
        
            
                
            
        

    
	Cassandra Steel’s passion for science opens doors to an incredible opportunity—a study abroad program in Colombia’s Amazon Rainforest. Still reeling from a devastating breakup, Cassie throws herself into research, convinced that love is not in the cards. However, fate has other plans.

	Enter Zhang Xuan, a captivating fellow scientist who unexpectedly captures Cassie’s heart. As they begin to explore their feelings for each other, they are forced to confront the harsh reality that their time together may be limited.

	With their time abroad coming to an end, Cassie undertakes a final humanitarian project, delivering school supplies to local children. But tragedy strikes when a devastating mudslide hits. Against all odds, Cassie and Xuan cling to the hope that their connection is more than mere chance—a result of a powerful twist of fate.

	Join Cassie and Zhang on a journey of true love, blazing as fiercely as the stars, as they navigate the complexities of destiny and defy the odds that stand in their way.
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Dedication

	 

	 

	For my parents, Craig and Robbie Cunningham—No one has ever been given more loving and unconditional support than I have been given by you. Thank you for showing me the world, and for empowering me to follow my dreams.

	 

	For my husband, Brayan Trujillo Suarez, who, like the comet, is the brightest star in my sky. Considering the way our lives mysteriously wove together, I have a hard time believing it wasn’t fate that led you to this country, and to the same school as me. Thanks for proving to me that true love exists.

	 

	For the Newton and Valerio family—with deep respect and a lifetime of love. I am thankful for each one of you. You have been a blessing to me, and to the Cunningham family. You’ll always have a special place in my heart.

	 


 

	 

	“With relatable characters, a compelling plot, and thought-provoking themes, Fated to Love You is a book that will stay with readers long after they have turned the last page.”—Manhattan Book Review

	 

	“Fated to Love You starts off with one of the closest things to a literal bang I can think of.”-Seattle Book Review

	 

	“The author’s creativity in exploring strong themes in this engrossing tale made it possible to award the book a perfect rating. I recommend this book to lovers of romance fiction and also to persons whose relationships may be going through certain upheavals.”-OnlineBookClub.org Review

	 

	“More than just a romance, Fated to Love You brings to life the struggles of two very realistic characters.”

	-Portland Book Review

	 

	“Fans of Nicholas Sparks and John Green’s The Fault in Our Stars, pick up this book!”-Author Miranda Lee

	 

	“Cassie and Xuan’s relationship is one worth mimicking, as it shows the devotion and love they hold for each other, while not letting anything or anyone get in the way.”

	-San Francisco Bay Area

	 

	“This book discloses the fundamental mystery of where the very core of love germinates from and the elements that keep it prevailing, despite the odds.”

	- OnlineBookClub.org Review

	 


 

	 

	Read for a Better World:

	Every Book You Buy Gives Back!

	 

	 

	Indulge in a heartwarming tale of love while making a positive impact on the world. With every purchase of Fated to Love You, a percentage goes directly to supporting charitable organizations that make a difference in our world communities. Not only will you be enjoying a great read, but you’ll also be making a positive impact on the world.

	 

	The story begins in Colombia, where the protagonist, Cassandra Steel, goes on a science study abroad. She visits the rainforest and raises school supply donations to take to kids.

	 

	With every copy sold of this first novel, a percentage of the proceeds will be donated to two organizations that are close to the story and the protagonist’s heart: the Amazon Conservation and Save the Children. These charities are tirelessly working towards conserving the Amazon rainforest and improving the lives of underprivileged children in Latin America. Find out more about these amazing organizations, here:

	 

	https://www.amazonconservation.org/

	 

	https://www.savethechildren.org/us/where-we-work/latin-america

	 

	Join me on a mission to create a better world, one book at a time. Purchase Fated to Love You today and experience the joy of giving back to society. Let’s make a difference together!

	 


A Note to My Readers on Language

	 

	 

	I hope you will find yourself completely absorbed in the world of Fated to Love You and find this novel to be a captivating and enjoyable read. Before we begin this incredible journey together, I wanted to clarify a few key language points in this novel because you will come across a mixture of phrases and conversations. As an author, I choose to follow the grammar rules of other languages, as an important sign of respect, and it is my way of acknowledging cultural differences. The main characters in Fated to Love You, travel to the country of Colombia for a study abroad program. It is important to know that Spanish titles like señor—sir or Mr., señora—ma’am or Mrs., and doctor—doctor are not capitalized in Spanish, except when used as abbreviations or at the start of a sentence. Because of this, you will see lower case personal titles like, señorita Steel, señora Gálvez, and señor Nieto, instead of Señorita Steel, Señora Gálvez, and Señor Nieto, which we would typically capitalize in English. 

	The narrative is presented from Cassie’s perspective, as she writes this story and reflects on the events long after they took place. It is of great importance to me to pay homage to the cultures that played a significant role in her experience. As a result, you will often find translations of foreign words that she didn’t comprehend at the time, or even words that I believe you, the reader, may not be familiar with. This approach ensures that the genuine expressions of the characters are preserved and not lost in translation.

	Overall, the beauty of language lies in its ability to express the full range of human experience and to connect with one another in meaningful ways. I hope Fated to Love You becomes a treasured read for you, full of memorable moments and cherished characters.

	 


Prologue

	 

	 

	Do you believe in fate? Fate... as in the universe has everything planned for you... that there is some predetermined path laid out for you from birth. If I’d ever been asked to predict my future, weave my own story—the story of Cassandra Steel—the outcome would have likely been much simpler than the narrative that is about to unfold. My answer as a young child would likely have been the common vision of an unextraordinary white picket fence in a suburban neighborhood, with Mr. Right and one, maybe two kids. You know, that kind of dream—the same one almost all girls in America are taught to want early on as they play with their beautiful Barbies and mansion-sized dollhouses, meant to replicate a make-believe, princess-like future. But that wasn’t meant to be my fate, nor could I escape the path laid out for me by the powers that be.

	Sometimes when I look back and analyze my past, I think the catalyst behind this story was my passion for science. I remember looking at seaweed and pond water microorganisms under a microscope during my Physical Science class my freshman year in high school and I felt exhilarated. My curiosity was awoken and I found myself instantly in love with the subject. Then, during my sophomore year in Biology, I single-handedly dissected a cow’s eye and heart while my lab partner—and half the class—were busy passing out or vomiting in the bathroom, and that was it. The road ahead was clear. Set. I knew exactly what I wanted to do with my life. Science wasn’t just accumulating observations and data of the physical world... it was the doorway to help battle things like disease, global warming, hunger and poverty when applied properly. Science was discovery and possibility, and more than anything, I wanted to be a part of it.

	I spent the next few years planning accordingly. A 4.0 GPA, Varsity athletics, and extracurricular activities, allowed me to attend the University of California in Santa Cruz on an academic scholarship. I was book-smart and totally self-confident in anything related to my studies. A total nerd. A know-it-all. I have never feared taking a risk when it came to science. But socially I was the opposite of assertive, despite the clubs I belonged to or the athletic teams I played on. Outside of the classroom, I tended to be insecure and conservative. Shy, even. Usually an outcast. In fact, I’ve been told I’m socially timid. An introvert. An INFJ on the Myers–Briggs Type Indicator test. I’d even been bullied up until I made the Varsity basketball team. And then my reputation changed entirely when I finally entered the high school dating scene. Well, not exactly dating in the plural sense. Just one guy really—Raylan Thompson who, for whatever reason, had taken an interest in me despite his superstar status in high school.

	A few years later, Raylan and I went our separate ways. He joined the military and I started the science program at the university. It was after our breakup that the thread of my life, woven from Fate’s loom, finally started to take shape. And it was because of science that I met him. The one.

	The spinner of my story set me on a collision course that began the night I walked into the Red Iguana, and it was sealed after escaping death’s clutches the day of the comet, but none of those fateful events would have happened if I hadn’t fallen in love with science. Just like in the movie, The Curious Case of Benjamin Button, I believe a series of events resulted in leading me to find my soulmate.

	In a way, I blame my teachers. Yes, definitely my teachers. If my freshmen and sophomore teachers had just read out of a stupid book and been less interesting, I wouldn’t have been introduced to microscopes, labs, and dissection. The first time I looked into a microscope at seaweed and pond water microorganisms, there was something inside me that shifted—like the way people describe falling in love. And if I hadn’t been given the opportunity to cut into a cow’s eyeball at the age of fifteen, maybe I would have never majored in science, or gone on the semester study abroad trip to Colombia with the UC Santa Cruz biology department. So yes, I blamed seaweed and pond water microorganisms, a cow’s eyeball, and my teachers, the real culprits, for starting me down this path. Just like accident investigators put together a timeline, I call this the causation analysis of my love life.

	To the skeptics, perhaps the events that are to follow were just a coincidence and nothing more than a series of random accidents that led me to where I am today. But to the lovers and poets and dreamers, perhaps you might agree that the story about to unfold is something more. You might even agree that there are times when coincidences are so powerful that they don’t really seem like coincidences anymore. Times when you come across events that seem too strange, or too strong, to be anything other than Fate—a grand design that incorporates everything from the career paths we take, the friends we meet along the way, and the partners we choose to spend our lives with. Times like these make you question that maybe nothing in this world happens by accident. Maybe everything really does happen for a reason, as some prewritten destiny slowly takes shape and shoves you down a path—or in my case, a mountain side.

	My story begins in the foreign country of Colombia, where I found myself newly single and embarking on a semester study abroad program for science...

	 


Part One: The Spinning Wheel

	 


Chapter One: The Reaper of Souls

	 

	 

	Medellín-Bogotá Highway, Colombia

	October 15, 2016

	 

	All around, silvery rain fell, mixed with mud and earth and the screams of helpless people trapped on the muddy highway headed away from the city of Medellín, Colombia.

	Trapped inside my smashed vehicle, I tried to breathe normally. Each inhalation was painful, but the sharp exhalation was even more excruciating. Raising my shirt slightly to better examine the bruises on my ribs, I knew my skin would look a deep Barney purple tomorrow by the time I woke up—that was, if I somehow survived today’s catastrophe. Even grazing the bruise made me wince, but fractured ribs and trouble breathing were the least of my concerns right now.

	As the angry earth started to rumble again, I clawed my bloody fingers through my hair and watched helplessly as several vehicles and their passengers were swept away by the muddy current and then tossed off the side of the cliff, like small toy boats on the waves of the sea. Then my car started to move.

	I braced myself against the seat as much as possible. Absolutely terrified at what would come next. Fully aware that I was about to be thrown over the edge... and there would be no escape.

	At second impact, the world seemed to shatter as more debris collided with my car. The front bumper scraped against something. I leaned forward in my seat to see only some kind of old, half-demolished guardrail near the edge. Fifteen feet in front of me were several orange traffic cones but no rail, only scaffolding. If I had to guess, it looked as though a section of the guardrail had been taken down so construction workers could replace it with something new and better.

	The metal below the car creaked as it bent, but the friction had created a sort of resistance that kept me from falling straight off the cliff. The car moved ever so slightly forward—it felt like several feet but must have been only a few inches. I had a National Geographic front row view of the lower valley as the car stopped.

	No... no... no. This can’t be happening. Dread coiled in my gut like a snake full of denial and regret. If I die now, what was the point of it all? I haven’t done anything with my life yet. I’ve wasted the last five years buried in books. I haven’t traveled anywhere outside of the United States. And I’ve only ever kissed two guys—real kisses. I’ve never even been in love.

	I had the fervent desire to turn back time, and reverse fate. To be better than I was. To live. In high school I never once skipped class or received detention. I worked hard and gladly skipped the bar nights and raves to focus on my work, because I thought one day my research would matter. I wanted to help people.

	Now with my existence suspended on the edge, I realized my life up to this point had been pointless. I hadn’t achieved anything in science yet. And all those self-sacrifices were inconsequential when weighed against the grander scale of my inexperience.

	Please. I can’t die... not yet. I’m only nineteen. I want my life to have meaning. I gave up everything because I wanted to make a difference. But I’ll change. I’ll do whatever you want, please just let me survive this...

	The minutes ticked by slow as hours, and a cold wind rattled the car windows. I could hear the snap of steel from the guardrail giving way. The metal groaned like a door on rusty hinges. As the steering wheel jerked to the right side, the front two tires of the car slid off the embankment.

	I tried to remain as still as possible as the car hung there like the Scales of Justice beam, teetering on the edge of the cliff. The car did not immediately tip—instead the vehicle dangled there like a pendulum. I could imagine the Fates of old, watching and weighing the balance of my life against some imaginary scale. Knowing that my life and death were no longer in my hands was scary. There was nothing I could do but repent and pray.

	I let out a deep, whimpering sigh. I wish I’d been braver and realized how little time I had. I would have done more. I would have—

	Pop, pop, pop—my weight combined with the pressure of the car and the gushing sludge was too much. In the equation F=μN, mass had won against friction, sending my vehicle careening toward the edge and then over. Like a missile, I plummeted. Mountain and trees and thousands of dollars in ruined backpacks and school supplies flew past. I remember screaming as my conscience roared with should-haves and could-haves.

	A loud crunch sounded like a bomb going off as I was thrown back hard into the seat and then forward into the steering wheel as the car’s frame hit something sharp and hard. This happened again and again as the underbelly of the vehicle scraped against every rock and bush, resulting in the horrific grinding and smashing of twisting, shrieking metal.

	Falling seemed to go on forever. Incredibly, the car felt as though it was picking up speed—I knew I would not be spared.

	Just before the car reached the bottom, I tried to remember the faces of my family. I’d heard people say that in their final moments they watched their life flash before them, but that did not come naturally. Being an only child, my family was small. I forced myself to see my mother Stella’s face. I could picture my father, Richard Steel... or at least the last image of him I remembered. He’d been overseas for most of my life, defending freedom.

	After the imposed visions of my parents, I spent my last moments thinking about science—an equation, to be precise: F = mv²/2d. I know it’s not possible to cheat death, but I hoped for a last-minute ingenious MacGyver moment where I could somehow improvise or find my way out of this mess. But it didn’t matter how many scientific equations—or terms like force of impact, kinetic energy, and all three of Newton’s laws of motions—swam through my useless brain at that moment. The chance of me surviving was highly unlikely—less than 5%. And none of the years I spent studying or memorizing scientific facts or mathematical equations would save me now.

	Acting on pure instinct, I threw my arm up in front of my face. Bam! The airbag finally deployed right before the car reached the bottom. The car finally stopped plunging downward and came to a standstill... but I was still not safe. I hurt everywhere as I continued to gasp for air. Pressure all around me, tightening, squeezing... as if hundreds of pounds sat across my lap, keeping me from moving my legs. Half my body felt paralyzed, but I knew the pain radiating from my leg was a good sign. I curled my toes into the brakes, clenching rubber and metal just to make sure I could feel. I was instantly relieved by the sensation.

	I looked out the window, unable to believe how far I’d fallen.

	In my head I could hear my military-minded father, telling me “Toughen up, soldier, and focus. If you’re in pain, embrace it. It means you’re still alive. Use that big brain of yours and think.” My jaw locked as I gritted my teeth to hold myself together. I certainly wasn’t a soldier, but the absentee figure yelling at me was right. Somehow, against all odds, I had survived. I have to find a way out of this, I repeated again. I’m an only child—it would destroy my parents if I was killed in an accident. I can’t do this to them... I can’t give up. When you love someone, you fight for them in every way you can... I started thinking numbers.

	Newton’s 1st Law maybe? My leg was pinned and wouldn’t budge unless I could force it loose. I needed an object or net external force to help set me free, but there was nothing within reach.

	Grinding my teeth, I ripped at the fabric of my jeans and then my leg, pulling muscle by muscle as I tried to get free. My hands started to shake. I cursed as a sharp clawlike pain tore through my ankle. Movement made me want to vomit—or worse, cry like a baby. I was having a hard enough time keeping it together as it was. I crammed my palms into my eyes and breathed away the gut-churning nausea. Minutes passed. The initial pain subsided and I tried to shake off the lingering dizziness.

	Determined to survive, I tried again to the point that my entire body quaked and my shallow breath huffed violently. This time the pain radiated all the way up to my hip bone and then spread like wildfire throughout my body.

	Blood soaked my arm from a large cut, and the tips of my long blonde hair were now dyed rockstar red. Bright blinding lights tunnel my vision—was this it? Was this the light at the end of the road that everyone talks about? Am I dead? In the next second, something smashed into the driver’s side of the car—another vehicle. My ears roared from the deafening sound vibrations and my leg twisted.

	Cold and confused, I moaned in pain as my ears continued to ring and my eyes began to darken. There was so much blood. Shadows lurked nearby—as if Death herself were stalking me. A Reaper—a farmer of souls, loitered in the back seat, waiting to take me. I could feel her presence as she waited to harvest.

	My name is Cassandra Temperance Steel, I said to the beautiful imaginary Death Angel, as if my name wasn’t already on her Santa Claus-like list of souls to collect that evening. Spare me.

	Then my world went dark.

	The last thing I remembered before oblivion claimed me was that I was not alone in the car. There was somebody inside the vehicle with me in the passenger side seat... and that person was going to die because of me.

	 


Chapter Two: The Force of Attraction

	 

	 

	Fourteen hours before the accident

	October 14, 2016; El Poblado, Colombia

	 

	What can I say about my first real relationship, the one I had with Raylan Thompson? That he was charming, and easy on the eyes... a brave military man like my father. However, if I was being honest with myself, he wasn’t my Pierre Curie or Frederic Joliot. I never felt the way the songs say you’re supposed to feel if you love someone. Sure, I really liked him, but I always knew I could live without him. Our relationship was unstable, like radioactive decay, or boron-7—a substance that didn’t last, as though it had never been there at all.

	Private Raylan and I ended things the day before I took a jet plane to South America for a college study-abroad program. So I did what any reasonable person would do. I dug into my studies and focused myself on anything but the handsome soldier. I refused to spend my semester beaten, defeated. I was broken-hearted—I wasn’t broken. I worked hard over the course of my trip, but I also made new friends like my roommate, Amanda, and explored several new cities. Despite my failed relationship, I had plenty of amazing, novel-worthy stories to tell everyone when I returned home. And, just like that, four months passed. Slowly but surely my heart mended and I found beauty in the country of Colombia. But tomorrow night my classmates and I would be returning to the States. That meant I had exactly five hours left to finish recording the necessary experiment data before the building’s security officer kicked me out for the night.

	Inside the science lab, I finished recording the final numbers on my samples, but the data refused to make sense. Adjusting my glasses, even though they didn’t need it, I thumbed a pen against the counter. Linear mixed-effect modeling and structural equation modeling ran through my head. My professor, señora Gálvez, had warned me that testing a network of complex ethnobiological hypotheses would be difficult, particularly for data sets with non-independent observations due to species phylogenetic relatedness or socio-relational links between participants. I always did like a challenge and tended to obsess over problems I didn’t understand.

	I was operating on zero coffee, but my body was used to running on autopilot. I took my shoes off as I ran the numbers again. The task señora Gálvez had assigned me was intriguing. I looked at the data I’d formulated until my eyes blurred and began to rerun the function and equations. What am I missing?

	There was only one solution. I needed to run the tests again for accuracy, even if that meant being here all night. Honestly, I didn’t mind. Weekends and evenings were the times I actually preferred working at the lab. The space was comfortable. Everything was quiet. Clean. I could focus just on my work without interruptions, particularly from my verbose roommate who also happened to be my lab partner. As I eagerly threw myself into my work, unlocking the cabinet of supplies and setting up for a second test experiment, the solitary echo of my bare feet against the stone floor resonated through the room.

	“Oh hi, Ms. Steel. I figured that was you.”

	Looking over my shoulder, I was jarred by the sight of Zhang Xuan. His name was pronounced similar to Jong I-yen, even though it sounded like John Shen in English. He was one of the Chinese international students in the science program at the university.

	“Hi Xuan. You’re here late.”

	“I could say the same about you.” He’d stepped into the door frame and was now leaning against the jamb. Underneath his lab coat, he wore a white shirt tight across his chest. His intense, dark eyes under his black hair emphasized his jaw. He looked smart and sophisticated, and as hot as a K-drama star. Suddenly a switch flipped inside me, and the change was dramatic. My stomach knotted and my heart tripped, stumbled, then raced, just at the sight of him standing there nonchalant. Truthfully, there was something I’d always found sexy about him.

	Images of Xuan came to me as I remembered that we’d attended the same high school but I was always too shy and nervous to talk to him much outside our senior science class. General conversation was never my forte, especially when it came to boys. My two best friends, Roxy and Sky, never seemed to mind, because they were both really good at talking. In fact, it seemed as though they always had something to say about everything.

	Roxy and Xuan were in several classes together in high school. She always said he was like an independent cat—aloof, indifferent, and reserved.

	Even though Xuan and I weren’t close, I’d been relieved to see him, a familiar face, on the plane headed to Colombia. He’d grown more handsome, and his face had become more defined since high school, but his personality hadn’t changed much since our senior AP Physics class. Xuan had always been kind but super quiet and super studious. We had walked together to class a few times, in silence. I think he was shy too, and so we never made much progress as friends.

	“Does it smell like diluted Gatorade in here to you as well?” Xuan asked.

	“Yeah, I think it’s from Rachel’s experiment earlier.”

	Xuan moved to the cabinet and grabbed a microscope and test kit. I thought he’d sit somewhere else. Instead he circled around the table, came to stand behind me, and then slid his equipment next to mine.

	Sitting down next to me, he folded his hands on the table. There were fifteen other long tables inside the lab. All vacant. Yet he’d decided to set up next to me, close enough that our thighs accidentally touched.

	I took a desperate breath and then crossed one leg over the other. “So what are you doing here?”

	He sent me an amused look as he stared down at my periwinkle-colored toes, which were slightly visible from under the table. “I needed to check the results on something.”

	My face heated as I realized he’d caught me working after hours barefoot. I couldn’t look him in the face and instead focused on his petri dishes. “What’ve you been working on?”

	He leaned closer, as if he was going to whisper some top secret information... his proximity drew me in like a magnet. “I started out studying the use of the Paullinia cupana as a heart tonic, but I decided to test different plant species used by the indigenous peoples for medicinal purposes.”

	“Sounds interesting.”

	“It has been. So why are you here so late?” he asked. “You’re down to the wire with the submission deadline. It’s not like you to cut it so close.”

	“Actually, I finished my project a few days ago. Señora Gálvez asked me if I’d be interested in collaborating on a side project related to my research. She thought I might enjoy the task since I’d already finished my assignment and the subjects were closely related. I finished the first step in the process, but the results were inconclusive. I decided to rerun the data to check for accuracy before sending her my conclusion.”

	“Of course you’d do extra work.”

	“What does that mean?” I’d been called a teacher’s pet before, but coming from him the term stung a little. The difference between Xuan and I was that he was a natural. I’d believed that hard work beat talent, when talent wasn’t working very hard, but Xuan was just as much of a perfectionist as I was.

	“It means you’re a hard worker.” I heard no judgment or criticism in his tone. “I wasn’t at all surprised to find you here when I saw this was the only light still on. You’re definitely going to be the top of our class this semester.”

	I tried not to let his words go to my head. “I have to work extra hard to keep up with you,” I said playfully. “You always outrank me. And you make it seem so... so painless.” I sounded idiotic to myself, but he seemed flattered.

	“Luck, I guess.”

	Hmph. Overachiever. He was unrelentingly good at everything. I doubted his scores were luck, but I didn’t press the matter. Back in the States, Xuan had always been rather intimidating, and I’d been silently competing against him to be at the top of our class in grades and exam scores. My dream was to eventually get my doctorate. But that would come later, much later. First I had to finish my bachelor’s and get accepted into my master’s program, an expensive goal that wasn’t really feasible without a scholarship. Unfortunately, scholarships are much harder to come by for a master’s, meaning I would have to take out student loans too. Despite the money barrier, I knew exactly what I wanted in life and I had everything all planned out. I was aiming for that perfect grand slam of a future. Like grasping and getting the brass ring on a merry-go-round—education, career, travel, discovery. Maybe one day I’d even fall in love and start a family—if there was time.

	“Maybe you’re focusing too much on the problem or letting your bias get in the way of the data,” Xuan suggested. “If you focus on the problem too much, you can’t see the solution.”

	I kept my eyes cast down on the table, staring absentmindedly at numbers. “Good to know.”

	“So what are your plans after UC Santa Cruz?”

	“Definitely Berkeley. And you?”

	“Berkeley or Stanford.”

	Reaching blindly for an inoculating loop, our fingers briefly touched. My heart unexpectedly raced as though it was playing a tennis match against Venus Williams. I quickly retracted my hand. “Sorry.”

	“No worries.” Xuan stared at his own hand with an amused expression. “By the way, how did you get in here so late? I expected to see señor Nieto or one of the other professors here, but the building’s empty.”

	“Señor Nieto gave me the keys to lock up the lab.”

	“Since when?”

	“The first week of class. He stayed until closing with me the first few days. But once he realized it was going to be a regular routine, he decided it was best to go home to his pregnant wife before she threatened to stop making him dinner. He had me sign some paperwork and then gave me a copy of the lab key. I just have to leave before the building security officer checks all the locks at midnight.”

	“If I’d known I could have stayed late, I would have joined you.”

	Xuan was focused and intense as he quietly finished taking notes and examining his labs under the microscope. The silence dragged on. Keeping my head down, I couldn’t stop myself from occasionally peeking sideways at him through the upper rim of my glasses and hair.

	Xuan suddenly stood up. “Well, I’m out of here. Do you want me to wait for you?”

	“No, that’s okay. I still have a few tests to run. Go enjoy your night.”

	He bit his lip pensively. “I hope to see you at the salsa club later. Your roommate said everyone from the science department is going to celebrate. I—we’d miss you if you weren’t there.”

	My roommate Amanda and a few friends from our study-abroad course had all tried to convince me to join them in a final Friday night of cocktails and sin to celebrate our last evening in the capital of the Antioquia province.

	“I don’t know if I’ll be done in time.” I winced at how boring I sounded. I could picture Amanda shaking her head at me.

	Xuan’s mouth tilted up at the corner. “I understand. But if you do end up going, will you save me a dance?”

	Suddenly overcome by tongue-tied introversion, I adjusted my glasses and, in a moment of weakness, nodded. I was an MVP basketball player in high school and athletic, but in no way a great dancer.

	After Xuan left, I was too jittery to make much sense of the new data numbers I’d scribbled down. I was still recovering from my surprise—the fact that he’d asked me to save him a dance, and the fact I’d said yes. I read over the last few lines of data, but my brain was too distracted to concentrate. I needed a few minutes to collect myself.

	Something about Xuan made me want to go to the club, and that shocked me. Go, have fun, said a little voice in the back of my mind. That’s why you took salsa dance lessons at Salsa Gente—to prepare yourself just for this! Salsa Gente was a Cuban-style dance school that offered evening classes at the London Nelson Community Center. After I signed up for the trip, I started to do research on the country and quickly learned that Colombians loved to dance. And not your boring two-step repeating dance moves where the guy puts his hand around your waistline and you wrap your arms around his neck and stare adoringly into his eyes while trying not to laugh.

	Having two left feet, I decided it was imperative to practice and learn the basics of how to dance salsa, merengue, and bachata before I left California... just in case the need should ever arise.

	For me, my dancing experience began and ended in high school. School dances were always a torturous night, where you spent hours stepping side-to-side until your feet throbbed. I’d always found the ritual of Winter Formal and Prom to be absurd, but Raylan always insisted we go. I did not enjoy the experience.

	Holy Saints, Cassie. Focus. Don’t think about Raylan or Xuan.

	Putting in my ear pods, I quickly thumbed through my phone and pressed play on a classic rock mix. Two minutes into Wind of Change by the Scorpions and I was ready to focus again. I needed to use a set of qualitative methods to dive deeper into the data for a better understanding of what the numbers truly meant and their implications.

	Three hours later I plopped down in the teacher’s vacant desk chair and powered up my laptop. My thoughts only betrayed me a total of five times by flickering to images of Xuan throughout the remaining scientific method process. Mercifully I didn’t think about Raylan once.

	I had run the experiment a second and then a third time, just to be sure. Pulling up the data, I let out a relieved sigh. This time the numbers were spot on. There must have been an unknown variable that caused an error in my first test. An error that would bother me the rest of the evening. Holy Saints. What could it have been?

	Checking my watch, I realized it was getting late. It was easy to fixate on work when you enjoyed it—in fact it was what people came to expect of me once they knew me. I was as obsessed with science as a person working on Wall Street was about money and stocks. I’d always seen and interacted with the world in a different way, and science and data just made sense. Dancing, drinking, and nightclubs not so much.

	Tapping my pen to the desk, I was tempted to continue working. But if I touched the keyboard again, I knew five more minutes would turn into twenty, which would turn into hours. I’d promised Amanda I’d join up with them after I finished documenting my final lab results, called my mom, and packed for the return flight home. I really did want to celebrate with my classmates, try something new, even if it was out of my comfort zone.

	Tick, tock. Tick, tock. Should I stay or should I go...

	Checking my watch again, I calculated the time. I’d finished later than expected, but I could still meet up with everyone if I hurried to get ready. There was no way Amanda was turning in early on our last night in Colombia. She’d drag her hindquarters to the airport completely hungover if it meant a few extra hours clubbing. I was sure the group had already left their mark up and down the bustling strip of bars and nightclubs, but I could send a quick text and find out where they were headed next. After all, a promise was a promise.

	I sent Amanda a quick message. Where are you guys going to be in the next hour?

	Saving my work, I powered down my computer, cleaned my station, and put everything away, including a few test tubes other insouciant students had left out. When I was finally finished, I plopped my shoes back on and went to lock the doors.

	Hurrying back to the dorm, I raced to finish packing. The phone call to my mom could wait.

	My excitement increased exponentially as I placed a few pins in my long blonde hair and applied smoky colors to my eyelids and a thin layer of mascara and eyeliner. From showering to slipping on a pair of heels, jeans, and a black tank top, getting ready took a grand total of thirty-four minutes. I was generally very shy and self-contained, but not that night. I wanted to forget the soldier boy who had broken my heart. I wanted to celebrate passing my exams and ending the four-month journey in a foreign country. But even more surprising, a small part of me wanted to see Xuan one last time. Maybe I’d even find the courage to take him up on his offer, even if it was only for one dance.

	My phone vibrated. Amanda had finally replied. We’re headed to the Iguana Roja right now.

	Grinning, I grabbed my black blazer and dorm key and called for a rideshare to join Amanda and take part in a night of debauchery.

	 


Chapter Three: The Red Iguana

	 

	 

	Twelve hours before the accident

	October 14, 2016; El Poblado, Colombia

	 

	Young and beautiful crowds filled the myriad bars and clubs in El Poblado, in the heart of Medellín. Amid the hypnotic sound of Latin music, vibrant colors swayed back and forth across a tiny dance floor as I walked into the Iguana Roja, or Red Iguana, salsa club. “Cassie, over here!” Amanda, a fun-loving gal pal who knew how to unwind, spotted me and waved me over to the bar.

	Bodies were pressed up against each other, dancing reggaeton. I blushed at the picturesque displays of sexual intimacy as I made my way through the tight crowd toward my roommate, who was clinking shot glasses with some tall, random variable sitting next to her.

	As soon as I was close, Amanda bounded up to me and hugged me hard. “No lab coat? I almost didn’t recognize you.” She and I’d been placed together as roommates during our study-abroad program. She was outgoing and charismatic.

	Another one of the girls from school stood near the bar. Have I mentioned how much I love women in science or any STEM field? Just not this one. The fiery redhead seemed to be sizing me up like I was her next victim. “You look very... professional,” she stated.

	That wasn’t so bad. I just ducked my head and tittered in agreement. “Thanks, Rachel.”

	“Did you just finish an interview or something?” Rachel continued.

	A gaggle of girls in low-cut dresses fake-giggled into their hands and whispered like a pack of hyenas from the elementary school playground.

	Slightly flustered and embarrassed, I shrugged my shoulders and felt like a skittish dog ready to bolt. My anxiety over clubbing had escalated exponentially since I’d eyed red Fire-drake sitting next to Amanda. Rachel was known for having a bad attitude and she tried to constantly pick fights with me. Her temper resembled the fire breathing dragon from Tolkien’s writings. But she isn’t wrong. Maybe I should’ve skipped the blazer.

	Amanda eyed Rachel with a look that could kill. “Stop it, Greene! You’re just jealous our sexy Ms. Brainiac looks hot enough to be on the cover of a magazine.”

	“As if.” Rachel sounded disgusted.

	“Just look at her. With those black-rimmed glasses, she could fulfill every guy’s hot-for-librarian fantasy!”

	“Yeah right. I bet our lil’ perfectionist is still a virgin. She’s probably never even made it to second base.”

	Instead of confirming Rachel’s suspicions, I turned to leave.

	Amanda reached for my wrist to stop me. “It’s fine. She’s just jelly that her slinky ass doesn’t even look half as good as yours. Just ignore her.”

	“I really don’t think I belong here.” I motioned toward the club and Rachel and then looked down at my clothes.

	“Rachel’s just a diva who loves drama in all forms. Everyone knows it. Don’t let her push you around.”

	“Amanda, I think I should just go. I had to stay late at the lab and I still have a million things to do before tomorrow.”

	“Don’t be so boring! You’re nineteen. As your roommate, I order you to loosen up for one night and seize the moment, Cassandra Temperance Steel.”

	Only my mother used my full name, and that was when she was angry with me. I sometimes wondered why my mom gave me the middle name Temperance. Maybe it was because she wanted me to exercise self-restraint.

	Amanda nudged me. “I expected you here sooner. I was beginning to worry you’d bailed.”

	“I had to run a second and third test. For some reason, there was an error in the data on my first experiment. I did everything the same. I can’t figure out the unknown variable, and it’s going to drive me insane the rest of the night thinking about it.”

	“Did you have to use a beaker by any chance?”

	“Yeah. I grabbed one from the cabinet.”

	“Don’t go ballistic, but I was in a rush to get back to the dorm and I may have accidentally put two of my used beakers back on the clean shelf. I just wasn’t thinking straight when I cleaned up. Honestly, I figured everyone was done for the night.”

	Could that explain the random anomaly? Did I grab one of the dirty beakers?

	“I swear I was going to go first thing in the morning and deal with it.”

	“It’s okay, I’m not mad. I just had to stay late to rerun the data. You should be a little more careful, though. I’m lucky none of the chemicals had a negative reaction when mixed.”

	“I thought you were going to ditch me,” admitted Amanda.

	“The thought crossed my mind. But since it wasn’t midnight, I couldn’t use the excuse that my ride turned into a pumpkin. Besides, a promise is a promise.”

	“Thanks for coming.”

	I nodded. “So, where is everyone?”

	“Dancing, drinking, the usual. You would know if you ever spent time with me.” She gestured across the packed dance floor.

	I didn’t see Xuan anywhere. “We do spend time together. A lot.”

	“Yeah, but school and rooming together don’t count.”

	“We took a cable car to the library,” I offered.

	“Yeah, for research.”

	“We had dinner last night at Carmen.”

	“Again, for school.”

	My mouth almost started watering at the memory of the butter-poached shrimp infused with lulo, a local citrus fruit. The dish I’d ordered was a mélange of flavors. We’d all gone out as a class, along with our professors, to celebrate the end of our semester. I gained at least ten pounds after the five course meal, but I didn’t care. Our semester in Colombia was coming to a close, and I deserved some commemorative face-stuffing for all the late nights and hard work.

	Amanda called our classmates over to the bar, then placed the shots in front of everyone, excluding Rachel.

	The college lab suited me, not the party universe. “Uh, I’ll pass,” I said impishly.

	“Drink up,” she sang. “Or I’ll be forced to give your shot to Greene.”

	I still wasn’t sure if I wanted to drink tonight. I didn’t like to lose control.

	Amanda finished hers off. “Don’t look so scared,” she shouted. “C’mon. I dare you!”

	I took one of the shot glasses filled to the brim with liquor and mistakenly put my nose up to the rim. I tipped it back and was surprised to taste licorice—a drink the locals call aguardiente, apparently a Colombian favorite. I’d never been a fan of drinking.

	“Oh, Cassie, I can’t believe we’re going home to California tomorrow. I wish we’d spent more time hanging out. I felt like I never saw you during the day.”

	I sniped jokingly, “Maybe that’s because you should have tried to spend a little more time in the lab.”

	“I know,” she said with charming self-assurance. “But not all of us are perfectionists like you.”

	I didn’t say a word, not one. Amanda had traded in her microscope and plant samples for high heels, fake eyelashes, and scandalous outfits, but she always looked amazing and she really was smart... even if research wasn’t her top priority. Amanda wanted to major in Conservation Science and Forest Wildlife Management. Biology wasn’t her favorite.

	Truthfully, I liked Amanda. She was a good friend and she always had my back. Secretly I wished I was more carefree like her. She was social and outgoing, and she always forced me out of my comfort zone, which was something I needed at times. Amanda was an absolute believer in charging forward, taking the plunge. Her motto was Carpe diem.

	Another one of our classmates came to give us parting hugs before she headed back to the dorms. “Thanks for inviting me tonight, but I need to get some sleep. I’ll see you ladies on the plane tomorrow. This trip’s been amazing. Totally one for the record books.”

	I was distracted by a familiar face. “I couldn’t agree more,” I said absentmindedly.

	Zhang Xuan walked up to greet me and Amanda and waved to Rachel, who was now a few seats down. In response, the redhead turned up her nose and sneered at him, like a dog baring its canine teeth in warning. We all just ignored her.

	“Great, I’m surrounded by two hot brainiacs,” teased Amanda as she hugged Xuan by way of greeting.

	He stuck his hand out to greet me. “Ms. Steel, I’m glad to see you could make it.”

	So formal. I wrapped my hand in his and shook it. “Nice to see you, too.”

	When he released my hand, Amanda motioned him toward the empty bar stool next to me. “Care to join us?”

	“Sure, I’d love to.”

	I sipped from my water glass and then began to sway to the beat of the music that filled the air. When I noticed Xuan watching me, I stopped.

	Amanda looked from me to Xuan, as if she was formulating some interesting hypothesis. After the bartender took Amanda’s next order, she turned to Xuan. The twinkle in her eyes was absolutely mischievous.

	“Xuan, would you be interested in helping me solve a problem?” Amanda asked, a little too sweetly.

	Oh no, this couldn’t be a good thing.

	“Sure, if I can.”

	Amanda bit her lip to try and hide her smile. “Here’s the thing... it’s been four months since we’ve arrived in this country and Cassie hasn’t been on the dance floor once. It’s our last night here and I refuse to let her leave Colombia without experiencing Latin dancing. What do you say? Do you think you can help me rectify the situation?”

	My breath caught in my throat, unsure what to say. Leave it to Amanda to pawn me off like I was a situation to be dealt with.

	Xuan sent me a searching look. “Is that true?”

	I wanted to die from embarrassment, especially since Xuan had avoided responding to Amanda’s pitch.

	What did that mean? Does he no longer want to dance with me?

	Amanda laughed. “Of course it’s true! I did go out almost every night. But this is the first time I’ve been able to talk lil’ Ms. Bookworm into coming out and having a little fun.”

	I rolled my eyes. “I think you and I have very different definitions of fun.”

	“Your idea of fun is spending Saturday night obsessing over your research. You’re a workaholic, Cass. And for fun you volunteer and raise money on campus for good causes, like the local school you brought all those school supplies for. Your effort is commendable.” Amanda reached for my glasses and slipped them off, then gently set them on the bar. “I’m just saying you only live life once, and tonight it won’t kill you to have a little fun.”

	Completely embarrassed, I waved her off. My cheeks were probably blooming with color. For some reason it was hard for me to be complimented, especially in front of others. If there was one thing I hated, it was having the center spotlight. Amanda’s comment probably confirmed Xuan’s suspicions after catching me in the lab tonight. He probably thinks I’m the most boring person in the world.

	I tried to quickly change the topic. “I would have come out with you more, I just couldn’t leave until I finished my work.” That wasn’t a complete fib. Truth be told, my mode of operation was to stay late at the lab and take a rideshare to the bars and nightclubs after I finished my studies to pick Amanda up, a safety thing.

	“I heard you’ve been going out every week to the local bars and dance clubs together. I thought you’d both be good dancers,” Xuan said.

	“I’ve never been a very good dancer,” I said in way of explanation. Our eyes met for a moment before I forced myself to turn away. Did he only ask me to dance because he thought I was good at it? I tried to make light of the situation by adding, “I attempted to take a few salsa classes back home before coming on this trip, and I also watched Dirty Dancing: Havana Nights at least ten times. While I’m not quite as clumsy as Elaine from Seinfeld, I’m probably a close runner-up.”

	Xuan’s eyes narrowed speculatively and he frowned. He knew I stayed late at the lab, but for some reason he seemed dumbfounded by this revelation. I guessed because his assumption was incorrect, a wrong mark. Not a party girl after all.

	Amanda handed him a shot.

	“Thanks.” He held it up and said, “Gānbēi,” which he explained was a toast in Mandarin that meant drink up or finish it.

	“Salud,” I said with Amanda at the same time as we laughed and clinked our glasses to health in Spanish. Having completed two semesters of foreign language study, I was able to manage with the basics as long as the person I was conversing with spoke slowly and used simple words. However, speaking remained a challenge for me, despite the progress I had made in understanding the language over these past few months.

	Xuan ordered a third round of aguardiente, which I took, needing some liquid courage before I could muster the nerve to step out onto the dance floor without feeling like a complete idiot. I knew it was only a matter of time before Amanda forced me on to the dance floor with someone, even if it wasn’t who I’d hoped for.

	Right on cue, Amanda slumped her arm onto Xuan’s shoulder and left it resting there. “So what do you say, Mr. Zhang? Would you be up for dancing with my sweet, adorable roommate, or should I find someone else?” She hadn’t forgotten.

	“I would love to, but only if she’ll have me.” A genuine smile curved over Xuan’s lips as he turned to me. “Did you save me that dance I requested earlier?”

	His gaze was unwavering as he waited for me to answer.

	Should I? I smiled and whispered in his ear. “I did, but I should warn you, I have two left feet.”

	“Then we’re sole mates!” he exclaimed. I laughed at his wit, but little did I know he was a dashing dancer who was simply attempting to ease my inhibitions and insecurities.

	Amanda removed her arm from Xuan’s shoulder and patted him on the back. “That’s the spirit!” She then cleared her throat and held out her hand to me. “Give me your blazer.”

	All I had underneath was a tank top. “No, that’s okay.”

	“It’s too hot on the dance floor and you’ve been drinking. You’re going to get overheated.”

	I reluctantly shrugged off my jacket and immediately felt bare. I never wore just tank tops. I always felt uncomfortable with my body, and uncovering my arms left me feeling exposed.

	“Now your glasses.”

	My mouth went dry as I handed them to her. “Busybody.”

	Smiling, Amanda stood up from her stool and whispered in my ear. “You have nothing to feel insecure about, even if you do turn out to be as bad of a dancer as Julia Louis-Dreyfus. That boy hasn’t taken his eyes off you since you arrived. You’re a total babe. You should own it.”

	I tossed all reservations aside as the music changed, and Xuan took my hand, leading the way onto the crowded dance floor. My palm sweated so badly from nerves that I didn’t know how he could stand touching me. The moving lights cast strange colored shadows all over the bar. The music was pounding away, inside and outside my head.

	I counted the beats and realized the song was bachata, a popular music genre in Colombia, known for its highly romantic lyrics. Okay, I can do this. I repeated the basic steps I’d learned in my head. Side with right foot. Close left foot to right foot. Side with right foot. Tap left foot to right foot, partial weight. Dancing was like an equation, and once you learned the formula it became easier to master with practice.

	Xuan was slightly taller than me, standing close to five-eleven. He was thin but strong, and his muscles were defined, which was easy to see underneath his white T-shirt. Usually five-six, not short, I was five-nine that night, a giraffe-like model with my heels, so my eyes were almost level to his as he gave me a playful grin.

	Xuan’s hand searched my back until he found a place to touch me where we both felt comfortable. As he pulled me closer, I smelled a masculine leather and Indian patchouli scent that was enough to make me weak in the knees. His body was waging biological warfare on me. Closing my eyes, I inhaled, committing the scent and his touch to memory.

	Xuan smiled as I stumbled, like Baby in the beginning of that film Dirty Dancing. He put a hand around my waist to keep me from falling headfirst onto the dance floor.

	“I’m sorry.” I laughed. “Definitely no prima ballerina here.”

	“In the sake of fairness, you did warn me.”

	Before long, my feet and body got the hang of the fast rhythm and I relaxed my hand in his. The room began to spin. Xuan’s grip on me tightened while my feet collided as if I was on an ice rink.

	Our bodies picked up an elemental tempo as he drew me in even closer, until our chests pressed against each other. I must’ve drunk too much, because my reservations quickly drained away. I had to admit, dancing was fun once I got the rhythm down.

	“You’re good at this,” I said to him. “Perhaps even as good as you are at science.”

	Xuan stepped closer, tightening his grip. “Not even close,” he said in my ear as he spun me in circles across the floor. I felt giddy, like a kid on the Tilt-A-Whirl at an amusement park.

	As I peered up at him, something about his smile made me feel undone, like a button that was no longer fastened. It was nice to see him away from his studies. He rarely smiled in the lab. The idea that I might never see him like this again when we returned to school in California haunted me. But I didn’t know why.

	“La Mordidita” by Ricky Martin came on, and suddenly we were dancing merengue. Thankfully this style of dance was easier and had a distinct beat. I began to count to a simple one-two, one-two as I shifted my weight on each pulsing beat. Xuan held his arm up and I did an underarm turn while he stood in place, keeping the rhythm.

	I immersed myself into the pulsing beat of the music and the twists and twirls, to the euphoria brought on by a little too much liquor, and to the sweat sliding down my body as I shifted my hips back and forth across the dance floor. For a moment, I glanced up at Xuan, with his light-brown skin and tousled black hair. His lips curved into a slow, crooked grin. I could feel my throat involuntary swallow in response. Our eyes met and I felt myself melting like M&M’S as I looked into his brown eyes. A wave of heat swept over me.

	Without us realizing it, the song had ended and we were suddenly dancing salsa.

	“You look stunning tonight.”

	That was a lie of course. Jeans and a tank top didn’t really spell out stunning. I hadn’t dressed up or had time to do anything special, and so I looked the same as always. “Thank you,” I murmured. I smiled but couldn’t quite meet his eyes.

	Slightly flustered, I accidentally collided with another dancer.

	“Lo siento.” I quickly apologized to the Colombian girl I’d bumped against.

	After the song ended, I pushed through the crowd to return to our table. Right on cue, Amanda brought over another round of shots, before she was stolen away by another partner asking her to dance. With each sip, the warm liquor slid down my throat, providing a much-needed respite from my phobia and social anxiety. It served as my liquid courage, gradually making it easier for me to relax and let go.

	“You seem to have quite a high tolerance,” observed Xuan.

	“Actually, I don’t drink a lot, never have. My father collects wine, but besides the occasional wine and cheese tasting, it’s not really my thing.”

	“You don’t drink?” he asked.

	“Um, I didn’t say that. I just don’t do it a lot. I think it’s been over a year since I did shots, though I’ve never turned down a strawberry margarita or piña colada with my girlfriends.”

	“The guys in the dorm all said you went out almost every night with Amanda these past four months. I didn’t realize it was just to pick her up.”

	I didn’t know what surprised me more—the fact they’d talked about Amanda and me, or the accusation behind the comment. “I wanted to make sure she got home safely.”

	“You’re a good friend.”

	“Just an hour ago you thought I was a party girl.”

	“You’re right. I should never have assumed.”

	“It’s okay, Xuan. People don’t know me that well. In general, they assume that I drink a lot and party based on who my friends are and my past boyfriend.” I didn’t want to tell him that I lost interest in drinking socially because my ex turned out to be somewhat of a binge drinker. I didn’t like to be around him when he drank. I didn’t know Xuan well enough to say that, nor did I want to seem excessively insecure. “But I have the second-highest GPA, second only to you, Mr. Zhang. And I can’t beat you if I’m dancing or drinking. But since tonight is our last night here, I thought I’d get out and live a little.”

	Xuan ordered two waters from a waitress passing by. “I love competition, but I’m curious. Why is it so important to you to outdo me?”

	“The master’s degree program is expensive. I need to get a scholarship or I probably won’t be able to afford school. I don’t want to wait to save money. People who wait and say they’ll go back don’t. Well, that’s what I’ve heard. It’s important to me to finish my program.”

	Despite my confession of wanting to defeat him academically, he genuinely smiled. “I’ve been watching you at the lab.”

	“You have?” I felt my cheeks burn.

	“Your research paper on the yagé culture’s shamanic practices, and their ritual use of their sacred plant, ayahuasca, is remarkable. I’ve been reading the case reports regarding the use of ayahuasca in the treatment of prostate, brain, ovarian, stomach, and colon cancers. I’ve heard a lot of oral reports of ayahuasca helping people with cancer among South American communities, but unfortunately, written reports with details and clinical data seem scarce. Your proposed model, based on the molecular and cellular biology of ayahuasca’s known active components, was very thorough. I have to admit it’s been kind of fun to watch you this semester.”

	He’d paid attention. “Thank you. It’s been a fascinating research project.”

	“A word of advice... you should probably steer clear of poker. I think the card sharks would eat you alive.”

	“That was random. Why?”

	“I could easily decipher the play of emotions across your face as you worked on your labs this semester. I could always tell when you were upset or disappointed or excited just by the look on your face. Honestly, your utter absorption in your work is quite refreshing, but don’t ever play poker for money.”

	How observant. “Ummm, thanks. I’ll keep that in mind if I ever decide to go to Vegas on a whim.”

	The waitress dropped off two waters and I greedily gulped mine down. Putting one of the ice cubes in my mouth, I began to suck. The cold felt refreshing against my tongue.

	“Did you finish everything you needed to do at the lab?” Xuan asked.

	“I did, but it took me longer than I expected. I encountered an interesting set of data that puzzled me on my first experiment—an unknown variable. I—why are you looking at me like that?”

	“I was just thinking that you’re adorable and sexy when you talk about your work.”

	“Those two things don’t generally go together.”

	He laughed. “They do when it comes to you. I love your genius brain,” he admitted.

	There were a lot of words people used to
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