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Excerpt from A Blazing Dance

When he rounded the corner into the lunchroom, he saw Jonah sitting at a table. “Hey, kid. Are you ready for a rematch?” 

“Yeah.” Jonah nodded but didn’t smile.

“Since you won the last game yesterday, I think you start.”

The boy made the first move on the checker board. “Mr. Hejazi, are you a mercenary?” 

“No, I’m not.”

“Sir, yesterday you said you weren’t a cop, but that you did security.”

“That’s right.” Hejazi sat back in his chair and watched the boy.

“Can I hire you?”
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To my Papa and Grammy – Ray and Florence Davis. I miss and love you still to this day and know one day we’ll meet again.

Thank you to Jennifer Conner and Books to Go, Now. Your support is wonderful.

Thank you to Grace Augustine. Love you, too.
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Chapter One
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Jarrah Hejazi watched the crowd gathered around his latest client, singer Veronda. His group was hired, at a very good price, six months ago to protect her from screaming fans. He felt glad this was the last stop. As soon as she finished her stage show, he and his team would be free. They needed the break and he was ready to just guard his usual clients. This assignment, of a young singer, was outside his groups’ range of experience.

The younger men on his team liked Veronda’s music. He hated to act like an old-fogey, but her tunes were not his favorite. The drums were too loud and half the time he couldn’t understand the words coming from her mouth.

As he watched the audience something caught his eye. In two different locations he saw a couple of teenagers who weren’t watching the concert. He could tell they were stalking the other audience members. They’d move around and then clear a way to another group of people. He knew exactly what they were up to and watched the team of pick-pockets go from group to group.

“Hey, Chief.”

Hejazi cupped his hand over his ear. “I can barely hear you. Speak up.”

“This is Griggs. Me and Rand think we’ve got a team of pick-pockets over here.”

“Yeah. I’ve been watching them at this end, too. I’ll report it to the house security, but we stay on Veronda.”

“Roger, that.”

Hejazi continued to watch the crowd and saw another kid reach into a woman’s purse.  He shook his head. His team had worked continuous jobs for the last two years. He was tired and needed a change of scenery, so did his crew.

Hejazi walked to his personal vehicle and pulled out a handful of envelopes. He went back to his men and handed out bonus checks.

“Okay, guys. We’ve got a month until we go with Senator Roberts in September, so have a great vacation. We’ll meet up in Los Angeles for the briefing.”

He guided his SUV south on I-5 straight to Stockton. He’d wanted to stop by Safe Haven and see how things were progressing since it opened eight months ago. 

When he parked, he looked up at the huge building. There were many changes and he could tell the non-profit was doing well. Hejazi walked through the gates, up the front steps, and into the main lobby. A tall, dark haired woman came out of an office and stood behind the counter. He hadn’t met her the last time he’d visited.

“Can I help you?” she said.

The woman’s brown hair floated around her shoulders. There were enough gold highlights to make her light green eyes sparkle. He looked at her stance and could see a chain around her neck. The outline of dog tags pressed against the T-shirt she wore. His interest heightened. 

He walked up to the counter and smiled. “Yeah, is Mrs. Black around?”

“Yep, she’s upstairs. Can I let her know who you are?”

His eyebrows folded together. “We’re you Army?”

“No, Marines.” She smiled. “You aren’t Jarrah Hejazi, are you?”
“Yes, I am.”
The woman nodded. “Rae talks about you. I’m Grace McKay.” She walked from behind the desk. “Follow me.”

They went to a stairwell and started up. 

“How long did you serve, Miss McKay?”

“Call me Grace, please. I was in for twelve years, sir. How about you?”

“The same, twelve years.”

“Then you were a secret agent?” She smiled over her shoulder.

Hejazi laughed. “No, Secret Service. I was assigned to a team that protected the secretary of state.”

“Impressive.”

“Not really, I only did that for a year before I started my own security group. What’s your job here?”

“Security.”

“Oh.”  A weird feeling hit him.

“Don’t tell anyone though. The kids think I’m a receptionist and part-time cook.”

“Your secret is safe with me.”

They walked through a set of double swinging doors and entered a huge lunchroom. Windows wrapped around the whole room, letting in light and giving it a warm feel.

Hejazi saw Rae Black at some tables that were moved together and she spoke to a group of kids. He stood by a wall and listened to her. Her belly looked like she hid a basketball under her shirt. He’d heard she and Turner were expecting.

“I’m curious if any of you would be interested in taking some classes?” she asked and the kids groaned. “I’m not talking about math and English. I thought maybe self-defense or cooking?”

“I could be Jackie Chan,” one boy said. He made a funny noise in his throat and flexed non-existent muscles.

“Right. Can I get a show of hands? How many can I count on to show up if I arranged self-defense classes?” Several hands went up. “How about cooking?” A few other hands raised. “Okay, once I get it arranged I’ll put a signup sheet on the bulletin board downstairs. If you haven’t eaten lunch go for it. Ladies, I’ll meet you for dance class in an hour. Mr. Jenkins has appointments with a couple of you this afternoon, don’t be late. And Ian, Dr. Johnson moved your appointment to three-thirty. He wants to see how your lungs are doing.”

The group broke up and Rae walked toward Hejazi with a grin on her face. “Jarrah, how good to see you.” She lifted on her toes and gave him a hug.

“It’s good to see you, too, Mrs. Black.” He put a hand on her stomach. “I heard about this little one. How soon are you due?”

“It’s just a couple more weeks. Turner’s gone into insane-father-mode. He doesn’t want me working, but I get bored sitting around at home. Daytime TV sucks.”

“You said it.”

“Can I get you a cup of tea, Rae?” Grace asked.

“That would be great.”

“Mr. Hejazi, coffee or tea?”
Asking for a coffee, he and Rae sat at a table. He saw a kid sitting by a window and staring into the sunlight. The kid was small, with light brown hair and wore the saddest look on his face. 
Grace brought them the coffee and tea and then left the room. He watched her walk out the door and liked the way she moved.

“Jarrah, what can I do for you today?”

“Nothing really. I was up in Sacramento with a job and thought I’d stop in on my way south. I wanted to see how things were going.”

“So far, so good. We have eight, nine kids staying with us full time and about ten others that come and go. We’ve only needed to turn one away in the last six months but helped him find another place that helps with drug issues. Things are progressing.”

“I heard you talking about self defense. Do you need any help?”

“What? Don’t you have a job right now?” 

Hejazi laughed. “No, the group’s taking the next month off and I have some extra time.”

“I would definitely take you up on that offer. Do you need a place to stay? Turner and I have plenty of room.”

“No, I can find a hotel to crash. Your house is too far out of town.” He looked around and saw that same boy sitting by himself. “Who’s that kid over there?”

Rae looked to where he pointed. “That’s Kit. He won’t tell us his real name or where he came from. We’ve tried to identify him but can’t find out anything. He says he’s thirteen years old, but I wonder.”

“Huh.” He looked at her and saw Grace come back into the room. “Do you have a checkerboard?”

Rae frowned. “Yeah, we have a checkerboard in the game room. Hey Grace?”

The tall woman came over to the table and Rae asked her to get the game. “What are you thinking, Jarrah?”

He watched the tall woman walk away and admired her strut. It was part Marine, part regular woman and the more he watched her move the more he wanted to get to know her.

“Hejazi?”

He heard Rae’s voice and looked at her.

“I asked you a question,” she said. She looked at the door Grace went through. “Can you stay and have dinner with us tonight? I could ask Grace to join us.”

“Sure, it would be nice to see Mr. Black.”

Grace came up to the table with a cardboard box. She handed it to him.

“Thank you.” He stood and went to the table were the boy sat. “Hi. My name’s Jarrah Hejazi. Do you play checkers?”

The kid looked up at him with true puppy-brown eyes. “Sure.”

He sat down and started to set up the board. “Do you have a name?”

“I’m Kit.”

“Hi, Kit. Your move.”
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Chapter Two
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Grace came back up the stairs two hours later and saw Mr. Hejazi and Kit were still involved with the game. They didn’t seem to talk much but made the moves on the board.

She found the tall security-man with broad shoulders and muscular thighs attractive. His dark hair and eyes gave him a mysterious look and she hoped he’d be around for a while.

Rae Black walked up next to her. “They’ve been playing for two hours.”

“I wonder if Kit’s told him anything.”

“Beats me. Why don’t you plan on having dinner with us tonight?” Rae put her hand around Grace’s arm.

“Are you sure? I wouldn’t want to be in the way with your friend.”

“Sweetie, Hejazi has two looks he gets in his eyes and on his face. It’s either a sympathy look when you cry on his shoulder or he’s trying to figure something out for his work. When he looked at you, I saw a third look.”

“He looked at me?” Grace said.

“Yes, and you looked at him the same way.”

She felt heat in her face and knew she’d turned red as a tomato. “I need to get back downstairs.”

“Wait a minute, here he comes.”

Grace turned and saw Hejazi walk toward them. He carried himself with such confidence and strength.

“How did you fair, Jarrah?” Rae asked.

“The kid beat me twenty out of thirty games.” He looked over his
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Will Hejazi and Grace be able to save the kids?
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