-avoidance where they took any chance, when others were present, to sit near each other, to exchange thoughtful, warm glances. But as soon as they were alone, they scrambled to separate, to maintain that crucial distance. They danced around one another, trying to have their cake and eat it too, and instead having neither.

      Neither wanted to commit to a romantic relationship, or more specifically to the idea of family that seemed to be implicit in it, but neither could they give up and disengage entirely.

      The tipping point finally came in late April. Khalila and Shadaf invited them both into the city to a historical theater where an internationally renowned ballet troupe was performing. Kathy didn’t know much about ballet, but she hadn’t been out of the palace since she’d arrived and she wanted to see more of Abu Sadah.

      Khalila loaned her a beautiful abaya made of light, draping fabric with panels of embroidered flowers and beading. It was surprisingly lovely, which Kathy hadn’t really thought such a modest garment could be. Khalila’s was edged in gold lace which came together over her chest in a breastplate like delicate armor. In comparison, it was the men for once who seemed plain.

      They piled into the town car together and Kathy tried not think about how close she was pressed against Tehar in the back seat.

      “I got us reservations at the most fantastic restaurant in town,” Shadaf said while the driver loaded his wheelchair into the trunk. “Some of the most beautiful French fine dining I’ve ever experienced.”

      “You still haven’t let me take you to that place in Miami,” Tehar replied. “Kathy and I went for our first…the first time we talked.”

      Kathy heard the brief hesitation in his voice. He’d almost called it a date. Had it been a date? Was tonight a date as well? Once again, the ambiguity of what they were to each other left Kathy in frustrated confusion.

      The restaurant Shadaf had chosen really was amazing. They ate themselves silly on fine French haute cuisine and talked casually about whatever came to mind, surrounded by the restaurant’s shimmering air of luxurious fantasy.

      Kathy tried not to think of anything but enjoying herself, but she couldn’t be in Tehar’s presence without thinking about their situation. As they drove from the restaurant to the theater, she struggled to keep up with the conversation, her thoughts far away. She knew Tehar noticed.

      The play was La Sylphide. Though it was beautiful, Kathy didn’t think she would have been able to follow the story at all without the description in the program. A beautiful sylph falls in love with a young man who, though he is engaged to a human girl, chases after the sylph anyway. But it was obvious from the start they could never be together, she thought, as she watched the man chase the sylph as his fiancée chased him and his best friend chased her. They were from completely different worlds. It would have to end in tragedy.

      Sure enough, as act two rolled around, Kathy felt her heart sink lower as a cruel witch tricked the young man into binding the sylph with a scarf. Though the witch promised it would let the sylph stay with him, all it did was burn off her wings and kill her. Then the young man died too, of a broken heart, both of them punished for wanting something they could never have. Kathy excused herself to the bathroom, unsettled.

      Tehar was waiting when she emerged.

      “Are you all right?” he asked. “You’ve been quiet all evening.”

      Kathy glanced down the hall, looking for Shadaf and Khalila.

      “They’ve gone to the car to wait for us,” Tehar explained. “Shadaf was feeling tired.”

      “You’re breaking the rules,” Kathy said, looking at him seriously.

      “Maybe I’m not interested in following them,” he said in a low voice that sent shivers across Kathy’s skin as he stepped closer, his hands sliding around her waist.

      It would be so easy to let him push her back into the deserted ladies room, to melt into the heat of his kisses and forget her worries. But she shook her head. Despite how much she undeniably wanted to fall into his arms right then, she didn’t want to deal with the guilt or frustration that would come later. He stepped back when she pushed him away, though she could see how much he wanted to do anything but.

      “We can’t keep doing this,” she said. “I’m not just going to be someone you want around when it’s convenient and ignore when it’s not.”

      “But you don’t want me to be anything more than that either,” Tehar finished for her, the frustrated bitterness in his voice clear.

      “No,” Kathy said, putting a hand to her head. “I don’t know. I want you, I just… I want myself too. I want the life I wanted for myself before you. I don’t know what I want. The things I want don’t work with each other anymore.”

      “You know I feel the same way,” Tehar replied, his expression grim.

      “So, what do we do?” Kathy asked, throwing her hands up. “Do we just keep circling each other like this forever? No offense, but that sounds incredibly unsatisfying.”

      “We both want the same thing,” Tehar said. “Not to be trapped or tied to each other. Not to be forced to give up our lives to be with each other.”

      He stepped closer to her again and touched her cheek, his fingers sliding into her hair.

      “But we still want this,” he said, dipping lower, nearly kissing her. “So, can this be enough? No promises, no expectations, but we don’t ignore what we want either. I’m not asking for us to just sleep together and then ignore each other. I want a relationship with you. Just—”

      “Just a relationship with no clear future,” Kathy finished for him.

      “It’s better than no relationship at all, isn’t it?” he pleaded.

      Kathy thought of the sylph, so desperate to be with the man she loved that she let him tie her down and burn off her wings. And the man, so desperate to be with her that he’d leave behind a happy, normal life with a wife and children and friends and run into the woods with no idea what the future held. They had both destroyed themselves to be together, and in the end it still hadn’t worked. This might destroy them, but she couldn’t resist trying.

      “All right,” she said, and kissed him. They slipped back into the bathroom together, not thinking about the future, or about how they would explain the delay to Shadaf and Khalila when they emerged nearly a half an hour later.

      It was hard to say whether the acceptance of their strange relationship made things more or less complicated. The dodging and avoiding each other had been replaced by sneaking away together, brief moments of clandestine pleasure in the heat of the palace’s many gardens, courtyards, and salons.

      Fear of the future had given way to the hedonistic delights of the present. But the future, cold and uncertain, lingered always on the edges of things—every morning she woke up nauseous, every time she had to give up on another pair of pants because of the swelling of her stomach, every time she caught a glimpse of it in the mirror and she remembered that by winter, this would be over and she didn’t know what came next.

      Kathy could only assume she would return to Miami, or Colorado, or wherever she could find work after this disaster with Mitchell. And Tehar would stay here with his family and his work and his roots. And she might never see him again. Or only on stiff formal occasions for the baby’s sake, which might be worse.

      But that was for the future. She pushed those thoughts away whenever they crept up on her like strangling ivy in a rose garden, and focused on the present. On him.

      [image: ]
* * *

      April became June, which was so hot that, combined with the severe morning sickness Kathy was experiencing, she could hardly drag herself out of bed. Tehar came to visit her in bed instead, fussing and worrying no matter how many times the doctor told him this was normal and Kathy just needed to watch out for dehydration.

      Once the doctor was gone, he would peel off her abaya and open the balcony doors to try to coax in a breeze while they sprawled on out Kathy's bed eating oranges.

      In July, they all went together to the beach. Shadaf was having a good day and walked into the surf on his own feet rather than bring the wheelchair out into the sand. Kathy watched him playing with Khalila, both of them laughing and more in love than she ever thought she'd seen two people be.

      She lay on the sand where the shallow waves were rolling just high enough to wash over her swollen belly. She was starting to have a real bump now. In another month, anyone would be able to tell at a glance. She ran a hand over it in slow, meditative patterns as she enjoyed the sun and the rhythm of the water.

      She heard a splash, and looked up to see Tehar sitting down beside her. He placed a delicate, iridescent seashell on top of her stomach and she laughed.

      "Are you happy here?" he asked suddenly.

      "Of course," she answered without thinking. "Why wouldn't I be?"

      "No, I mean, are you happy being here, in Abu Sadah, with me?" he clarified. "I heard you talking with Khalila earlier about the full-body swimsuits. It must be stifling for you here, having to wear clothes you don't like, not able to go anywhere without a man."

      "It's pretty frustrating," Kathy admitted. "I'm not going to lie. But it's an inconvenience, that's all. I don't mind dealing with some annoying clothes and rules in order to be here with you."

      "But would it still just be an inconvenience if you lived here?" he asked. "You would not be able to work, or travel alone, or own anything of your own. The laws in Abu Sadah are not as strict as in Saudi. There, you would not even be able to be on the beach like this with me. But you would still have almost none of the freedoms you have in America. Would you still stay here, knowing that?"

      Kathy considered it for a moment.

      "No," she said. "I don't think I could. I want to stay here until the baby is born, but I don't think I could live here. Especially if it meant giving up my work."

      "I didn't think so," Tehar said, frowning.

      "Why do you ask?" She sat up, water running off her baby bump. "Were you planning on asking me to stay here forever?"

      "Maybe," Tehar murmured. Kathy felt herself flush and looked away.

      "Have you figured out what you want, then?" she asked.

      "Not remotely," he replied, scrubbing a hand over his face as though the thought exhausted him.

      "I have figured out one thing," she said, looking down at her stomach and smiling. She reached for his hand, twining their fingers together in the sand. "Whatever else we decide, I don't want this to just be business between me and you. When the baby is born, I want to still be a part of your life."

      Tehar was quiet for a moment, considering, then squeezed her hand.

      "I don't want this to just be business, either," he agreed. "I want to find a way to make this work."

      "Me too." She leaned closer, thinking she might kiss him, though she would probably regret it. But just as she moved, she felt something strange.

      "Oh!" she gasped, grabbing her swollen stomach.

      "What?" Tehar was on his knees in an instant, ready to pick her up and rush her to a hospital. "What's wrong?"

      "Nothing, I'm fine!" Kathy assured him quickly, laughing. "I just…I think I just felt the baby move!"

      "Oh," Tehar collapsed back onto the sand with a sigh of relief.

      "This is the first time I've felt it!" Kathy said, still laughing, unexpectedly overjoyed by the strange sensation of something shifting inside her, this undeniable proof that her baby was alive and growing. She paused, realizing this was the first time she'd really thought of it as 'her' baby. It felt somehow more real, all of a sudden.

      "Kathy," Tehar said gently. "Are you sure you're all right? You're crying."

      She touched her cheek in surprise, then laughed again, sobbing through it in a confused muddle of emotions.

      "Yeah," she said, choked by a sob. "I'm okay. I'm just really happy."

      "You're so strange." Tehar chuckled.

      "Sorry," Kathy blubbered, trying to wipe the tears away.

      "Don't be," Tehar said warmly, and leaned in to kiss her red, tear-damp cheek. "I think you’re wonderful."
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      Though things with Tehar continued to improve, Kathy's relationship with his mother remained strained. Basira made very little effort to hide the fact that she didn't approve of their relationship, her ire all the more ferocious as it became apparent that they were still sleeping together.

      She didn't want Kathy in her home. Fairuz and Ihab followed Basira's lead in ignoring Kathy, but she didn't sense any genuine hostility from them. They were just doing as they were told. As Kathy's Arabic improved, she made a few attempts to reach out to them, primarily without success.

      "Why are Basira and the others here, anyway?" she asked Shadaf as they sat in the garden one sunny July day. He was working on his poetry and making half an effort to help Kathy with her studies, though she was mostly teaching herself at this point.

      She was struggling to stay focused, however. Her breasts had been aching and tender with the recent changes caused by the pregnancy, and anytime she moved too fast she was hit with a wave of breathless dizziness. She'd actually fainted the other day from it, just stood up too fast and fell right over. Tehar had nearly had a heart attack.

      "You said this was your mother's house, right?" Kathy went on, pushing away her notebook. "Sheikha Nouha?"

      "Say it in Arabic," Shadaf said without looking up from his journal. Kathy huffed, then carefully put the words together to say the phrase in Arabic.

      "You're getting better," he said. "Watch your h. It's 'amk not hammock. But yes, this is my mother's house. Though she is rarely home."

      "Why not?" Kathy asked, curious. Shadaf sighed and closed his journal, taking off his reading glasses.

      "My condition depresses her," he said without emotion, tucking his glasses into his pocket. "I'm the only child she had with my father before he died, and because I am not healthy, she considers me a sign of her personal failure as a wife. We don't get along. I believe she's in Brazil at the moment. If she came back to the country, the family would probably make her settle down, so she just doesn't come back."

      "I'm sorry," Kathy said with a frown. "I know what that's like."

      "God save us from parents that run from their own children," Shadaf said, rolling his eyes. "Anyway. Because of my condition, I never moved out of my mother's house. Khalila should have received her own palace when she married me, but because of me, her position is also decreased. So, we live here in the home my mother abandoned. Basira's husband has many wives whom she does not get along with, so when the family decided that someone should be sent here to look after me, she volunteered and brought her daughter Fairuz with her. Ihab begged to come along as well. I'm not exactly certain why. She's a young widow. Tehar's half-brother married her shortly before getting involved in some foreign war and being shot."

      "Oh, how sad," Kathy said, feeling bad for the quiet girl.

      "She's probably better off without him," Shadaf said honestly. "He wasn't well-liked, and the marriage was arranged of course, so I doubt she was very attached to him either. Of course, being a widow in this country comes with its own challenges."

      Kathy nodded in understanding. It was good that her husband's family had decided to take care of Ihab after his death. They could easily have thrown her out or tried to send her back to her parents.

      "What about Fairuz?" Kathy asked. "She's only a little younger than Ihab. She should be married by now, shouldn't she?"

      "She's had several proposals," Shadaf said. "But Basira keeps turning them down. And since they came out here, her chances of marriage are significantly decreased. This place is a bit obscure. We rarely have visitors, and my condition makes people reluctant to stay. So, there just aren't many men thinking about Fairuz or Ihab. And since Basira isn't actively trying to arrange things for them…"

      He shrugged.

      "It seems they're doomed to spinsterhood."

      "That doesn't seem like such a bad option," Kathy said honestly. "No offense."

      "Perhaps," Shadaf agreed. "Even for me, who grew up with it, the way we do things seems pointlessly cruel sometimes. We're constantly struggling to maintain our traditions while also progressing with the rest of the world. The back and forth is so strong that sometimes it seems the two balance out and we end up frozen, unable to move either direction. We are changing, but slowly. Too slowly, I think. People want change in their own lifetimes and sooner or later they will have it at any cost, for better or worse."

      "Sounds like the kind of thing people write poems about," Kathy said, raising an eyebrow.

      "Or prize-winning articles," he shot back.

      "It wouldn't mean anything coming from me," Kathy said, shaking her head. "I've only been here a few months and I've barely left this palace. I've got no roots here and no right to go criticizing or condemning. You know your country and its culture. You have the context for everything, and you're literally a royal. If you asked for change, you could actually make a difference."

      "No one listens to me," Shadaf said with a chuckle. "Why should they? I may be a withered branch on the royal family tree, but most would prune me just the same."

      "Don't underestimate yourself," she said. "If you really believe in changing things and there's even a slim chance you could, shouldn't you try?"

      "It's something to consider," he said. "But perhaps you should take your own advice."

      She raised an eyebrow.

      "You were asking about the sisters because you want to get to know them, right?" Shadaf asked. "I know you've made a few attempts."

      "They're not interested," Kathy said with a sigh. "They just follow Basira."

      "Don't underestimate yourself," Shadaf said, imitating her American accent, poorly. "They're grown women, not Basira's puppets, and you're the first western woman they've ever encountered. I'd be amazed if they weren't interested. You just need to give them the opportunity."

      "I'll try if you will," Kathy said, offering him a hand to shake. He took it.

      "Deal."

      She cornered Ihab first. She'd noticed the girl seemed to be lowest in the pecking order of the house, below even Kathy. She seemed to be bookish. Kathy saw her reading often when she wasn't running errands for Basira.

      The house did have some servants, but not many. Certainly less than was normal, according to Shadaf and Khalila. The Sheikh's palaces usually had hordes of staff. But Basira preferred to do most things herself apparently, and what she didn't do, she got Fairuz and Ihab to handle. There were a few cleaners and a good number of gardeners, but most of the cooking, cleaning, and laundry was done by the women.

      So, she started by volunteering to help with the housework. Basira was clearly surprised and then suspicious that the entitled American woman wanted to get her hands dirty. But Kathy was hardly a stranger to housework. She'd done chores growing up and kept her own apartment for years. Though the methods by which they did some things were different from what she was used to, there was nothing too far out of her depth. She picked up on even the unusual things fast.

      Basira had kept a close eye on her at first, apparently expecting some mischief, though what she thought Kathy would try while washing dishes Kathy couldn't imagine. But after a while, she relaxed, and before long, Kathy was folding laundry alongside Ihab. She took a deep breath, remembered her lessons with Shadaf, and took her chance.

      "So many sheets!" she said in Arabic. "Why do we wash the bedding in the guest rooms so often when we never have visitors?"

      Ihab stared at her in blank surprise for a long moment. Kathy was sure they must have noticed her practicing her Arabic with Shadaf and Khalila, but Ihab must not have realized how far along Kathy was.

      "I didn't realize you could speak my language," Ihab replied. "I'm sorry that my English is so poor."

      "Don't worry about it," Kathy reassured her. "I wanted to learn anyway. And now, we can talk just fine."

      "They tried to teach me English," Ihab confessed. "Tehar and Shadaf and Khalila and even Fairuz all learned as children. But my family thought it was a waste to educate a girl. I am still learning things slowly."

      "You seem to like reading," Kathy said. "I always see you with a book."

      "There are so many good ones I need to catch up on!" Ihab replied with a laugh.

      "Can you read English?" Kathy asked. "I brought a few books with me and I'd love to trade sometime. I'm trying to learn Arabic script, but it’s pretty difficult.”

      "I can't read much English," Ihab admitted. "But I would love to try! What kind of books did you bring?"

      "Just a couple of romance novels," Kathy admitted. "To read on the plane. Not exactly classic American literature. But I'm going to be here a while anyway, so I'll ask my friend back home to send me some of my other books. I have this fantastic one about bees, and the queen is sick but no one knows yet… It's hard to explain, but it's really good."

      "It sounds interesting," Ihab said with a laugh. "I don't think I've read any books about bees."

      Ihab struggled at first, but helping her learn to read English was just another opportunity for Kathy to befriend her. And she certainly needed the help learning to read Arabic, which she struggled with immensely.

      Once Ihab had enough of a grasp of English to begin comprehending what she was reading, she was hooked on Kathy's romance novels. She devoured them, then read them over while waiting for Kathy to get more. Kathy tried her on a few other genres, but it was clear Ihab had a soft spot for romance. Kathy enlisted Shadaf's help to buy more and keep Ihab well supplied. While she still acted aloof when Basira was present, they smiled when they saw each other and, whenever they had a free moment, read together.
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* * *

      Fairuz was a harder nut to crack. She hardly left her mother's side and Kathy struggled to determine her interests. Kathy continued trying to reach out to her or pull her into conversation whenever she had the chance, but Fairuz seemed uninterested, avoidant.

      Kathy had nearly given up when, to her surprise, Fairuz came to her.

      "You have been giving books to Ihab," she said one day as they were washing dishes together, while her mother was busy elsewhere.

      In the kitchen, where no men were expected to go, Fairuz had shed her veil and Kathy had taken off her headscarf. In this setting, it made her feel like a lunch lady.

      "I have," Kathy confirmed. "She wanted to learn to read English. Why, would you like one?"

      Fairuz's jaw tightened, and she didn't reply for several minutes.

      "Do you think," she spoke slowly, as though she was having trouble finding the words. "Do you think there any books about women?"

      "Well, yeah, lots of them—"

      "No, I mean, like the ones you gave Ihab," Fairuz struggled to clarify. "But about…women."

      Kathy was confused for a moment, then it dawned on her.

      "I think I could get you a couple," she said, smiling.

      "No, never mind." Fairuz shook her head, clearly humiliated. "I could never keep them. If Basira caught me with them—"

      "How about a movie night, then?” Kathy offered.

      A few nights later, she invited Khalila, Ihab, and Fairuz up to her room for a girls’ movie night. She'd had to work hard to find a movie that had both lesbians and a happy ending. But she thought she'd pulled it off. Khalila loved the prose-y narration, Ihab loved the romance, and, though Fairuz made no comment on whether she liked it or not, Kathy caught her crying near the end.

      From then on, Fairuz was at least less chilly towards her, though they still didn't chat much. Kathy was beginning to understand that she just wasn't much of a talker, regardless of how much she liked someone or not.

      Kathy didn't report on the success of her attempts to Shadaf. A better relationship with Tehar's family was its own reward. But she had a feeling he had noticed. She saw him bent over his journal even more than usual in the following days, working with a kind of intensity she hadn't seen in him before.

      To her surprise, Tehar noticed as well. They’d snuck away to the gardens together one warm afternoon and laid among the flowers, Kathy sprawled between his knees with her head on his chest.

      He ran fingers through her hair, loosed from its scarf, while she wove flowers into a chain the way Khalila had recently taught her. With the help of Khalila, Fairuz, and Ihab, she’d been making an effort to learn more about Abu Sadah and its culture, learning a new respect for their customs and traditions.

      In particular, Fairuz had been teaching her traditional Abu Sadahi weaving. She was thinking about the pattern of a cloth she’d been working on, trying out different combinations of flowers, imagining which would look best when she wove it. Tehar peered over her shoulder at the flower crown curiously.

      “The jasmine compliments the dahlia well,” he said. “Fairuz would approve.”

      “Do you think so?” Kathy asked, smiling as she set the crown in his dark hair.

      “These days I feel like you know her better than I do,” Tehar confessed. “With the difference in age, we have never been close.”

      “You should talk to her more,” Kathy suggested, admiring the way the petals scattered on his curls. “She’s smart. Quiet. Reserved, like you are. Ihab is wonderful too. Sweet, and a hopeless romantic. She wants to see the world.”

      “I’m glad you’ve made friends with them,” Tehar said, catching a fallen blossom from the crown and weaving it into her hair instead. “They’ve seemed much happier since you’ve been here. I was worried that their banishment here had ended all possibility of happiness for them.”

      “Because they aren’t married?” Kathy asked. “I would think you knew me well enough to know not every woman’s goal in life is to get married.”

      “You are hardly a typical woman,” he pointed out. She frowned at him until he capitulated, holding his hands up.

      “Does that mean you never want to get married?” he asked a moment later, seeming troubled.

      “Probably not,” she admitted, paying more attention to the flowers she was fussing with. “I’ve never put a lot of thought into it. It’s not a priority for me, you know?”

      “But you aren’t against it?” Tehar pushed. “It’s still a possibility?”

      “I guess so,” Kathy said with a sigh. “Why? Are you worried I’m going to marry someone else?”

      She rolled over to look at him and saw the strained look on his face. She touched his cheek, concerned and confused.

      “I know you don’t want to get married,” she said when he didn’t explain. His frown only deepened, his eyes avoiding hers. “Is this still not enough?”

      “I don’t know, Kathy,” he said gently, meeting her eyes at last and running his hand through her hair. “I don’t think any amount of you could ever be enough.”

      He kissed her again, and Kathy let the conversation fall away, despite her concerns. Was their warm little fantasy beginning to collapse already? It seemed that they’d have less time to linger in the safety of indecision than she’d predicted.
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      August arrived, just as hot but cooled by surprisingly strong winds which whipped sand into everyone's eyes and threatened to flip the women's abayas over their heads and send them spinning away like umbrellas in a storm.

      Kathy's stomach had become a significant burden, her back hurt, sleeping was difficult, and she had constant heartburn. Pregnancy was far from the miracle everyone had said it would be.

      "We're doing what?"

      "Horseback riding!" Shadaf said brightly, rolling his chair past her towards the front door. "It's just the thing to cheer you up! You have been terribly tense lately."

      "I wonder why," Kathy said sarcastically, waddling after him.

      They wouldn't be leaving the grounds, but rather riding across them. Sheikha Nouha's palace had acres of open land, kept green and grassy by the blood, sweat, and tears of a hundred gardeners and a billion-dollar sprinkler system.

      Somewhere on those grounds, Kathy was told, though she'd never seen it in six months, was a stable in which the Sheikha kept several expensive Akhal-Teke horses. They were beautiful animals, long limbed and slender, like greyhounds, with coats and manes that seemed to be made of spun gold.

      Despite their delicate appearance, they were in peak condition and were incredibly hardy, powerful animals bred for endurance riding. This was according to their trainer, who talked about them extensively as they were saddled for the ride. Kathy listened with some interest as he described the long history of the breed, stroking the nose of an exquisite golden mare. It was, she was fairly certain, as close as she'd be getting to riding today.

      "But Tehar, we can't just ride without our guest!" Shadaf complained as the trainer strapped him into his saddle, which was specially made to help support him.

      "Then you should have talked to me about it first," Tehar replied, tightening the straps on his own saddle. "The doctor said it isn't safe. The woman is six months pregnant."

      "I'm with the doctor on this one," Kathy chimed in. "I appreciate the effort, but even if it wasn't dangerous it would be uncomfortable. I'll just watch."

      "I'm sorry, Kathy," Shadaf said, looking genuinely wounded. "When you told me how much you loved horses, I thought this would be a treat for you."

      "It's a treat just getting to see these horses," Kathy assured him. "Go have a good time. You could use the exercise!"

      Looking as though he still felt rather guilty, he turned his horse away to go and join Khalila, who was just climbing onto her horse.

      Tehar left his horse for a moment to go stand with Kathy. To her surprise, Basira, Fairuz, and Ihab had all decided to join them riding. Apparently, all of them except Ihab had been riding most of their lives, and went out to enjoy the horses whenever the weather permitted. Together, she and Tehar watched Basira and Fairuz help Ihab into her saddle.

      "I'm sorry you can't ride," he said quietly. "I didn't know you liked horses."

      "My grandparents kept them," she said. "I used to ride them every summer. I still try to go riding whenever I can."

      "After the baby is born," Tehar said, "perhaps we could go riding again? I would love to see you on horseback."

      Kathy smiled, flattered.

      "Would you like me to stay here with you?" he offered. "I don't mind."

      "No, please, go have a good time," she insisted. "I want to see how well you ride."

      "Then I will have to impress you," he said with a chuckle, leaving her to swing elegantly onto his horse.

      "Don't do anything stupid," Kathy warned.

      "No promises," Tehar said with a wink, then spurred his horse forward to catch up with Shadaf and Khalila's.

      They'd brought supplies for a picnic and Kathy spread the blanket out before sitting down, watching as the family chased each other over the green, their beautiful golden horses shining in the sunlight as they ran and leaped over the lush and verdant lawn.

      It was a glorious sight to see, the kind of thing that made Kathy wish she were a painter. She would have loved to capture the image forever. Tehar looked like a prince in a fairytale, easy and graceful in the saddle, laughing as he raced his cousin and sisters. His horse leaped so high it seemed he would leave the ground entirely and gallop away into the sharp sapphire sky, hooves striking clouds and sending off sparks of stars and rain.

      Kathy dozed a little, leaning against the tree, feeling the baby stir within her. She’d had more than one ultrasound by then, and could have learned the baby’s sex, but had decided against it. She wanted the surprise. But she had to admit, she’d been imagining a boy. She imagined what he would like riding beside his father, the two of them racing across the desert.

      After a while, the riders wore themselves out and slowly began to lead their horses back to where Kathy was sitting. She put aside the book she'd been reading and stood, dusting herself off.

      "Who else is ready for lunch?" Shadaf asked cheerfully. "I'm starving!"

      "I'll eat it all before you get out of your saddle," Tehar teased, swinging off into the grass.

      "As if!" Shadaf laughed, struggling to unbuckle himself.

      "Be careful!" Khalila giggled. "Hold still, I'll help you."

      Before she could get down, Kathy saw something move in the grass, coils glittering in the light and a hiss like sand through fingers. She started to say something, a warning, but it was already too late. Ihab's horse spotted the snake and reared up with a terrible scream, pitching inexperienced Ihab directly off its back and into the path of its flying hooves.

      A high-strung breed, the first horse's panic infected the others within seconds. They jumped away in fear, leaving their riders fighting to control them. Fairuz's shot off right across the field. But in the instant, since Ihab had hit the ground, Kathy had only been focused on one thing, her childhood riding experience coming back to her.

      Her grandfather had trained his own horses, and even though he didn't really ride them for sport or keep them for anything more than fun, he practiced with them regularly as part of taking care of them. He said it was as important to keep their minds engaged and learning as it was to keep their bodies in shape. And one of the first things he'd taught Kathy was what to do when a horse panicked, though he'd never approve of how she was about to go about it.

      She threw herself between Ihab and the horse's panicked, flailing hooves. She felt one of its forelimbs clip her raised arms, but she ignored the flare of pain in favor of grabbing the loose, flying reins. She caught them in a firm grip and dragged them hard, down and to the side, forcing the horse to turn its head, to focus on Kathy rather than what was frightening it.

      She'd been paying attention to the trainer earlier and knew enough Arabic to remember the commands he'd used. She ordered the horse to back up, using the same gestures she'd seen the trainer use. If she could keep the horse focused on her and on something familiar like the command, it would forget about the snake, which she could see Khalila throwing the picnic blanket over in her peripheral vision.

      Tehar scooped the snake up safely in the blanket as Kathy guided the horse to continue backing up. Its eyes were still wild, its ears flicking, its nose huffing and blustering with distress, but she spoke gently to it, stroking its nose as it gradually calmed down. After a few more minutes, it stopped pulling against the bit and seemed to settle.

      Kathy's tense shoulders dropped in relief, and she began to really notice the throbbing pain in her arm.

      At the same moment, Tehar all but collided with her, throwing his arms around her and dragging her away from the horse. Khalila was behind him to take the reins.

      "What in the world were you doing?" he shouted, taking her by the shoulders to shake her before pulling her so tightly against him it almost knocked the breath from her lungs. "If you ever do something so stupid again I'll—"

      "What, ground me?" Kathy asked, laughing.

      "Maybe!" Tehar threatened, not at all amused.

      He was distracted from his scolding by Basira shoving him aside. Kathy was worried for a moment that the woman was about to hit her, but instead, she hugged Kathy even tighter than her son had.

      "Thank you," Basira sobbed. "You saved her! You saved my daughter's life!"

      Ihab was behind her, looking battered but grateful, and soon joined the group hug.

      "I was so scared," she said. "How did you know what to do?"

      "I grew up with horses," Kathy said dismissively. "I'm just glad you're okay. Thank you for the quick thinking with the snake, Khalila."

      "I didn't know what else to do," Khalila said with a shrug, still looking a bit shell-shocked. "I would never have thrown myself at the horse like that. How did you manage not to get hit?"

      "Well, I didn't completely." Kathy laughed a little breathlessly, beginning to look pale. Her arm really hurt. "Do you think we could call the doctor?"
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* * *

      Ihab had been hit by a couple of glancing blows from the horse's hooves, but escaped with only some bruises and a twisted ankle from falling. Kathy had fractured her arm and spent the next six weeks in a cast.

      Shadaf apologized till he was blue in the face, blaming himself since horseback riding had been his idea, but Kathy was almost grateful for the dangerous encounter. It had finally won Basira over to her. She was still as stiff and remote as ever (it was no mystery where Tehar had gotten his tendency for being overly formal from), but the hostility was gone, and they even talked on occasion like civil adults. Kathy didn't think Basira would ever fully approve of her, but she at least wasn't actively against Kathy being there anymore.

      As August became September and the air began to cool, Kathy sat in the garden, listening to Shadaf recite a poem he was working on. She felt like a whale, swollen up to a comical size. Just moving around had become an absurd effort, so she was reclining in a chair near Shadaf's lounge, resting.

      It was a cool evening, insects humming in the air. Khalila was sitting near Shadaf, enraptured by the poem. Basira, Fairuz, and Ihab were nearby. The two older women were working on weaving. Ihab was immersed in a book. They'd all three started visiting the garden more often now that they weren't shunning Kathy. Tehar was leaning against the door frame, pretending not to be involved, or maybe just enjoying watching the scene.

      "A fragrant rose that white petaled grows through gold wire bars, untouched and unknown, binds its bars in briar and thorn and devours its cage to blossom before the world, or else withers, its beauty wasted. Know me, and see my power. Was I not planted by the heavens with a purpose and a will of my own, beyond your petty desires? The cage bends and groans but the rose must grow and he must open his door or strangle them both."

      "Beautiful," Khalila said with a sigh.

      "Too pretentious," Basira countered. "Speak more plainly. If your words can only be understood by scholars, then what is the point of it?"

      "I could understand it fine," Kathy said, her voice heavy with drowsiness, picking at her cast.

      "And this is not even her first language," Shadaf said defensively. "Maybe you just need to try harder, Basira."

      Basira huffed and began to lecture Shadaf on respecting his elders. Kathy couldn't help a chuckle, glancing at Tehar where he still lingered in the door. He smiled at her, and Kathy felt a warm glow in her chest. Was this what it felt like to be part of a family? This serene and easy peace? She’d never felt it before. Her mother hadn’t been a terrible parent, but it had just been the two of them most of Kathy’s life, and her mother had stayed busy working just to keep them afloat. She’d never had much time to spend with Kathy.

      Later, as the evening cooled and fireflies began to move among the green garden stems, Kathy went to help Basira with her weaving. Ihab and Fairuz had gone in to make dinner, and Khalila had taken Shadaf upstairs to rest. Even Tehar had vanished off on some secret errand.

      She sat beside the older woman in front of the traditional loom arranged on the floor and helped her sorting and separating and twining strand after endless strand. It was simple, meditative work that made it easy for the mind to wander.

      “So,” Basira said after they’d worked for a while. It was only the second time she’d spoken directly to Kathy since she’d arrived, the first being after the incident with the horses. “Do you love my son?”

      Kathy dropped a thread in surprise and had to scramble to find it again.

      “Why do you ask?”

      “It should not be a difficult question,” Basira said mildly. “If you do not know the answer, then it is probably no.”

      Kathy thought about it for a long moment, considering her strange, fluctuating relationship with Tehar.

      “I do,” she said at last, regretfully. “Just not enough.”

      “Not enough for what?”

      “Not enough to give up my life for him,” she answered. “Not enough to give up my home and my career and my life and move here with him. And he doesn’t love me enough to leave his home or family here to come back with me. We’re stuck, just trying to enjoy ourselves before it ends.”

      “What grim resignation,” Basira muttered with a snort. “I think you are looking at this wrong.”

      “Oh?” Kathy frowned.

      “I have been married most of my life,” Basira said. “Since I was fifteen. I’ve known girls married younger. Ihab was only sixteen when her husband went off to war and died, and she begged me not to let her marry again, so afraid of the uncertainty of it. Fairuz was ten when she told me she would never marry. Ten years old, but I looked in her eyes and I knew she was telling the truth.

      “I don’t know the ways of the West. I have never worked a man’s job or held a thing in my hands that belonged only to me. But every woman who’s ever lived has a limit, a line she would not cross, a thing she would never give up for any man, not even God himself. For me, it is my children. I would rather leave my husband to other younger women and live here than see him sell them off to lives of misery. Fairuz has her line and though I don’t understand it, I would never ask her to cross it. Ihab’s line may shift as she grows, but I know she will never marry again unless it’s for love. You have your line as well, your work and your life, and no one who loved you would ask you to cross that line. The problem is not that you don’t love him enough. Love is not a thing so easily quantified. You need to stop asking yourself what you can’t give up for the sake of being with him and start asking what you can. What’s worth giving up to be with him? What’s most important to you, Kathy Burgess? What do you want?”

      Kathy had no answer. She frowned down at the weaving and worked in silence as she thought, searching for an answer. What was most important to her? Her job. Tessa. The baby. Tehar. As long as she had her work and the people who mattered to her, she’d be happy anywhere. But she needed both in her life. Tehar and Tessa. The baby and her career. So, what was she willing to give up to have them? Well, just about anything.
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* * *

      That night, she left her abaya in her room and slipped through the halls of the slumbering palace in a silk robe, the color of a pearl and translucent as mist before the moon. She climbed the high, tiled stairs and passed down the long paneled halls through the moonlight that created intricate puzzle pieces through the golden grates. She slipped through the quiet courtyards with only the sound of her bare feet on the stone and the rush of the wind through the leaves, carrying the scent of sweet jasmine. And at the end of the hall, she found the largest pair of great, engraved wooden doors, and she pushed them open.

      Tehar was awake, sitting on the edge of his bed, stripped to his waist and staring out the window, as though he’d been preparing for bed and become distracted by the sight of the high, full moon, pale and round as her own stomach. He turned when he heard the door, and his eyes widened at the sight of her.

      “Kathy,” he started to say, but she slipped inside and shut the door behind her, smiling.

      “I know what I want now,” she said, and fell into his arms. He pulled her against him, every kiss as desperate with need for her as the first had been.

      “I’ll marry you,” she said as he turned to lay her on the bed and she saw his eyes widen. “I’ll even live in this country if you want me to, as long as I can still work. That’s all I want. You, and my work. What about you?”

      She touched his face and he took her hand, kissing her palm.

      “I’ll marry you,” he said. “I’ve wanted it for so long it’s embarrassing to say. I’ve wanted you since I first saw you. I don’t care about my work. But I can’t leave my family.”

      “So, you want me, and your family,” Kathy said, smiling up at him. “And nothing else matters. Now we know where to start from.”

      He kissed her again and for a time they forgot words, speaking a more basic language which conveyed their feelings with far more accuracy.

      After, as she lay in his arms, making plans, she traced the lines of his hands and made a decision.

      “I want to go back to America,” she said. “Not forever. But it’s time we stopped avoiding this issue with Mitchell. It’s time to deal with him.”

      He nodded in understanding.

      “The lawyers are at a dead end,” he admitted. “They have been for a while. We need proof that he has the video of us or they can do nothing.”

      “So, we go back and get it,” Kathy said.

      “How?”

      “We’ll figure something out,” Kathy insisted. “The man is not that smart. He’s probably keeping it in his office. “

      Tehar frowned, thinking.

      “You know,” he said. “I think you might be on to something.”
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      The plane ride back to America was vastly preferable to the one into Abu Sadah. Tehar chartered a private jet with only a brief stopover in Paris, more because he wanted to take her out to dinner there than because it was strictly necessary.

      They waited only a few days before leaving, just long enough to arrange things with his family and get their approval on the plan. Then, what seemed like such a short time later, they were landing in Miami.

      The doctor had at first disapproved of Kathy flying when she was so close to her due date. It was November now, and she was a very rotund nine months along. Tehar had agreed, wanting her to stay where it was safe, but she insisted on coming along. This wasn’t going to end without her.

      Tessa met them at the airport, wearing a sweater. The cold caught Kathy by surprise. In the desert, it was still summer warm, but here, winter had almost arrived.

      “I took care of everything you asked,” Tessa said as they climbed into a rented car. “I got the hotel in my name and everything, but he probably still knows you’re coming.”

      “Good,” Tehar said, unworried. “He should be terrified.”

      They got settled in the hotel room to wait until the evening, and Kathy was glad for the chance to catch up with Tessa.

      “You’re huge,” Tessa said, making her laugh, as they ate room service’s luxurious snacks, lying on the huge bed while Tehar worked on the computer at the desk across from them. “How are you even moving around?”

      “Well, I don’t know. How do you do it?” Kathy teased, and Tessa flicked caviar at her. “Honestly though, the answer is I am moving as little as possible. My feet feel like balloons. Really painful balloons.”

      “Will you be all right going tonight?” Tessa asked with a frown.

      “If everything goes according to plan,” Kathy said. “I won’t have to do much but push a few buttons.”

      “Still, I’m worried about you,” Tessa said with a frown. “This Mitchell guy has a temper. I don’t want you to get hurt.”

      “Don’t worry,” Kathy said with a smile, glancing at Tehar. “I’ll be well protected. “

      They left late that evening once everything but the clubs and bars were shut down for the night.

      "The door is around this way," Kathy whispered, keeping clear of the security cameras as she led Tehar around the side of the building. "They always forget to lock it. Someone is going to break in and steal all the cameras eventually."

      "And if by chance the door is locked?" Tehar asked.

      Kathy hefted the crowbar she'd brought along.

      "Well, then we open a window," she said with a grin.

      In the studio's side parking lot, she led him to the heavy steel security door through which she'd taken her breaks.

      "We usually keep this jammed open with a brick," she explained to Tehar, kicking the nearby bit of brick they used. "So that we can come in and out on breaks. You're not supposed to be able to open it from the outside. No handle, even. But if you get locked out enough times, you figure out…"

      She paused for effect as she, with some difficulty, eased herself down to her knees and slid the crowbar under the edge of the door.

      "It's pretty useless if you don't lock it."

      She pushed down on the bar and the door popped open effortlessly, the metal creaking. Tehar helped her to her feet and they slipped inside.

      The halls of the studio were pitch black, but Kathy knew them like the back of her hand.

      "This way," she whispered. "His office is just down this hall, through the main sound stage."

      His office door was locked, but some careful fiddling with the lock and a bent bobby pin had it open.

      "You pick that up from being locked out as well?" Tehar asked, amused.

      "Yes, actually," Kathy said with a prim little huff. "I used to lose my keys all the time."

      "And being the person that you are, you learned to pick locks rather than remember your keys."

      "These kinds of skills come in handy in my line of work."

      Inside the dark, silent office, Tehar made a beeline for the computer, using his administrator account to override Mitchell's password. He began sorting through files while Kathy searched the shelves and drawers for hard copies.

      "Take it easy," Tehar urged her as Kathy lifted a nearly hidden box from the top of Mitchell's bookshelf. "This would be a very bad time for you to hurt yourself."

      "I'm fine," Kathy said impatiently, putting the box down on the desk to look through it. It was full of rewritable CDs, their cases hand labeled. Kathy lifted one out to examine it curiously. It had the name of one of the studio's employees, plus a date.

      "No wonder this computer moves so slowly," Tehar said. "His hard drive is full of video files. What are these? Cassandra Bree, March 3rd. Emma Delisle, December 12th. They're all labeled like that."

      "So are these," Kathy said, showing him the CDs. "Play one."

      Tehar clicked the one labeled Cassandra and the video began to play. It was angled low, partially obscured. It looked like the camera was hidden in a potted plant. It was in Cassandra's office, recording her as she sat at her computer. She was looking at a job offer from a rival company. Tehar clicked the Emma video, then shut it quickly as they realized it was from a camera hidden in a bathroom where the intern was changing clothes.

      "There's months’ worth of this," Tehar said, scrolling back through the files.

      "And more on these CDs," Kathy added. "They go back to last year at least. He's been recording everyone. Goodness, does that one say Henry Alan?"

      It did. Mitchell had recorded secret blackmail footage of the very founder of QIC Media.

      "There are files here labeled with my name from January and February," Tehar said. "He must have planted cameras in my office when he heard I was coming to monitor him. That's how he got the footage of us together."

      "There it is," Kathy said, spotting the file labeled Tehar, February 14th.

      "I never expected there to be this much," Tehar said. "I had no idea he was recording everyone. Even Henry Alan! We can't let him keep any of these."

      "They're not all going to fit on the flash drive we brought," Kathy said with a frown.

      "Then we'll take the hard drive," Tehar said. "I'll have it overnighted to my lawyers. This is more than enough to win our case against him. This will have him put away for good. He'll be arrested before he even notices it's missing."

      "All right," Kathy said with a nod. "Let's do it."

      They opened the computer tower and removed the hard drive quickly. Kathy tucked it into her bag while Tehar picked up the box of CDs. They checked the office one last time for any sign of more blackmail material, then headed for the door.

      As they were passing through the main sound stage, a light suddenly flashed on in their faces. Kathy threw a hand up to shield her eyes, and as her eyes adjusted, she saw Mitchell, looking smug as he caught them in the beam of a flashlight.

      "You two find everything you were looking for?" he asked sarcastically. "Really, did you think I wouldn’t know you were back in town? I figured it was a matter of time before you tried to break in here. It’s a good thing I have it under surveillance."

      "You creep," Kathy spat. "You weren't just recording us—you were recording everyone! You have cameras in the women's bathroom too, you monster!"

      "Listen, that's just part of doing business in this industry," Mitchell said with a shrug. "Your buddy there made that very clear when he tried to get me fired last year just for chasing some tail."

      "You pressured a nineteen-year-old into having an affair with you," Tehar replied calmly. "And it was your own indiscretion that nearly destroyed this entire company. That's hardly the same as recording secret footage of people."

      "I didn't have a choice," Mitchell declared. "The only way to stay ahead in this business is to have something to hold over everyone else. I didn't design the system, I just wasn't gonna get screwed over by your morality policing B.S. again. And now I never will."

      He held up the small camera he was holding.

      "Because now I have evidence of you two breaking into the studio and trying to steal from me. I could not only have you fired, I could have you arrested. In fact, I think I will. And once the Sheikh there is out of the way, I'll get my old job back. And when Henry Alan sees a few of the videos I have of him, well…"

      Mitchell chuckled suggestively.

      "If you have us arrested, the police will confiscate the files," Kathy reminded him. "And I have a feeling they'd get you into a lot more trouble than us."

      "It's stolen property," Mitchell sniffed. "They'd have no right to inspect it."

      "Maybe." Kathy shrugged. "But you know what I bet they would inspect?"

      She grinned.

      "The security footage."

      "You think I'm dumb enough to come in here without turning off the cameras?" Mitchell scoffed.

      "No," Kathy said. "But did you turn off the main desk camera? Or the weather camera? How about every camera on the sound stage?"

      Tehar stepped back to flip on a light switch. Every camera in the room was on and facing their way, the red recording lights blinking.

      "I turned them on while we were on our way into your office," Kathy explained while Mitchell stared, stunned. "We would have wiped them before we left, but I had a feeling you wouldn't be able to resist the urge to gloat. And sure enough, here you are. And you just gave us a full recorded confession."

      "I'm sure Henry Alan will be most interested to hear your plans for him," Tehar said, smiling.

      Mitchell turned pale.

      "You wouldn't dare," he said. "I still have the video of you! If you tell anyone, I'll—"

      "Considering the fact that we're dating—monogamously," Tehar interrupted. "I doubt it will cause much of a scandal. But you're welcome to try. I'm sure it would only help your case."

      Mitchell stumbled for a moment, clearly searching for some way out. Suddenly, he yowled like an enraged animal and threw himself at them, swinging the flashlight at Tehar's head like a club.

      Tehar pushed Kathy quickly out of the way and raised an arm to catch the blow, grabbing the flashlight and swinging his other fist into Mitchell's jaw. Mitchell stumbled and Tehar wrestled the flashlight away from him, throwing it into the darkness. But Mitchell recovered, tackling Tehar, trying to get his hands around the other man's throat.

      Kathy watched, afraid to intercede for the sake of her child, but tense with fear at the sight of Tehar fighting. Suddenly, Tehar threw Mitchell off, shoving him backward into a desk. Mitchell stumbled, catching himself as he slipped in a pile of paperwork. He was dazed, but Tehar didn't move in to finish him.

      "Stop this, Mitchell," Tehar warned him. "You've already lost. A beating isn't going to change that."

      Mitchell, clearly beyond reason, just charged at him again. They struggled with one another, fighting their way across the sound stage, each one taking blow after blow. Apparently, all of Mitchell's dodging actual work to work out on the beach hadn't been for nothing, but Tehar was stronger. Then, just as Kathy thought he had Mitchell beaten, Tehar slipped, his foot sliding on the same paperwork Mitchell had knocked over earlier, falling on to the main broadcast desk. Mitchell wasted no time, grabbing Tehar by the neck and slamming his head down into the desk to daze him.

      "I always hated you," he snarled, strangling Tehar. "You sanctimonious, self-righteous jerk! I'm going to destroy you—I don't care how! If the video I have won't work, I'll find something else. I won't stop until you're a homeless wreck begging for—"

      Kathy handed Tehar the flashlight, and he hit Mitchell over the back of the head with it, the sound an earsplitting crack. Mitchell slumped to the floor at once, out cold. Tehar got up, dropping the flashlight.

      "Goodness, I was so scared," she said, hugging him tightly. "Are you okay?"

      "I'm all right," Tehar said, putting a hand to his head and grimacing at the sight of blood. "Or I will be, anyway. Thanks to you."

      They smiled at each other, relieved, victorious. Even if none of the blackmail material was admissible in court, they had a video of Mitchell nearly trying to kill Tehar now as well. There was no way he'd ever work in the industry again.

      "I think it's about time we called the cops," Kathy said.

      "I think you're right," Tehar agreed.

      An hour or so later, they were still sitting on the sound stage, finishing up their report to the police. Tehar had been checked out by a paramedic and patched up. He'd need a couple of stitches for his head, but nothing serious. Mitchell had been taken off to the emergency room with a fractured skull, handcuffed to the gurney.

      "It's a pretty wild story," one of the officers said, watching some of the blackmail tapes. She'd already rewound and watched the footage from the soundstage main camera. "But it checks out. This is going to be an interesting case to pursue, that's for sure."

      "If you can keep it as quiet as possible, it would be greatly appreciated," Tehar said. "At least until we can be sure all those videos are destroyed. No one would want to see those getting out."

      "Don't worry, Mr. Al-Kindi," the officer reassured him. "We'll take care of it. Everything is going to be fine."

      "And we're not going to get in trouble for breaking in, right?" Kathy asked with an awkward smile.

      "Well, I'm pretty sure he owns the building so…" The officer shrugged. "Unless someone else in the company decides to press charges, I don't see any reason you two would need to worry."

      Kathy sighed in relief and smiled at Tehar. It looked like all their problems, at least with Mitchell, were solved.

      Suddenly, she doubled over with a surprised cry, clutching her stomach.

      "Whoa! Are you all right?" the officer said, taking her shoulders. Tehar took her other side, worried, while the officer called for a medic.

      "I'm fine," Kathy wheezed. "It's just contractions. Probably brought on by all the stress. They'll go away on their own in a bit—ah!"

      She hunched over again, biting her lip and gripping Tehar's hand as she waited thirty seconds for it to pass. It felt like someone was running an electric mixer over her insides.

      "That seemed worse than normal," Tehar said, worried. "Longer, too."

      "I'm fine," Kathy said breathlessly, lightheaded. "Really."

      But the police medic decided otherwise, calling them another ambulance. Kathy kept insisting it was just false labor, but by the time they reached the hospital, they were coming fast and regular enough that even she was beginning to accept that this was for real. She was about to have a baby.

      "I'm here with you," Tehar promised, holding her hand as they wheeled her into the ER. "I'll be with you every step of the way."

      "Do me a favor," Kathy said, taking deep breaths to try to ignore the pain rippling through her abdomen. "First, get our doctor on a plane over here. Second, I'm going to want chocolate when this is over. A lot of it."

      "I will buy the nearest chocolate store for you," he promised, kissing her hand. "I will have a ten-pound brick sent overnight from Switzerland. Anything you want, my flower. You have never looked so beautiful."

      Kathy's laughter was interrupted by another surge of intense discomfort. Then, they were wheeling her into a room and it was time to begin.

      Around eight hours of exhausting, uncomfortable work later, it was over. Kathy closed her eyes, lying back against the bed, knowing she was close to passing out, but unwilling to quite let go yet.

      "Hang in just a little longer," Tehar said. He was still sitting beside her, looking awed and exhausted.

      The nurse returned with their baby, freshly washed and weighed.

      "Here you go," the nurse said, leaning down to place the baby in Kathy’s arms. "One healthy, beautiful baby girl."

      "Oh, wow." Kathy's eyes widened as she looked down at her baby. Her daughter. The soft, squishy face that looked up at her made her heart feel like it was bursting out of her chest.

      She'd always thought newborns looked kind of weird and alien before. But this baby, her baby, looked like the most beautiful thing in the world. Her little girl opened her eyes, dark blue, and looked up at her, and Kathy knew she was lost forever. She was never going to love anything the way she loved this tiny human in her arms right then.

      "Look at her," Kathy said in wonder, shifting so that Tehar could see. He leaned in close eagerly, and she could see the same transformation happening in his eyes. Devotion, as easy as that, instinctual and perfect.

      "She's perfect," he said softly like she was something holy. "Beautiful."

      "Have you decided on a name?" the nurse asked, interrupting their reverie.

      "Ah, I don't know," Kathy said, suddenly stumped. "I was so sure it was going to be a boy. We haven't really talked about girl names."

      "How about Amira?" Tehar suggested, looking up at Kathy for approval. "It means princess."

      "That sounds perfect," Kathy said with a smile, looking down at her baby again. "Amira…"

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Sixteen

        

      

    
    
      The wind blew the smell of ice and pine down from the mountain, stirring the leaves of maple with a quiet, rushing sound almost like the ocean. Kathy stood in the backyard of her family home. Halfway up the mountain, from there, she could look down on her hometown, and on the sweep of nature that surrounded them. Lush green forests and mountains, stony and snowbound, carved out their place in the sky.

      It was beautiful, and once, it would have made Kathy feel at home. But she'd had so many homes now. By the sea in tropical Florida. In a palace in the deserts of Abu Sadah. Home had ceased to a place, and had become a person. Or rather, several people.

      "Are you ready to go inside?"

      Kathy looked behind her, where Tehar stood holding baby Amira, only a few months old. It was the anniversary of Kathy’s father's death. She'd spent the past few days with her lawyer, clarifying that she had fulfilled the terms of the will and signing paperwork to transfer the property to her. Along with the deed to her home, the lawyer had given her a letter.

      "Your father instructed this be given to you on this date," he said. "Whether you'd completed the last wishes outlined by the will or not."

      She was still holding it and hadn't dared to open it yet. She took a deep breath.

      "Yeah," she said.

      She unlocked the door with the key the lawyer had given her and stepped back into her childhood. It was beautiful old Craftsman-style house, local stone and wood exterior, exposed-beam high ceilings and hardwood floors, spacious enough for a large family to live very comfortably. It was clean and well maintained. The lawyer had explained that they'd had a caretaker keeping an eye on things and sent a cleaning crew through ahead of them.

      Everything was ready for them to move in. Even the furniture was still there. Kathy ran her fingers over the back of her father's favorite chair, still in its place in the living room, her feelings a confused tangle within her.

      "This is a beautiful home," Tehar said, climbing the stairs to peer into the bedrooms, calling back to her. "This room would be perfect for the nursery."

      Kathy followed him, smiling when she saw the room with its bright north-facing windows. "This was my room when I was a kid," she said. "My bed was right there. I guess they packed it up when I moved out. Yeah, this will be perfect for Amira."

      "And we'll have guest rooms for the rest of the family when they visit," Tehar said brightly, looking into the other doors. Kathy knew he was trying to cheer her up. He knew how hard the day had been on her. They heard the sound of a car door shutting downstairs and Tehar smiled. "Speak of the devil."

      The front door opened and Tessa stuck her head in curiously.

      "Hello?" she called out.

      "We're up here," Kathy replied, heading down the stairs.

      Tessa hurried inside to give Kathy a hug, followed by Khalila, pushing Shadaf's wheelchair.

      "Thank you so much for picking them up from the airport for us," Kathy said. "I know you only just got here yourself."

      "It's fine!" Tessa said. "I was in the airport anyway, why not carpool? Wow, this place hasn't changed at all!"

      She stepped past Kathy to look at the old house, amazed.

      "Do you remember playing board games on that rug?" Tessa asked, laughing. "How many times did I crash on that exact couch? Hey, I wonder if those games are still here? Who's up for Monopoly?"

      She went to inspect the games cabinet as Kathy turned to Khalila and Shadaf.

      "It's a beautiful house," Shadaf said. "A bit smaller than what we're used to, of course."

      He laughed a little weakly, looking pale.

      "He's still tired from the flight," Khalila said apologetically.

      "Well, make yourselves at home," Kathy said, stepping out of the way. "There's plenty of time to rest before dinner."

      Shadaf nodded gratefully as they moved into the living room. Kathy looked up in surprise as she saw someone else following them inside. It was Fairuz, looking nervous and out of place. Khalila had shed her abaya and headscarf, probably during the layover in Paris, but Fairuz was still wearing hers.

      "Fairuz!" Kathy said, offering a hug. "I didn't know you were coming."

      Fairuz accepted the hug tentatively.

      "I asked her to come," Tessa confessed, coming to stand next to her. "We got to talking while I was visiting you, and I thought we should hang out again."

      Kathy had returned to Abu Sadah shortly after leaving the hospital. She'd wanted to show Amira to Basira and the rest of her family. Tessa had come along, wanting to meet Tehar and everyone else, joking that she needed to make sure they were good enough for her friend. Kathy hadn't missed how well she'd connected with Fairuz, though she had a feeling it had surprised Tessa as much as everyone else.

      "I'm looking forward to checking out some of the schools here," Fairuz said a bit shyly. "I'm thinking about continuing my education here in the States."

      Kathy had a feeling, from the way she and Tessa were looking at each other, that wasn't all she was planning to check out. Kathy was happy for them both.

      Kathy got her guests settled and escaped before Tessa could pull her into the board game she was currently explaining to Fairuz and Khalila. Tehar sat near them listening with Amira in his lap. Shadaf was dozing in her father's chair.

      She went quietly upstairs to the room at the end of the hall. This had been her parents’ room when she was a child, then just her mother's when her father had left. And then, for a little while she supposed, it must have been her father's again, after her mother died.

      It was tidy, no dust left on the dresser, the bed neatly made. She almost wished the cleaners hadn't been so thorough. She would have liked to see his glasses, forgotten on the night stand. A coat left hanging on the back of a chair. A book left open on the bed. The signs of a life in progress, like at any moment he might walk in and resume it.

      Instead, it felt empty, hollow. A discarded shell, like the husk of a dead insect in the corner of a rarely used room. She opened a window, hoping the clear mountain air would make this suddenly stifling, claustrophobic room more bearable. She breathed in deeply and could almost smell him.

      She sat down on the edge of the bed, pulling the letter he'd left her out of her pocket. She ran her fingers along the edges of the envelope, delaying the inevitable. If she didn't read it, it would always be there to read and, in a way, he would never be gone. But she would also never know if the answers she needed were in there. What he'd been thinking at the end, what he'd thought of her. She couldn't bear that. She opened the letter, the sound of tearing paper almost obscene in the silence of the room that had once been his. She unfolded the letter with shaking hands.

      

      Dear Kathy,

      If things happened the way my lawyer said they would, then by the time you read this I'll have been dead for a year. You will have read my will and either completed or ignored my last request.

      At this point, I don't know which one I hope you did. I'm sure you want to know why I wrote it that way. Why I wanted you to start a family. To tell the truth, I don't really know myself. I'm writing this from my hospital bed. I just finished the Syria article. You were just here. I pretended to be asleep. I didn't know what to say. You didn't cry. You just looked at me for a while and left. And now I'm alone. I probably won't be here much longer and the thought of dying alone is the most terrifying thing I've ever experienced. I've had too much time to lay here thinking about my life and how much I regret everything I've done, all the people I pushed away. I don't want this for you. I don't want you to spend your life alone, to die alone. You and your mother, you were my one chance to turn things around. But, like an idiot, I ignored it.

      You probably hate me for what I made you do. If you didn't hate me before that. You should hate me. I want you to. I was never anything but a force of unhappiness in your life. In the end, I just tried to keep you from getting attached in the hopes that it would hurt less when I let you down. But I would rather you hate me then repeat my mistakes.

      You are a brilliant journalist. Please don't let my stubbornness, my emotional constipation, ever make you think that I wasn't incredibly proud of you. I read everything you published, watched every moment you were on screen a dozen times. I wanted to tell you, but I was as afraid of reaching out then as I'm afraid of being alone now. The work was all I ever knew or cared about and I was afraid of what would happen if I ever shared that love with anything else. Even you.

      I made my mistakes. I'm still making them. I know what I'm doing, forcing you this way, even writing you this letter to try to make you pity me. I know I don't deserve sympathy for this. But I'm doing it anyway. Whether you had the baby or not, whether you hate me or not, please, don't be alone.

      I love you, Kathy

      

      The last few letters blurred and ran as tears filled her eyes and spilled onto the page. She scrambled to rub them away before they could damage the paper, sobbing as she tried to preserve it. The knot of conflicted feelings within her felt like it had exploded, spilling messy emotions everywhere.

      He was proud of her. It didn't fix what he'd done. She wanted to shake him and hit him. She wanted to hold him and thank him. But she couldn't do anything. He was gone and there was no way to change that. His mistakes were made and over and there was no apologizing or making it better. She couldn't stop staring at the letter even though she was crying too hard to read it.

      "I love you too, Dad," she sobbed to the empty air. "I love you too."
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* * *

      Once she'd pulled herself together, she felt better. Cleaner. She'd cried herself out and all the pain and conflict had run out with it. Her father hadn't been a perfect man. He'd made a lot of mistakes. He'd forced her to do something he should never have. And she was grateful he had. She might never have taken a chance on Tehar if he hadn't. She certainly wouldn't have Amira now. She loved him, despite everything.

      Downstairs, her family was gathered, talking and laughing. She went to sit beside Tehar and he put Amira in her arms, asking if she was all right. She nodded, smiling and taking a deep breath.

      "I am," she told him. "I'm better, actually."

      He smiled and kissed her cheek.

      "Are you sure about this?" Shadaf asked, returning them to the conversation they'd been having before Kathy came in.

      "You're just as qualified as I am, if not more so," Tehar said. "And more importantly, I trust you."

      "But my illness," Shadaf reminded him. "There are days I'm too weak to get out of bed."

      "Then you can work from home," Tehar said. "Or delegate. It's not physical work."

      "And what happens if I drop dead in a month?" Shadaf pointed out.

      "Shadaf, my dearest friend," Tehar said with a laugh. "They have been telling you that you were dying since the day you were born. And yet here you are, more alive and energetic than most people I know. It's time to stop waiting to die and start planning for a future."

      Shadaf looked at Khalila, who smiled at him encouragingly, taking his hand.

      "All right," he said, taking a deep breath. "I'll do it."

      Tehar moved to hug his cousin tightly, patting his back in congratulations.

      He'd made the decision to turn over the business, at least the part of it that needed to be handled in Abu Sadah, to Shadaf before they'd even returned to deal with Mitchell.

      Tehar would continue to handle things stateside, but he wouldn't have to be flying back forth constantly. He could stay there in Colorado with Kathy and the baby. He would still fly out to visit his family there several times a year. Basira would never leave Abu Sadah, but it looked like Fairuz and Ihab both were considering moving to the States. Tehar would have his family and Kathy would have her career, and neither of them would have to give up what they loved in order to be together.

      "You're going to do amazing," Tehar said, clapping Shadaf on the shoulder. "And think of this. The prestige and power of being in charge of such a large company can only help your efforts to progress social policy in Abu Sadah as well."

      "I'll still have to convince the Sheikh and the rest of our family for that," Shadaf said with a laugh. "But yes, I think this might be what I need to really begin to change things."

      "I'll be with you every step of the way," Tehar promised.

      "I think we've proven just how far we'll go for the business as well," Kathy said with a laugh.
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* * *

      They went out to dinner a little later, and Kathy bounced between listening to Shadaf and Tehar hashing out the details of business to Tessa shamelessly flirting with an increasingly flustered Fairuz. She and Khalila exchanged teasing jokes about both parties and ordered too much dessert.

      That night, once the guests were settled into their rooms and Amira was in her crib for the night, Kathy stood at the open window of the master bedroom while Tehar got ready for bed behind her.

      She liked the way his coat looked over the chair and his shaving kit on the dresser. The room was starting to feel lived in again, but it was a new and better life. She looked out at the moon rising over the trees and contemplated the new life they were starting. Tehar surprised her as he slipped an arm around her shoulder, coming to stand beside her.

      "It's beautiful here," he said. "It's very different from Abu Sadah, but I think I'll like it."

      "I hope Amira will too," Kathy said. "There's so much ahead of us. I don't really know what to think about any of it."

      "Whatever happens, we'll face it together," he said gently, kissing her temple.

      "I'm glad your family has been so accepting of all the changes," Kathy said. "We couldn't have made any of this work without them."

      "We would have found a way," Tehar said. "I wouldn't have let anything stop me."

      "I'm just happy they love Amira as much as we do," Kathy said with a smile. "I'm so glad she gets to be a part of your family. Even if they would have preferred a boy."

      Tehar rolled his eyes.

      "Well, Basira might have said she wanted a boy," he said. "But you could tell the minute she saw Amira, she wouldn't have had it any other way. She loves her daughters."

      "True." Kathy laughed. "Well, I guess we can always try for a boy next time."

      "Next time?" Tehar's eyes widened and he grinned, squeezing her close.

      "Well, in that case, we should probably get married before the next one. You know, just to make sure there's no question about the inheritance."

      She was about to answer when he reached into his pocket and pulled something out, offering it to her. The silver band glittered in the moonlight, a beautiful natural sapphire surrounded by white diamonds sparkling in the center.

      "I should probably have planned something more extravagant," he admitted as she stared, caught off guard. "But it seemed wrong. Our whole relationship has been this way, hasn't it? Grand gestures just feel superfluous."

      "You're right," Kathy said, tears stinging her eyes again, happy this time, as she let him put the ring on her finger. "This is perfect."

      "I've never met another woman like you in my life," Tehar said. "Driven and powerful, strange and funny and beautiful. You're kind in the most unexpected ways, uncompromising sometimes. Even when you don't know what you want, you keep pushing forward until you do. I want to keep learning more strange and wonderful things about you for the rest of my life. I love you, Kathy."

      "I love you too, Tehar," Kathy said, sobbing and throwing her arms around him. "I love you!"

      He kissed her hard and she tugged him towards the bed, pulling him close.

      This time, as he pushed her down onto the sheets, there was no guilt or sadness about what might be or would never happen. There was just the three of them, her and Tehar and Amira, and ahead of them a bright, beautiful future. From then on, they’d both be figuring out what they wanted from life together.
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      The lights rose on the news desk, the logo spinning on the studio monitors.

      "This is your six o’clock news out of Cold Creek, Colorado," the pretty, cheerful brunette anchor declared. "I'm Kathy Burgess."

      "And I'm Hank Conway," her square-jawed co-anchor chimed in.

      "And this is your afternoon update. First, in international news, the EU convenes over new climate change regulations…"

      As soon as the cameras turned off, Kathy sank back into her chair with a sigh of relief, loosening the navy suit jacket she was wearing

      "Great work today, Kathy," Hank said with a friendly nod. "Real insightful stuff in that climate change piece."

      "Thanks," Kathy said with a proud smile. "I wrote and researched it myself. I actually flew to Beijing for those numbers."

      "Wow! Having a prince in the family sure has its perks. I'm sure not flying to Beijing on the weekends."

      Kathy laughed.

      "Yeah, it really does," she admitted. "I wanted to start doing field work again, but I need to stay local for my family. We're figuring out a way to make it work."

      "I feel you there," Hank agreed. "I'd love to get into the field again. Where are you heading next? This was your last show before your vacation, right?"

      "I'm actually heading back to Abu Sadah with the husband to visit his family," Kathy explained. "Although, I am hoping to do a piece on the recent progressive social reform there. It's a totally different country from when I visited the first time. I just have to get the producers on board with it."

      "Well, I for one would love to see that," Hank said encouragingly. "Good luck!"

      "Thanks!" Kathy stood up from the broadcast desk, moving slowly.

      "And be careful," Hank added. "You're in no condition to go jet setting around the world."

      "Are you kidding?" Kathy laughed, putting a hand on her round, heavy stomach. "I've done some of my best work in this condition!"

      She drove home to the house she'd grown up in, feeling the familiar sense of fond nostalgia as soon as it came into view, the dark slate peaks of its roof sharp against the clear winter sky, surrounded by a lacework of bare tree branches.

      Kathy breathed in the chilly winter air with relish. Nothing beat the view from here. The whole world seemed to be spread out at her feet, bright and clear and crisp as the snows of winter began to retreat. She'd been living there for about a year now. It was February, almost Valentine's Day again. Counting the one they'd spent at the office party, this would be her third Valentine's Day with Tehar.

      Amira babbled loudly in the back seat until Kathy came around to let her out. She was a little over a year old now. Her eyes had darkened to a beautiful green-hazel, but she had her father's copper skin and dark hair. She was, in Kathy's opinion, unbearably beautiful. And Kathy had a feeling her brother was going to be just as perfect.

      They'd discussed having a second child a little after Amira was born, but, as it had last time, it happened unexpectedly, the early symptoms catching them both by surprise. Kathy hadn't been planning to have another baby that soon, but once she realized it was happening she couldn't help the excitement she felt.

      Things would be tougher with two kids, but she knew already that it would be more than worth it. The family she was building with Tehar was worth almost anything. She was, truly and perfectly, deliriously happy.

      She carried Amira into the house and saw Tehar coming down the stairs carrying their bags and talking on the phone at the same time, holding it pinned between his ear and his shoulder.

      "I already sent you the documentation for that," he complained into the phone. "You're just going to have to manage. No. We've been planning this vacation for months. My wife could go into labor any second now. The company will not collapse without me at my desk for a few weeks. Goodbye!"

      He hung up with a frustrated sigh, dropping the suitcases he was carrying beside the couch.

      "I swear," he said, coming to hug her and kiss the top of Amira's head. "You would think I was planning to leave forever."

      "Well, you are the CEO," Kathy said, smiling at her husband warmly. Henry Alan had decided to retire shortly after the Mitchell debacle had been sorted out, and he'd passed ownership of the entire QIC Media empire to Tehar.

      He'd been absurdly busy, but he fought to carve out time to spend with his family, both immediate and abroad. Kathy's maternity leave had offered a perfect opportunity for that. One of Tehar's early changes to the company had been paid maternity/paternity leave for all full-time employees, and luckily that applied to him as well.

      "I saw your six o’clock spot today," Tehar said, checking the bags to see if he'd missed anything. "You looked wonderful. That climate change article really turned out well."

      "Thank you, sweetheart," Kathy said, beaming with pride. "I wanted to go out with a bang. Can't have them forgetting who's the best while I'm away. Is everything ready to go?"

      "Almost," Tehar answered. "I think I got everything."

      "Did you get Amira's bag?"

      "Yeah, the diaper bag is right there."

      "Not the diaper bag, the bag with her clothes and toys."

      "No. I knew I forgot something."

      He rolled his eyes and hurried back upstairs for it. Once everything was collected, Kathy helped him load it all into the car as they headed for the airport.

      "I told Tessa we're on our way," Kathy said as they boarded the private plane, looking down at her phone. "She wants to know if we're stopping in Paris?"

      "Of course." Tehar chuckled. "It's practically tradition by now. I'm already craving beignets."

      "She wants us to bring her and Fairuz macaroons," Kathy said a moment later, laughing.

      Tessa and Fairuz, now quite unambiguously a couple, had been living in Massachusetts together while Fairuz pursued a law degree. Kathy had missed having Tessa next door, but they still talked every day.

      The two women had flown out to Abu Sadah for the little get together the day before. They'd wanted a chance to make sure Basira wasn't going to react badly to seeing the two of them together before everyone else got there. Apparently, she'd taken it surprisingly well.

      Tehar and Kathy landed in Abu Sadah many hours later, after their pit-stop for lunch in Paris, by which time Amira was very ready to be off the plane. As soon as they stepped onto the airstrip, Amira fussing and squirming in Tehar's arms, Tessa was there to grab Kathy in a delighted hug.

      Fairuz was a step behind her, greeting her brother and waving to the baby. Shadaf, Khalila, Ihab, and Basira were there to greet them as well, along with a woman Kathy didn't recognize.

      "Kathy," Shadaf said with a fond smile as she separated from Tessa long enough to greet him. "I'd like you to meet my mother, Sheikha Nouha."

      He indicated the woman Kathy hadn't recognized, who shook Kathy's hand.

      "With the changes Shadaf has been making here," Nouha said. "I finally felt ready to come back to visit. I'm so glad to have the chance to meet you all."

      They headed to a restaurant in the city for dinner, and Kathy was surprised to see many women had stopped wearing veils. There were more women in general on the street. She even saw a few working in the restaurant.

      "I'm taking it slowly," Shadaf said as they ate. "Which isn't hard considering what a battle it is to get the government to change anything. But the Sheikh is behind me. He wants to bring Abu Sadah into the modern age. We've loosened the restrictions on women's clothing and started vouchers and initiatives to allow widows and unmarried women to work. There's been a battle over allowing women to drive for years, but we're making progress there. I think as long as we make the change gradual, we can really make this work."

      "There's been some pushback, I assume?" Kathy asked over her wine.

      "Oh, absolutely," Khalila answered for Shadaf with a tired laugh. "The fundamentalists and the political factions that want us to unite with Saudi are outraged. There was an article the other day declaring that I was a blasphemous witch controlling my husband like a puppet."

      "But so far they've kept their complaining to the courts and the papers," Shadaf continued. "I think as long as we don't try to move too fast, let them adjust and see that the world isn't ending just because women can work now, in a decade we'll have caught up with the rest of the world."

      Khalila smiled at him proudly. Kathy wasn't sure what pleased her more, his passion for the work or the fact that he was, at last, planning for the future without the fear that he might not be part of it.

      Nouha seemed to be proud of him as well. She gushed about what he'd accomplished all night. Kathy was, in part, annoyed by this for Shadaf's sake. Nouha had been so certain he'd never be anything but a burden because of his condition that she'd never bothered to learn anything about him, and now she was shocked and delighted to discover he was a real person with ambitions and not just a walking tragedy.

      Part of Kathy wanted to shake the woman and tell her that her son had always been amazing, that he'd always been there right in front of her. But she held her tongue. This was progress, in spite of everything, slow and occasionally frustrating as it was. And she could tell Shadaf was happy. They would have a chance for real, honest resolution that she and her father never had. She just hoped they took it.

      "Fairuz has actually been a tremendous help," Shadaf said, gesturing to his cousin. "Her legal advice has been crucial to finding a way to enforce and support the transition through government."

      "I find this aspect of law rather fascinating, honestly," Fairuz said shyly. "The way social policy shapes and changes the legal landscape and vice versa can be really incredible to see."

      "She wants to become a human rights lawyer," Tessa said, looking at her girlfriend with infatuated pride. "She's going to be amazing. She's already top of her class."

      "She will be the first woman in our family with a degree," Basira added, pleased. "She is an inspiration. Little Amira will be looking up to her soon."

      "I couldn't ask for a better role model," Kathy said with a smile while Fairuz turned red with embarrassment at the praise.

      "What about you, Ihab?" Tehar asked. "Do you think you will continue your education?"

      "Oh, I don't know," Ihab said evasively. "I wouldn't want to leave Abu Sadah."

      "She's in love with a gardener," Fairuz revealed, making Ihab squeak and hide her face.

      "He's trained roses to grow by her window," Tessa reported. "And she leaves him homemade sweets every day. It's kind of nauseatingly adorable."

      "That better be all he's doing," Basira warned. "The country may be changing, but you are still a respectable girl."

      Ihab looked ready to crawl into her abaya to hide. Kathy changed the subject hoping to spare the other woman.

      "You could study online," she offered. "If you wanted to keep learning without leaving the country. I bet you would enjoy a literature course."

      "I do think I would like that," Ihab said, still hiding her face.

      "It's something to look into," Kathy said with a smile. "There's no reason to stop doing things you love just because you've met someone."

      After dinner, they all returned to the palace. Kathy put Amira to bed and the adults gathered in the conservatory to talk and enjoy one another's company.

      "I won't be staying too long," Nouha admitted. "I have too many lovers in Brazil waiting for my return."

      Shadaf grimaced at the mental image.

      "And even with the loosened restrictions," she continued. "I am no longer used to wearing so much clothing! Once you've spent a few weeks on a topless beach in paradise, you can never go back."

      They all laughed or groaned, depending on how personally offensive they found the mental image.

      After she and Basira had wandered off to bed, Shadaf confided that he was actually kind of glad she was leaving.

      "I'm glad she came back and for the chance to prove myself to her," he said. "But she's a little overwhelming. I'm not sure what I'd do if she wanted to live here again."

      "Buy me a new house," Khalila answered for him.

      Before long, they headed to bed as well, and Fairuz and Tessa soon followed, leaving together. Ihab lingered only a little longer, mostly for the sake of the three of them making fun of the two lovebirds.

      Once they were alone, Kathy curled up against Tehar's chest, listening to the night birds sing in the flowering trees.

      "I missed this place," she said with a happy sigh. "It was kind of strange, being pregnant and not being here."

      "I missed it too," Tehar agreed, his arm around her shoulders. "But no matter how often I visited, it just wasn't the same without you here with me."

      Kathy flushed with delight and kissed his cheek. He turned to kiss her properly in return. His kiss could still send tremors of heat through her at the drop of a hat. She never got tired of how much he seemed to want her, the way he held her like he was afraid he was dreaming and at any moment he could wake up and she would disappear.

      Their marriage so far had been a blissfully happy one, partially because of just how much they appreciated one another. They had to work hard to be together and it made every moment a reward they treasured. They both had their own lives outside of each other, their own goals and ambitions. But they were united in that the one thing they wanted more than anything else was just to be together.

      "Do you ever think about what would have happened if my father hadn't written that requirement into his will?" Kathy asked as they watched the fireflies float through the flowers.

      "I think we would still be right here, exactly as we are," Tehar said, running his fingers through her hair. "Perhaps the path we took to get here would have been slightly different. But I know it would have happened."

      "What makes you so sure?" Kathy asked, feeling a fluttering warmth in her stomach at his certainty.

      "I was already falling for you before you sent that text," he said. "I was trying to find a way to approach you when you gave me the perfect opening. And then, of course, I was an idiot and panicked and tried to distance myself. But in the end, here we are."

      "I had a pretty big crush on you at that point as well," Kathy admitted. "But I might have turned you down or let you distance yourself. I thought my work was more important then. And I didn't think I deserved you."

      "But I would have followed you," he promised. "And even if I tried to pull away, eventually I would have come back. Or you would have. We saw it that night at the Valentine's party. We were never going to be able to stay away from each other, no matter how much we thought we should."

      "We really were idiots," Kathy said with a small laugh and kissed him. He leaned into her and she lay back against the couch they were lying on so that he could scatter kisses over her throat. "Still, I'm glad it happened the way it did."

      "As am I," Tehar agreed, pressing a kiss between her breasts. "I would not have it any other way."

      He took her hand and kissed it, looking into her eyes.

      "I'm going to love you for the rest of my life, Kathy Burgess," he said. "With every part of me."

      "Me too," Kathy said softly, caught off guard by the declaration. "I think I love you more every day."

      He kissed her again, holding her tightly, running a hand over her baby bump.

      As their kisses became more heated, Kathy's skin tingling under his every touch, she felt a rush of gratitude once again. This was so far from the life she thought she'd wanted two years ago. She almost couldn't imagine the days when she'd been so against marriage and kids, certain they would trap her in a life she could never be happy with.

      But here she was now, not only still doing everything she'd wanted in her career, traveling and learning and working, but she had a family too. It was better than she'd ever hoped for. And now she knew she never wanted it any other way. As night fell on the palace of Abu Sadah, the desert outside silent except for the rush of the wind over sand, Kathy kissed her sheikh again and again and thanked her lucky stars for her fairytale ending.
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