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Chapter 1 - I’m still here


Rafael
owned my body in a single kiss. I don’t know whether it was the sleeping pill
or the fact that no one had touched me in over five months, but my brain was
nowhere to be found when my body responded to that kiss. 


His
long dark hair brushed across my face as he blanketed my body with his. His
lips captured mine as he pinned both of my hands above my head. A small moan escaped
my lips. He nudged my legs open and settled his body against mine. Moonlight
danced across his golden skin as it poured in through the seams in my blinds. Rafael
hardened against me, and a long forgotten need spun through my abdomen, chest,
and thighs. 


Rafael
trailed wet, erotic kisses all along my jaw… behind my ear… and down my neck. My
eyes fell closed. I ran my hands over his thickly muscled shoulders as he
released my wrists. His hand slid under my camisole and cupped my breast.
“Kristine,” he groaned. 


My
eyes flew open. I stared at him in shock. My fingers tangled in his long dark
hair as I tried to break away. “Oh my God! You’re… real?”


Rafael
froze. 


I
fell off the bed as I clambered out from underneath him. I cried out as my head
hit the hardwood floor. I quickly scrambled against the wall. I tucked my knees
under my chin and wrapped myself into a tight ball before rubbing my bruised
head.


Rafael’s
eyes grew determined as he contemplated his next move. His chiseled shoulders
and forearms rippled as he moved toward me.


My
eyes widened in alarm. I glanced around the room as I contemplated running. 


A
pained look flickered across his face as he reconsidered his actions and
collapsed back onto my bed.


I
eyed him warily. I was uncertain of his intentions and still shocked to find him
in my bed… my room… my house!


“I’m
sorry,” he whispered hoarsely from the bed.


I
struggled to form a coherent sentence. “How… what… why are you here?”


Rafael
sat up and leaned against the headboard. He looked thoroughly lost as he raked
his hand through his long dark hair. He slowly pulled it back into a leather
strap that was tied to his wrist. “I heard you sobbing.”


I
swiped at my cheeks. Sure enough, they were wet. I lifted my chin from my knees
as questions tumbled from my mouth. “You heard me? How did you hear me? How did
you get in here? I don’t understand. I have a security alarm. Why didn’t it go
off?”


Rafael’s
eyes captured and held mine. “I heard you crying from next door. Our bedrooms
share a wall.”


My
hands fell to the floor. “You live next door?” 


Rafael’s
eyes closed as his head fell back against the headboard. “Yes.”


I
pushed up to my feet, still bracing myself against the wall. “How long have you
lived next door?”


He
opened his eyes and studied me as I fidgeted against the wall. “I purchased the
place when Michael first sent me to watch over you.”


“In
January?”


Rafael
shook his head. “No, the first time you moved to DC.”


I
slid back to the floor. 


Rafael’s
eyebrows furrowed. “Are you okay?”


“No,”
I confessed. “I don’t understand.” I silently cursed the sleeping pill and the
fog still crowding my brain.


Rafael
slid from the bed and joined me on the floor. His broad chest was bare, but he
was wearing long gray pajama bottoms. He sprawled his legs out in front of him,
then pulled me between his legs so I was curled up against his chest. “I’m
sorry,” he repeated as he wrapped me in his arms.


I
didn’t look at him. I couldn’t look at him. I was too embarrassed by the
way I had responded to him. “Why?” I whispered. “Why did you come?”


Rafael
rested his chin against my head. “At first? Because I was worried about you. I
wanted to make sure you were okay.”


“Then?”


He
shrugged. “I couldn’t walk away.”


My
voice was barely a whisper. “Did Michael send you?”


“No,”
he said gruffly. “I’m here because this is where I want to be. I’m not working for
him anymore.”


“You
kissed me,” I whispered. My body trembled, remembering the kiss.


“Yes.
I’m not apologizing for that,” he responded flatly.


“But
Michael is your brother,” I persisted, as if he needed reminding.


He
sounded bitter when he spoke. “For that I am sorry.” 


“Why?”
I asked hesitantly. I was still struggling to follow his train of thought.


Rafael
stiffened. “I’m sorry Michael hurt you. I’m sorry he pushed you away when your baby
died. I’m sorry he couldn’t work through his fears to be there for you. I’m
sorry he left you broken on that office floor. I’m sorry I listened when he
insisted I walk away from you. I’m sorry he met you first. I’m sorry you fell
in love with him, and I’m sorry it wasn’t me.”


My
heart quickened with each word he spoke. “You’re sorry it wasn’t you?” I
lifted my head from Rafael’s chest and searched his eyes questioningly. “What
do you mean? You’re sorry it wasn’t you guarding me… when I was attacked by the
fountain?”


Rafael’s
eyes radiated pain. “Yes, but no. I’m sorry I wasn’t there to protect you when
you were attacked. That’s true, but that’s not what I’m trying to tell you,
Kristine.”


I
steadied my hands against his chest. My voice was barely a whisper. “What… what
are you trying to tell me, Rafael?” 


Rafael
held me firmly in place as he cupped his hand around the back of my neck. “You
fell in love with the wrong brother, Kristine. It should have been me. It would
have been me, if I had met you first. Michael isn’t the right man for you. He
never was.”


My
jaw fell open. “You kissed me,” I repeated dumbly.


“Yes,”
he rasped just before his lips crashed against mine. He crushed me against his
chest as he lifted me from the floor. In three long strides he was lowering me
to the bed. He climbed over me, resting his knees on either side of my waist. I
was mesmerized by the powerful body hovering over mine, too breathless and confused
to speak. I fell in love with the wrong brother? 


His
fingers ran down my cheek as he studied my face. “You’re so beautiful,” he
whispered, “even when your face is stained with tears.” He kissed each salty
trail, then gently kissed me on the lips. “Something inside of me dies each
time you cry.”


I
reached for his face, trying to ease the sadness reflected back at me. Rafael
captured my hand and brought it to his lips as his eyes met mine. “I’ll never hurt
you, Kristine. I promise I’ll never be the cause of your tears.” 


His
promise echoed deep inside of me, tugging one last tear from the corner of my
eye. He gently placed my arms beside my head. His eyes followed his fingers,
which trailed down my arms and sides. He paused as he stared at the bare skin
that was now showing between my silk camisole and shorts. Even as I wondered
what he was thinking, I knew something important lie in the balance. 


My
body arched against his hand as he slid it under my camisole. He softly
caressed my stomach, then grazed his thumb across one of my breasts. I
whimpered softly as his intentions became clearer. His eyes darkened with
desire. He slid his other hand under my camisole and lightly caressed the other
breast. I squeezed my legs together as I tried to ease the longing that was already
coiling deep inside of me. “This is so wrong,” I groaned, even as my body
pleaded for more.


Rafael
shook his head. “This is the first thing we’ve done right.” He slowly pulled the
camisole over my head. “You were meant to be mine, Kristine. Mine. And,
unlike Michael and Kadyn, I will never let you go.”


A
wave of pain washed over me as I thought about the two men who had rejected me.
Rafael kept his eyes locked on mine as he eased me out of my sleep shorts and
panties, then slipped out of his own pajama bottoms. My eyes drifted from his
face to his chest. My fingers trailed hesitantly across his well-defined pecs. I
was too scared to look any further than that. If I hadn’t already known how
gentle Rafael could be, I would have been terrified by his insanely muscular physique.



A
searing need arced across my abdomen and chest as he nudged my knees apart and fit
his warm body to mine. He twined his fingers with mine, then rocked against me
as he settled between my legs. I bit my lower lip and tried not to moan. 


Rafael
pressed just inside of me. He was still holding my eyes and hands. “Please,
Kristine, tell me you want this as much as I do.”


I
was too shocked by my body’s response to speak. Pleasure pulsed through me
where our bodies joined, making my body arch toward his as he rocked against me
and eased in a little further. My breasts pebbled against the fine hair on his
chest as I wrapped my legs around his. I could feel myself unraveling as I dug
my fingernails into the backs of his hands. “Rafael,” I pleaded, too desperate
and overwhelmed to say anything more. 


Rafael
closed his eyes and sighed as he filled me completely. He stilled when I took a
couple of deep breaths. I was trying to get my body to relax, to adjust to the
feel of him inside of me, but I panicked as my thoughts caught up with the rest
of my body… What am I doing? Oh God, what am I doing with Rafael? 


He
fisted his hands in my hair, locking my head in place as he kissed me long and
hard. His tongue seduced mine until I was no longer capable of thought. Slowly,
he began to move. Rafael’s hips carved provocative circles into mine. He
trailed open-mouthed kisses all down my neck before settling just behind my ear.
He eased out of me, then slowly filled me again. We both moaned as he reclaimed
my hands and pinned them against the pillow. He drove inside of me in long, determined
strokes. A thin layer of sweat formed between us as Rafael knit our bodies
together over and over again. 


The
soothing scents of cedar and cloves enfolded me, and suddenly I knew. It was Rafael’s
cologne. This wasn’t the first time he’d been in my bed. Shockingly, that realization
made me want him even more. I half sobbed half moaned as my hands gripped his. I
could feel myself spiraling out of control as he nudged my legs higher. I
locked them around his hips, anchoring myself to him in every way I could. 


Rafael
kissed me with a fierceness that stalled my entire body. He pulled back and
thrust deep inside of me, possessing me with a force that robbed me of all remaining
breath. He braced his forearms on either side of my head. He was still gripping
my hands. He drove into me over and over again. My hips rose, accepting each
demanding thrust. The only thing I could think of… the only thing I could feel…
was Rafael.


His
voice broke as he spoke. “Look at me, Kristine. I want you to know who is
making love to you.”


I
willed my eyes to open.


Rafael’s
eyes locked on mine before he slammed deep inside of me again. “I will never
leave you, Kristine. I will never let you go.”


I
bit back a sob. Rafael couldn’t possibly know how much I needed to hear those
words. Still he held my gaze. His chiseled arms shook as he struggled to hold
back. My breath caught. He thrust inside of me again. I clung to him as my body
clenched. He stilled, and we hung suspended just on the edge of release. He captured
my lips in a bruising kiss, then fixed his eyes on mine as he slammed inside of
me. I gasped at the force at which he finally claimed me. My body quivered in
submission, then pulsed as he filled me with a searing heat. Pleasure ripped
through me, arching my back sharply as I cried his name. “Rafael.”


Not
another word was spoken between us. Eventually, our breathing slowed and our lungs
rose and fell in time. Our hands and bodies remained locked together, even as we
drifted off to sleep. 


I
wasn’t sure if it was the warmth that radiated from his powerful body or the
scent of his cologne, but I found peace in his arms. Rafael was right. Somehow
we fit. It defied all logic, but being with him felt undeniably right.


*
* * * * *


My
eyes flew open when I felt sunlight on my face. I bolted upright and glanced frantically
around the room. I ran my hand over my face as I tried to chase away the
remaining dredges of sleep. I could have sworn Rafael was here last night.
There was no way that could have been a dream. I gathered my sheets and
brought them to my nose. Cedar and cloves. My eyes widened. I was
completely naked under the sheets. I fell back against the pillows. “What have
I done?” 


Just
then, the smell of bacon and freshly brewed coffee wafted through the room. I stumbled
out of bed in search of clothes.


I
brushed my teeth, threw cold water on my face, and raked a brush through my
nightmarish hair before creeping down my own stairs. I froze in the entrance to
the kitchen. 


Rafael
was standing over the stove, apparently cooking breakfast. My breath caught at
the sight of his broad shoulders. I had forgotten how tall and muscular he was.
His long dark hair fell in soft waves down past his shoulders. 


My
entire body clenched, remembering how good his body had felt inside of mine. I
willed myself not to orgasm at the sight of him.


“You
don’t want breakfast in bed?” he asked without turning from the stove. He
sounded entirely too amused with the suggestion.


I
knew exactly what would happen if he served me breakfast in bed. “No,” I replied
emphatically. I walked toward the coffee pot with false bravado. My hand
wrapped around the handle of the carafe. 


He
lifted my hair and kissed me on the back of the neck. 


My
breath caught as goose bumps danced along my skin. I hadn’t even heard Rafael move.



“In
the sun room then?” he murmured suggestively.


Given
his tone, I wasn’t entirely sure he was still talking about breakfast. I set
the carafe back down. My hands were shaking too hard to pour the coffee.


Rafael
pressed his body firmly against my backside as he reached around me and poured
the coffee. He set the carafe back down, then ran his hand up my abdomen and chest
until he reached my chin. He turned my head until he could capture my lips in a
kiss. I steadied myself against the counter as he turned me in his arms. Rafael
deepened the kiss. He continued kissing me until I wrapped my arms around his
neck and surrendered a moan.


I
had to brace myself against the counter when he finally released me. I stood
there dazedly and tried to catch my breath. 


He
grabbed two plates from the cupboard and sauntered into the sun room. My legs
shook as I trailed after him with the coffee and orange juice. 


Rafael
pulled a chair out for me as we settled in next to each other at the wrought
iron table. He grabbed the remote from the center of the table and raised the glass
windows and screens. Clearly, he’d been in my sun room before.


He
winked at me as he raised a fork full of eggs to his lips. “Bon appétit.”


“Bon
appétit,” I replied as I watched him chew his food. A million questions
were jockeying for position in my mind, but I didn’t know where to begin. I tried
the scrambled eggs. They were loaded with red bell peppers, jalapenos,
cilantro, onions, and cheese. I glanced up in surprise. “This is really good,
Rafael. I didn’t know you could cook.”


“I
love to cook,” he replied over the top of his coffee. “Not everyone who comes
from money wants to be served like a king.”


I
knew he was referring to Michael. “You two couldn’t be more different,” I mused.


He
shrugged. “I like to do things for myself.”


I
popped a piece of bacon into my mouth. “What did you do before you worked for
Michael?”


Rafael
ate another forkful of eggs before responding. “I served in the Portuguese
Police Special Operations Group, first in the counter-terrorism unit, then in
VIP protection.”


My
mouth fell open. That certainly explained the chiseled body and his ability to
move without making a sound.


His
eyes glittered with amusement. “Why do you think Michael asked me to protect
you? He hires only the best.” 


All
this talk of Michael was making me feel uncomfortable. I longed to know how he
was doing, but I was afraid to ask. I changed the topic. “You’ve been here
before.”


He
nodded. “How did you know?”


I
reached for the coffee carafe and refilled our cups. “I could smell your
cologne.”


He
raised an eyebrow appraisingly before folding an entire piece of bacon into his
mouth.


I
fidgeted nervously with my coffee cup. “Have you held me before, when I was
asleep?”


His
eyes clouded with concern. “Only when I heard you scream or cry. You still do
that a lot, you know. At first, I just sat and watched over you to make sure
you were okay. But, after the second or third night, I couldn’t take it. I
couldn’t just sit there and watch you cry. Holding you seemed to bring you
peace.”


I
set the fork on my plate. “It did, but why didn’t you wake me? Why did you
sneak into my house, and why didn’t you approach me during the day to tell me
you were here?”


Rafael
studied me long and hard. “You weren’t ready.”


My
eyebrows furrowed. “Ready? For what?”


Rafael’s
eyes held mine. “For a relationship with me. I wanted to give you some space
and time to get over Michael. I tried to watch over you from a distance, but it
became increasingly difficult to stay away. Being here in this house, among
your things, brought me peace.”


“You
needed peace?” I asked incredulously. “Why?”


“Kristine,
I wanted you from the moment I first saw you…”


I
rolled my eyes. This was Michael all over again, albeit in a younger,
sexier body.


Rafael
ignored me. “I think on some level Michael knew. That’s why he didn’t want me
touching you. I knew Michael wasn’t the right man for you, but I kept my
feelings to myself because I knew how much he loved you.” Rafael turned his chair
toward mine. He lifted my chin as he forced me to look at him. “When he pushed
you away, after you lost the baby… I lost all respect for him. You don’t push
the woman you love away when she’s dying inside. That’s when you hold her and
never let go.”


Tears
pooled in my eyes as a lump formed in my throat. 


Rafael
released my chin. He softly caressed my cheek before tucking a loose strand of
hair behind my ear. “Kristine, it killed me to see him treat you like that. You
deserved so much more, especially considering what you sacrificed to be with
him.” 


I
closed my eyes and shook my head. I didn’t want to think about Michael pushing
me away after I lost the baby. I had relived that moment far too many times,
and it was still too painful to think about. 


I
opened my eyes as Rafael brought my hand to his lips. “When I left you with
your cousin, I returned to Paris. I tried to talk some sense into him. I tried
to convince him to take you back because I knew that’s what you wanted. I wanted
you to be happy, even if it cost me my own happiness.”


I
swallowed nervously. “And, now?”


“He’s
had five months to get it together. The same goes for your friend Kadyn. I’m done
waiting for those idiots to do the right thing. I won’t deny my feelings for
you anymore. I won’t stand by while someone who doesn’t deserve you tries to
steal your heart again. I love you, Kristine, and I want a chance to prove it
to you.”


“You
love me?” I asked breathlessly. “Like, more than a friend? You mean you’re in
love with me?” 


Rafael
nodded. “I realized it the second I pulled you into that closet… that time
someone tried to break into Michael’s house. I knew then that I loved you… that
I’d rather die than see any harm come to you. But I couldn’t do a damn thing
about it. You were already in love with Michael.”


My
heart clenched. “I don’t know what to say.” 


Rafael
stood and pulled me to my feet. “Say you’ll give me a chance to win your heart,
Kristine.”


“How?”
I whispered breathlessly.


A
smile spread slowly across his face. “Any way I can.” He tugged me against his
chest and lowered his head to kiss me, but he paused halfway. “There are a few
more things you should know…” he warned.


I
arched an eyebrow, afraid to ask.


“I
won’t play fair, Kristine. Once I’m in, I’m all in. You give me this chance,
and I won’t walk away... not ever.” 


I
thought about Michael, how he had manipulated me when he threatened to bomb the
Pentagon and kill Kadyn. Michael, who worked so hard to seduce me in Paris,
then completely stole my heart. The man I agreed to marry. The father of my
unborn child. The same man who couldn’t bear to look at me, who couldn’t
comfort me, who pushed me away when Genevieve died. I kneeled at his feet and
begged to stay when he forced me out of his life. I still loved him despite all
the pain he had caused me, but I knew a relationship with him was impossible. It
would kill him to know I was considering a relationship with his brother; and as
hurt as I was, I didn’t want to cause Michael any more pain.


My
thoughts turned to Kadyn. I still loved Kadyn, and there was a part of me that
was still holding out hope that we could work things out. Kadyn was devastated
when Michael kidnapped me. But, the fact that I had fallen in love with
Michael, agreed to marry him, and had been pregnant with his child ruined all
chances of a relationship with Kadyn. He had made it clear that my choices had
destroyed his love for me. Friendship was as far as he was willing to go; and
he had been true to his word. He was still a very good friend.


Then
I thought about Rafael. Rafael was the one who comforted me when Genevieve
died. He was the one who dried my tears and wrapped me in his arms when I
mourned her loss. He was the one who slept in a chair by my bedside so he could
comfort me when the nightmares came. He was the man who picked up the broken
pieces when Michael ordered me to leave. He was there for me during some of the
lowest moments of my life… and now he’s asking me to give him a chance. He’s
promising never to turn his back on me. How do you say no to that?


I
thought about Rafael’s promise… or was it a warning? The words echoed through
my mind… I won’t play fair, Kristine. Once I’m in, I’m all in. I won’t walk
away… not ever. How could those words both comfort and terrify me? I
searched Rafael’s eyes for the truth behind his words, and my heart stalled.
His eyes were determined and fierce. That’s when I knew. I wanted this dark
angel. I wanted him to love me, and I wanted to love him back. Slowly, I nodded.



Rafael
wasn’t about to let me change my mind. I gasped as he swung a well-muscled arm
under my legs and swept me off my feet. I wrapped my arms around his neck as he
strode from the sun room. He shifted me in his arms and began to undress me just
as we reached the base of the stairs. He was buried deep inside of me before we
even reached my room. 


*
* * * * *


Rafael
watched me race half-naked across my room. He had an amused look on his face as
he stretched out his arm and made a half-hearted attempt to pull me back into
bed.


I
yelped as his fingers grazed my hip. “Stop! I’m going to be late for school. I
need to find my bra, and I still need to e-mail Shae my resume before I leave.”
Thankfully, my classes didn’t start until four o’clock on Mondays.


A
wicked grin danced across his face as he dangled my black lace bra from the end
of his finger. 


I
stood with arms crossed. “If I come anywhere near that bed, you’ll pull me in.”
I slowly inched toward my bra. “We made love for over four hours this morning,
and that’s not counting last night. I can barely walk. How can you possibly be
up for more?”


Rafael’s
eyes widened. “Did you seriously just ask me that?”


I
eyed him nervously as I reached for my bra. 


He
had me pinned on the bed before my next breath. “Maybe you need a demonstration
of just how much I am up for,” he suggested playfully.


I
tried to object, but he swallowed my words in a kiss. The kiss stoked a raging
fire, so I resigned myself to the fact that I was going to be late and surrendered
myself to Rafael once more.


*
* * * * *


I
was ten minutes late when I slunk into class. I was relieved to find Shae had
saved me a seat. I sank into the chair as quietly as I could.


“He’s
in a mood,” she whispered.


Dr.
Rubenstein’s eyes bore into mine. “Ms. Stone, I’m pleased to see you could join
us today.”


I
shifted uncomfortably in my seat. “I’m sorry I’m late, sir.”


His
eyes remained on me. “Two kids are fighting over a lemon. What do you do?”


“Me?”
I squeaked. My cheeks instantly flooded with heat.


“Yes,
Ms. Stone. You.”


I
glanced around the class nervously. “I would ask both children what they wanted
to use the lemon for.”


A
single eyebrow rose on his forehead. “Really? Jeff suggested we cut it in
half.”


I
shot Jeff an apologetic look. “Respectfully, sir, I disagree.”


Both
eyebrows rose. “Why would you ask the children this question?”


“Well,
sir, I need a better understanding of their interests and their need for the
lemon before I can help them generate a solution that will make them both
happy.”


A
hint of a smile tugged at Dr. Rubenstein’s lips. “One child wants the lemon
rind for a scone recipe. The other wants the juice for a glass of lemon-aid.”


I
nodded. “The obvious solution is to let one child grate the peel, then give the
lemon to the other child to squeeze for juice. If you cut the lemon in half,
it’s possible neither child will end up with enough peel or juice for his recipe.
But, I wouldn’t necessarily tell them that.”


Mock
confusion fell over my professor’s face. “You wouldn’t?”


I
looked down at my books so I wouldn’t laugh at the look on his face. “No. I
would ask them a series of questions about the lemon, have them propose some
solutions, and decide for themselves.”


I
peeked up at Dr. Rubenstein. He was beaming. “Why?”


“Because
it improves their ability to think through and resolve their disputes in the
future. It reduces the likelihood that I will have to intervene again.”


Dr.
Rubenstein nodded. “Well done, Ms. Stone.” 


The
heat in my cheeks cooled as Dr. Rubenstein proceeded with his lecture on
mediation. I breathed a sigh of relief as I began taking notes. 


*
* * * * *


Two
hours later Shae and I walked to a nearby Starbucks to grab a quick bite to eat
before our evening class with Dr. Sandstrom. His class was normally held on
Thursdays, but he moved our class to Monday due to some surgery he had scheduled
later in the week. I was going to need some serious caffeine to get through the
next three hours. I was exhausted and sore from my tryst with Rafael.


Shae
nudged me with her shoulder as we walked down the sidewalk. “How’d the
scavenger race go yesterday?”


I
pushed my sleeves up so she could see the angry red marks the handcuffs had
left behind. “It was crazy. I had to walk on glass, eat raw squid, drive some
random college boy around on a tandem bike, solve a cryptograph involving the
Gettysburg Address, belly dance at a Moroccan restaurant, do a wheel barrow
race in handcuffs, and run around DC in a Supergirl costume.”


Blackberry
flavored vitamin water sprayed from Shae’s mouth as she burst out laughing.
“That sounds awesome. Remind me to sign up for that next year.”


“You
should,” I agreed. I pulled open the door to Starbucks. For some reason
completely outside my understanding, Shae did not drink coffee. She only went to
Starbucks with me so I could feed my addiction. The angels practically sang as
I walked through the place. I hustled toward the counter. “I’d like a venti
caramel macchiato, skinny, with an extra shot, and extra hot.”


Shae
grabbed a bistro box filled with cheese, a hard-boiled egg, apple slices, and
grapes. I did the same. We paid for our food and settled in at a table near the
serving bar to wait for my coffee. Shae popped open her bistro box. “You
promised to give me the scoop on those two seriously hot guys we saw in the
park yesterday.”


My
eyes widened with comprehension. “Oh my God! I can’t believe how much has changed
since yesterday.”


Shae
looked at me expectantly. “Dish.”


My
body began to hum as my thoughts turned to Rafael. “Well, apparently I’m dating
the dark angel now.”


Shae
looked shocked. “The bodyguard? You’re dating the man your ex-fiancé used to
pay to watch over you?”


I
sank down into my seat. “We had sex... like eight times.”


“Since
yesterday?” she nearly screamed.


“Shhhh!”
I cringed. “Yes. He just sort of magically appeared in my house last night.” I
paused distractedly. I still didn’t know how he had gotten into my house. I
shook my head and continued. “He said he wants a chance to prove how much he
loves me. It’s a long story. He was there for me through some really difficult stuff.
He’s done working for Michael, and he’s determined to make me fall in love with
him.”


Shae
grabbed my arm. “You have got to be kidding me.”


I
winced. “I haven’t told you the worst part.”


A
wicked look danced across Shae’s face. “He’s really bad in bed?”


I
groaned. “No. He’s incredible… like really incredible in bed. No, the worst
part is that Rafael is Michael’s brother.”


Shae’s
jaw fell open. She leaned back in her chair and folded her arms across her
chest as she sized me up. “So, let me get this straight. You’re having sex with
your ex-fiancé’s brother?”


“Yes,”
I confessed with a great deal of embarrassment. I buried my face in my hands. “What
the hell am I thinking?”


Shae
shook her head. “I don’t know, Kri, but I doubt there’s a woman alive who could
resist Rafael. That guy is seriously hot. So, what about Kadyn, the guy you went
to the scavenger race with? What’s he going to think about you dating Rafael?”


I
jumped up and grabbed my coffee from the serving station before responding. I scorched
the roof of my mouth as I took a long pull from the cup. “I don’t know. I doubt
Kadyn’s going to be happy about this. Kadyn and I were dating when Michael
kidnapped me. He spent six months trying to find me…”


Shae
cut me off. “Holy shit, Kri! You were engaged to a man who kidnapped
you? Why are you just now telling me this?”


The
barista gave us a dirty look, so I shoved Shae out the door. The last thing I needed
was to get banned from Starbucks. I tried to explain as we walked back toward
the campus. “It’s complicated. Michael and I dated once before. He proposed on
the fourth date. I turned him down, and he didn’t take it very well. I moved to
DC and started dating Kadyn. We dated for nine months before Michael forced me
to leave with him. You remember the car bombs at the Pentagon last year?”


Shae
stopped walking. “Yeah…”


“Michael
led me to believe he planted them. He said he would kill Kadyn if I didn’t go
to Paris with him.”


Her
eyes widened. “Was he the one who planted them?”


I
shook my head as we resumed walking. “No. He heard about it on the news and
took advantage of the situation so he could manipulate me into going with him.
I didn’t want to be there at first, but it didn’t take Michael long to seduce
me. I fell in love with him, and I agreed to marry him when he proposed. A few
days later, we discovered I was pregnant. We were supposed to be married last
December.”


Shae
stared at me. “What happened? Surely he didn’t just let you walk away after all
that.”


I
sighed dejectedly. “Michael once worked for an investment firm where he
discovered the general partners were investing and washing money for a
terrorist group. He turned them in. The funds were frozen, and a number of
people were prosecuted, but two of the partners escaped before they were
arrested. One of them came to Michael’s house in Paris, the day that Michael
and Rafael were being fitted for their wedding tuxes. The guy attacked Jean, the
bodyguard who was watching over me at the time. Then he tried to drown me.
Michael and Rafael arrived just in time. Rafael killed the guy when he pulled
him off of me. I lost the baby that same day, and Michael never recovered. He
ordered me to leave. He said he didn’t want me in his life anymore because he
couldn’t keep me safe.”


Shae
looked completely horrified. “God, Kristine, I’m so sorry.”


I
tried to laugh it off. “Now you know why I’m in the conflict resolution
program.”


She
just shook her head. “What happened with Kadyn when you got back?”


“Kadyn
was really hurt when he learned I had fallen in love with Michael, willingly
had sex with him, and agreed to marry him. He told me he couldn’t just pick up
where we left off. He doesn’t want to date me anymore. He just wants to be
friends.”


Shae
looked surprised. “But… you were kidnapped, and that guy totally manipulated
you.”


I
nodded. “Like Michael, I think Kadyn was struggling with the fact that he
couldn’t keep me safe. I’d been kidnapped once before, two and a half months after
Kadyn and I began dating. Maybe he’s just sick of having to rescue me.”


Shae
grabbed my arm. “Hold up, Kri. You’ve been kidnapped twice?”


The
coffee nearly slipped from my hand. I quickly recovered. “A co-worker from
Montana. I was pretty beat up, but Kadyn got there before the guy could rape
me.” I guzzled the remaining coffee.


Shae
shook her head. “You were right, Kri. I wouldn’t want to be you, not even for one
day… not with all the crap you’ve been through.”


I
tossed my coffee cup into a recycling bin and pulled the door to our building
open. “Maybe I’ve gotten all of the bad stuff out of the way. Maybe it will be
smooth sailing from here on out,” I suggested optimistically.


“If
I were you, I’d enroll in the hostage negotiation class just in case,” Shae
responded drily. 


I
laughed as we stepped inside Dr. Sandstrom’s classroom. “No. I think my days of
being kidnapped are over. I doubt anyone’s going to mess with me when Rafael is
around.”


Shae
shook her head again. “You were dating Kadyn when you were kidnapped, and that
guy is seriously ripped.”


A
chill ran down my spine as we settled into our chairs. Shae made a compelling
argument. It didn’t matter who I was dating. Michael and Justin had proven that
if someone wanted to kidnap or hurt me, they could find a way. The chill
settled deep inside my bones as I watched my professor and classmates stream
into class. All of a sudden, the hostage negotiation course didn’t seem like
such a bad idea. 


*
* * * * *


When I pulled my jeep into the garage, I
discovered a long stemmed rose lying on the floor just in front of the door
that led from the garage into my house. I smiled as I picked up the rose. I
discovered another rose half way up the stairs that ran from the garage to the
main floor. Another rose was lying on the counter next to a piece of paper. I
set my books on the counter and picked up the note.


I wanted to give
you some time to process things, so I’m making myself scarce tonight. I’m next
door if you need me, and I programmed my new cell phone number into your phone
this morning. I left something in the refrigerator for you, in case you haven’t
eaten. I’d like to take you out for dinner tomorrow night if you’re available.
I hope you have only good dreams tonight. Love, Rafael.


I
cracked open the refrigerator and smiled. A tomato, basil, and mozzarella
sandwich was sitting on the top shelf. The sandwich was speared with a
toothpick and a yellow sticky note that read “eat me.” Rafael had drawn a big
smiley face on the note, with the tongue hanging out. I shook my head and
laughed.


I
went to nab a vase from under the buffet in the formal dining room and
discovered the trail of red roses resumed in the hallway. I found twelve roses
by the time I made it to my bedroom. A soft light was flickering from the
master bath, so I went to check it out. 


I
gasped. He had lit at least fifty votives and scattered them throughout the
bathroom. The bathtub had been filled. Rose petals were scattered across the
top of the water, which was still steaming. I couldn’t believe Rafael’s timing.



I
placed the roses in the vase, filled it with water, and set it on my
nightstand. I returned to the bathroom with my iPod and quickly stripped down
so I could sink into the enticing tub. Soaking in the rose petals by
candlelight was heavenly.


I
reached for my cell phone as the water began to cool. It was shortly before eleven
o’clock. I scrolled through my list of contacts so I could send Rafael a text. Wow.
You don’t mess around. The bath and the flowers are lovely. Thank you. I’d love
to join you for dinner tomorrow night. My classes end at six on Tuesdays. I
should be home by six-thirty. See you then?


Rafael
texted back just as I reached for a towel. If not sooner... I’m imagining
you in that bath.


I
couldn’t help but smile. I tried to think of something witty to write back as I
toweled off. Nearly everything I came up with was likely to entice Rafael to
come back over to my place, especially since he was living right next door. My
thumbs flew over the screen as I settled on a response. Maybe next time you
can join me in the bath, that way your brain won’t have to work so hard trying
to picture me in the tub. 


I
patted myself on the back for coming up with a retort that could be perceived
as both an invitation and an insult. I ran a comb through my hair, brushed my
teeth, and blew out the candles. I eyed the bottle of sleeping pills near the
sink, but given everything that had happened with Rafael, I thought maybe this
time I wouldn’t need them. Maybe this time I’d dream happy dreams.











Chapter 2 - Counting stars


I
stretched out and savored the sun spilling across my bed. It had been a
glorious night… one of those rare times when I hadn’t needed a sleeping pill and
didn’t wake from a nightmare. It looked beautiful outside, so I decided to take
my yoga mat down to the edge of the river to work out before class.


I
wasn’t sure whether it was Rafael’s affections, the full night of sleep, or the
yoga, but I felt completely at peace by the time I finished working through my
yoga poses. I wandered back into the house and snagged a cup of coffee before
settling in at the desk in the library. I savored the dark, spicy notes of the
Italian roast coffee while I waited for my laptop to boot. I sifted through a
few news headlines before checking my e-mail. 


I
quickly scanned my inbox. Shae had responded to the e-mail I sent with my
resume. I clicked on her message. The days you get to sleep in are numbered
my friend. My boss looked over your resume, and he’s interested. Can you come
in for an interview at ten o’clock Wednesday morning? 


Excitement
buzzed through me as I typed my response. I’ll be there. Thanks, Shae! I owe
you one!!!


I
practically skipped up the stairs. I grabbed my iPod and portable speaker from
my nightstand and quickly scrolled through the play list until I found Pink. I
turned the speaker up as loud as it would go, then jumped into the shower. Pink
always inspired me to sing. She made me feel like I could conquer the world. I was
still singing when I toweled off, but I came to a screeching halt when I entered
my closet. I have a date with Rafael. 


I
raked through my wardrobe. Would this be considered a first date, even though we’d
already had sex? I cringed. When did I become that girl? I
began to panic as the closet pressed in on me. I couldn’t think or breathe. I
snatched a teal dress and fled the closet. 


As
I began pulling the dress over my head, it hit me. I was holding the very same
dress I had worn the first time I met Rafael. I yanked the dress off and slunk
back to my closet. 


My
thoughts turned to Rafael as I reevaluated my clothing options. I doubted a
relationship between us would resemble anything even close to normal, not after
everything we had been through together. He had been my bodyguard for crying
out loud. He saved my life when he resuscitated me after the drowning. He
helped me mourn the loss of my child. We had already faced so many difficult
experiences, things most couples never had to face. Was it any wonder the steps
in our relationship were all jumbled up? 


I
sifted through the dresses. There were at least fifteen dresses, and I didn’t want
to wear a single one. I snatched a pair of jeans and a black t-shirt, suddenly
intent on shopping for something new. I had just enough time before class.


*
* * * * *


I
stood in front of the bathroom mirror and eyed my new dress. The black cocktail
dress felt a bit more snug than it had at the store, but I liked how the wide
neckline made the ruched sleeves look like a bolero jacket. The dress hit a
couple of inches above my knees, although it appeared shorter with four inch
heels. I had decided to pair the dress with glossy red heels and a red, black,
and silver beaded bracelet that was held together by a thick black bow. I
swiped on some tinted lip gloss and a bit more mascara. Then I quickly curled
my hair so that it fell down my back in long blond waves. 


Excitement
zipped through me when the doorbell rang. I smiled. It’s nice to know the
guy can use a door. My pulse quickened as I made my way down the stairs and
opened the door. My breath caught when I saw Rafael. I had never seen the man in
a suit before. He typically wore black cargo pants or jeans and a Dri-fit shirt
that left little doubt as to how cut the guy really was.


Rafael’s
eyes trailed down and then back up my ensemble. “How the hell are we supposed
to make it through dinner?”


I
shook my head and laughed. “I have no idea.”


He
yanked me against his chest. His hands tangled in my hair as his lips coaxed mine
into a heated kiss. My hands lingered on his chest before easing over his
shoulders and settling at the base of his neck. My entire body pinged with
desire. 


I
reached for his arm and steadied myself as he broke away. “Shall we?” I asked
shakily.


Rafael
tucked me under his arm. “My car is in the garage out back. Do you want to cut
through the house?”


I
was a little concerned that cutting through the house might involve a detour to
the bedroom, but I conceded. Thankfully, Rafael didn’t take any detours. We
wound through my kitchen and down to my garage, since his garage was right next
door.


Rafael
keyed the code to his garage, and the door slid open, revealing a sleek black
motorcycle and a Ferrari. My eyes grew wide. “Is that the bat mobile?”


Rafael
grinned. “That’s an Enzo F70. The bike is a Vyrus.”


“Of
course it is,” I mumbled, thinking virus not Vyrus. “So which one are we driving
to dinner?”


Rafael
laughed. “In that dress? The Enzo.”


I
nearly wet myself when the doors to the car rose.


Rafael’s
eyes crinkled in amusement. “Do you want to drive?” The look on his face was a
dare if I ever saw one.


I
peeked inside the car. “Is it an automatic?” 


Rafael
roared with laughter. “No. It’s a manual.”


I
looked at him thoroughly confused. “Where’s the clutch?”


He
smiled. “The shifting paddles are on the steering wheel.”


I
examined the steering wheel more closely. “I wouldn’t know where to begin. What
if I break something?”


Rafael
pulled my back against his chest as he nuzzled my neck. “I’ll drive to the
restaurant so you can see how it works. Then you can drive home.”


My
head fell back against his shoulder as his lips demanded more access to my
neck. “God, Rafael, how am I supposed to maintain self-control when everything
about you screams sex?”


Rafael’s
hands burned a trail from my hips to my breasts. His voice was low and
seductive as his thumbs teased the tips of my breasts into hard pebbles. “The
fact that you’re trying to maintain control tells me you’re afraid and you
don’t trust me. I’m not going to hurt you, Kristine. I want you to trust me
enough to let go… to surrender that control you cling to in fear.”


My
voice trembled as my heart bolted from my chest to parts unknown. “I don’t know
if I can do that.”


Rafael
turned me in his arms. A determined look settled over his face. “You can, Kristine.
Once you’ve decided you can trust me, you’ll long to let go.” His eyes darkened
as he pressed me up against the car. Our breath mingled as his lips hovered
over mine. He searched my eyes until a smug look settled over his face. He
smiled as he slowly backed away. “Let’s go eat.”


My
emotions scattered as I tried to sort through why he hadn’t kissed me. I stared
at him, thoroughly perplexed, as we walked toward the passenger side of the
car. 


Rafael
chuckled as he helped me into the car. “Don’t worry. I fully intend to collect
on that kiss.” He eyed my legs appreciatively as my dress inched up, but there
was no graceful way to fold myself into the low slung car. Rafael slid into the
driver’s seat. The doors hummed as they slid back into place. The Ferrari suddenly
roared to life. 


I
wondered whether it was possible for a car to cause an orgasm. I turned to face
Rafael as he backed out of the garage. “What do you drive when it snows?”


He
smiled. “I have a Lincoln Navigator parked down the street.”


I
figured as much. Rafael didn’t seem like the kind of guy to be caught
unprepared. “So, there’s something I’ve been meaning to ask you…”


He
shot me a knowing look. “The rental property?”


“Yes.
Do you own my townhouse?”


Rafael
had enough class to look embarrassed. “Yes. When I saw the places you were
considering, I made the guy next door to me an offer he couldn’t refuse. I’m
sorry, Kristine. I know that’s manipulative, but I wanted to ensure you were safe,
and there’s only one place safer than where you currently reside.”


“And
where’s that?” I asked suspiciously.


He
turned onto King Street. The trees on either side of the street were wrapped in
thousands of white lights. The cobblestone sidewalks literally glowed. Rafael
smiled. “You’d be safer if you were living with me.”  


I
tore my eyes from the beautifully lit trees so I could look at Rafael. “You’re
not suggesting we live together?” I asked with a nervous laugh.


Rafael
shifted his attention to me as he pulled up to a red light. “I’m satisfied with
our current arrangement… for now.”


I
nodded before gazing back out the window. All along the street, people were gawking
at Rafael’s car. “Did you furnish the place?”


Rafael
eased through the intersection as the light turned green. “Yes. I furnished it
with items I thought you might like.”


“So
that’s why it feels like home,” I murmured.


He
glanced at me. “You’re welcome to change anything you don’t like.” 


I
shook my head. “I wouldn’t change a single thing about the place, but it’s a bit
unnerving how well you captured my taste in décor.”


Rafael
shrugged. “I’ve had years of training and experience observing people. There
are some areas where you remain a mystery, though.”


I
glanced at him in surprise. “Really? Like what?”


He
chuckled. “Like why you’re enrolled in school.”


It
was my turn to shrug. “I don’t know. I guess I felt like a bachelor’s degree
wasn’t enough.”


He
nodded. “Tell me about your program.”


“I’m
working toward a master’s in conflict analysis and resolution,” I responded
distractedly. I was trying to pinpoint how Rafael was shifting gears on the
steering wheel.


He
glanced at me as he merged onto the exit ramp for I-395. “Is that like
international peacekeeping?”


I
tore my eyes from the steering wheel so I could respond. “Well, there are a million
different directions you can take this degree. You can work as a mediator,
negotiator, facilitator, or a trainer at the individual, organizational,
national, or international levels. Some people work to resolve conflicts
between gangs. Some serve as mediators for the courts. Some work to improve
employee relations in businesses, some resolve conflicts between governments,
and others engage in peace-building at the grassroots level.”


Rafael
gave me a curious look. “What do you want to do with the degree?”


I
smiled. “If everything goes well tomorrow, I’ll be going into peace-building.”


He
looked surprised. “What’s going on tomorrow?”


“I
have a job interview with an organization called Seeds for Peace. If I get the
job, I’ll be working with my friend Shae. She’s in my degree program and was
recently hired on there.” 


Rafael
didn’t bother hiding his concern. “What exactly would you be doing for this
organization?”


“I’d
be going into universities in conflict-ridden countries to train college
students how to resolve conflict without violence. The goal is to empower a
subset of university students to help resolve conflicts in their communities
and to build conflict resolution programs in high schools and middle schools.” 


Rafael’s
eyebrows inched up his forehead. There was an edge to his voice that I’d never
heard before. “Conflict-ridden countries… where?”


I
glanced at him nervously. “Africa, the Middle East, and the former Soviet
Union.”


Rafael
slammed on the brakes as he swerved to the shoulder of the road. His eyes
narrowed as he turned to face me. “Kristine, you cannot be serious.”


My
heart sped. I pressed my hand against my chest as I tried to catch my breath. “Why
are you so upset?”


Rafael’s
left arm was draped casually over the steering wheel, but the look on his face
was anything but casual. His voice took on a sarcastic tone. “Oh, I don’t know.
The woman I love wants to work in violent, war-torn countries. Kristine, you’re
talking about really dangerous places… places where people get killed just for
looking the wrong way.”


I
sighed. “I know it’s dangerous, but I seriously doubt we’ll be waltzing into
any war zones. There would have to be some level of stability, or the
universities wouldn’t be open.”


He
frowned. “Haven’t you been in enough danger… suffered enough violence? I know
you want to help people, but can’t you find a way to do that without putting
yourself in danger?”


I
reached for his hand. “I haven’t even gotten the position yet. I’ll get a
better sense of what the job entails tomorrow. If it sounds too dangerous, I
won’t take the job. I promise.”


Rafael
blew out a long breath. He squeezed my hand before turning the car back onto
the road. “I just want you safe.”


“I
know,” I whispered, still a little stunned by the depth of his concern. “Let’s
talk about you,” I suggested. “What are you doing for work these days?”


Rafael
took the exit for the 14th Street Bridge. “I’ve opened my own
security firm here in DC. We specialize in VIP protection.”


I
smoothed my dress down toward my knees. “That’s great, Rafael. That sounds
perfect for you.”


A
tiny bit of tension eased from his face. “I don’t like being stuck behind a
desk. I like being able to pick and choose my assignments, and I like not
having to work all the time.” He smiled. “Besides it gives me the flexibility I
need to keep an eye on you.”


I
shook my head. Then I studied him curiously. “You seem hard wired to protect,
Rafael. Why?”


The
car slowed as he eased inside a public parking garage.


My
eyes widened in disbelief. “Wait. You’re not seriously parking your car in
here?”


He
shrugged. “Komi doesn’t have valet parking, so I don’t have much of a choice.”
Rafael lowered his window as he turned his attention to the man in the ticket
booth. He greeted the man in a language I didn’t recognize.


The
man smiled as he conversed with Rafael. He nodded, then waved us toward a no
parking sign just off to the side of the booth. 


I
glanced at Rafael questioningly. “He’s letting you park here?”


Rafael
pulled his car alongside the cement wall. “Yes. He doesn’t want anyone stealing
the car on his watch any more than I do.”


I
glanced back at the man in the ticket booth. “What language were you speaking?”


He
turned the engine off and opened the doors. “Amharic. He’s from Ethiopia.” Rafael
climbed out of his seat and walked to my side of the car. He reached for my
hand as he helped me from the car.


I
was still gaping at him. “How did you know that?”


Rafael
grinned. “I told you. I’ve been trained to observe.”


I
watched the doors to the car slide quietly back into place. I turned my
attention to Rafael as he twined his fingers with mine. “How many different
languages do you speak?”


“I
speak eight languages; English, Portuguese, French, Spanish, Arabic, Amharic,
Russian, and Mandarin.” He laughed at the astonished look on my face. “When you’re
protecting foreign dignitaries, it’s important to speak their language.”


We
walked out of the garage and turned toward DuPont Circle. “What other types of
people do you protect?” I asked curiously.


“The
vast majority of people I’ve protected have been foreign dignitaries, although
I did help guard some celebrities who were visiting or performing in Portugal.
And then, of course, there’s you…”


I
laughed. “I thought Michael stopped paying you for that.”


Rafael
chuckled as he guided me up the stairs to the restaurant. His hand settled on
the small of my back as he escorted me through the door. “He did. I’m funding
that operation now.”


I
soaked in the ambience as Rafael spoke with the hostess. The long, narrow
restaurant was filled with small tables draped in crisp white tablecloths. The
hostess led us to a table that was tucked against the far corner of the dimly
lit room. Rafael pulled one of the chairs out for me. I smiled as my eyes met
his. “Thank you.”


Rafael
moved the chair from across the table and set it next to me. Two waiters
approached our table as he folded himself into the chair. Each held a pitcher
of water and a wine carafe. They nodded and smiled as they poured our water in
unison. Then they poured our wine at the exact same time. They briefly
rearranged Rafael’s place setting so that it was sitting directly in front of
him. As they turned to walk away, two new waiters approached our table with small
appetizer plates. I watched, completely enthralled, as they set the plates in
front of us at the exact same moment. It was like watching a synchronized
swimming event.


I
watched them walk away. Then I leaned toward Rafael and whispered, “What’s this
all about? They haven’t even given us a menu, and they’re already delivering
food?”


Rafael
laughed. “They have a set menu, so I’m afraid we’re at the mercy of the chef.” He
reached for his wine glass and offered a toast. “Saude.”


I
glanced at him questioningly before tapping my glass against his. “Saude.”
I sipped the cold, crisp wine. Lemon, lime, honey, and spice danced over my
tongue. 


“It’s
a Portuguese toast to your health,” Rafael explained. He set his glass back on
the table, then reached for my cheek as he turned my face toward his. His mouth
hovered over mine as his tongue swept slowly across my lips. “This wine tastes
exquisite on your lips,” he murmured before fitting our lips together and
dipping deep inside my mouth. His tongue stroked and teased mine until I melted
into his chest.


I
blinked back my surprise when Rafael broke the kiss. I had lost sight of where
we were. He gently rubbed my leg as he turned his attention to the food. I
tried to ignore the desire pooling in my lower abdomen as I stared at the appetizer.
The small plate held a single slice of bread with a decorative spread of pâté. 


Rafael
picked up his bread and took a bite. “Rabbit liver,” he noted appreciatively. “You
should try it. It’s quite good.”


I
hung suspended between Rafael and the food. I couldn’t move, not with the way
my body was responding to him. While Rafael held the appetizer in his right
hand, the fingers from his other hand were absently skimming just beneath the
hem of my dress. 


Rafael
must have caught onto the fact that I was no longer breathing because he removed
his hand from my leg. He draped his arm around my shoulders as he tucked me
against his chest. “Better?” he asked with a soft smile.


I
exhaled softly and returned the smile. I reached for the bread and took a small
bite as I relaxed into the warmth of his chest. The rabbit liver was whipped,
more like a mousse than a pâté. As we finished the appetizer,
it dawned on me that Rafael hadn’t answered my question from earlier. I glanced
up at him. “What drew you into special ops? Why have you devoted your life to
protecting people?”


Two
waiters approached the table and took our plates, wine glasses, and silverware.
Two more waiters arrived. They set two new wine glasses down at the same time,
then the silverware, and the appetizer plates. Every move was made in unison.
The first set of waiters returned with two carafes and poured an entirely new
wine. 


The
appetizer plates held a flaky pastry that appeared to be stuffed with spinach
and warm feta cheese. Rafael cut into the pastry with his fork. “Michael never
told you?” 


I
sampled the pastry. “No, he didn’t really talk about you or anyone else in his
family. I didn’t even know the two of you were related until you told me at the
café.”


Rafael
nodded. “I don’t think Michael wanted you to know we’re related, at least not
in the beginning; and he never talks about our parents.” His eyes darkened as
he continued. “They were murdered in Portugal. Michael was attending graduate
school when it happened. I was in my senior year of high school. I had been out
with my friends and didn’t come home until late that night. That’s when I found
them. My father was already dead. He had been bound and shot. My mother died
three days later in the hospital.”


I
swallowed around the lump in my throat. Tears welled in my eyes as I reached
for his hand. “I’m so sorry, Rafael. I can’t imagine anything more horrific.”


Pain
radiated from his soft brown eyes. “It was horrific. Seeing them bloodied and
beaten… It’s been fourteen years, and I still can’t get that image out of my
mind.”


My
heart hurt just thinking about it. I gently squeezed his hand. “Is that why you
joined the special operations group?”


Rafael
nodded. “I was too late to save my parents, but I was determined to protect
others from suffering the same fate.”


I
nodded. What Rafael had been through with his parents explained a lot. “Do you
know why they were targeted?”


He
shrugged. “My parents had a lot of money. Some thugs broke into the house to rob
them. When they thought my father was holding out on them, they tied him up and
made him watch while they beat and raped my mother. They shot my father before
they left.”


I
pushed my plate away, suddenly too nauseous to eat. “I hope they were caught.”


“They’re
both dead,” Rafael responded vaguely.


I
sighed sadly as I leaned my head against his chest. “My uncle was murdered when
I was in high school. My father had to identify his body. The trials were awful…
the photographs, the autopsy report, and the bloodied sheets.” I shook my head
as I tried to dispel the images. “Four people were prosecuted, so the trials
dragged on for over a year. My family relived his death over and over again.”


Rafael
reached for his wine. “What happened?”


I
took a deep breath and blew it out. “My uncle had money… not the kind of money
your family had, but a good chunk of money for someone living in Montana. He
remarried after my aunt died, but we didn’t meet the woman until the night he
was killed. He was visiting my family while in town for his class reunion. His
wife insisted they stay at a hotel instead of staying at our house. He was
beaten and strangled that night. We learned later that the woman had planned it
from the very beginning. She seduced my uncle, convinced him to marry her, and paid
her son and two nephews to kill him so she could take his money. They’re all in
prison now. One of the men is sitting on death row.”


Rafael
squeezed my shoulders. “I’m so sorry, Kristine. I never knew.”


I
looked down at the napkin that was now clenched in my hand. “Those trials and
the prosecuting attorney inspired me to pursue a law degree, but my ex-husband wouldn’t
allow me to go to law school when I graduated with my bachelor’s degree in
pre-law. I finally took the entrance exams for law school last year, but then I
discovered this graduate program in conflict resolution. I think part of the
reason I chose this program is because I want to believe there are ways we can
prevent violence.”


Rafael’s
jaw clenched. “Michael told me about your ex-husband. I’ll admit that it has
taken considerable restraint not to track him down and make him pay for what he
did to you.”


I
shook my head. “He’s not worth it, Rafael. He’s not worth a single second of
your time.”


The
waiters returned to our table to clear our silverware, glasses, and plates. Two
more waiters arrived with fresh silverware, new wine, and two plates holding
small steaks. Again, every action was synchronized. 


Rafael’s
eyes met mine as he cut into his steak. “We make quite the pair, you and me…
both haunted by violence and still trying to save the world.”


I
laughed softly. “That sounds about right, although you make it sound like the
back story for a couple of superheroes.” I cut into the steak. My eyes widened
when I realized I didn’t need a knife. The steak tasted like it had been drenched
in an herbed butter. A soft moan slid from my lips as the steak melted in my
mouth.


Rafael
looked thoughtful as he watched me take another bite. “I’d like to propose
something, and I don’t want you to take it the wrong way.”


I
took a couple sips of wine before nodding. “Go ahead,” I encouraged warily.


“If
you take this peace-building job, I’d like to train you in self-defense. Shoot,
I should probably train you in self-defense even if you don’t take the job. You
seem to be a magnet for trouble.”


I
swallowed hard, so the wine wouldn’t spray out of my nose. “You want to teach
me how to protect myself?”


A
determined look settled over his face. “Yes. I can’t protect you all of the
time. Well, I could, but it would drive you crazy if I followed you everywhere
you went. I’d feel better if you knew how to defend yourself.”


I
set my wine glass down and ate another piece of steak while I considered the
merits of his proposal. “You know, Rafael, I think that sounds like a very good
idea. Can you teach me Russian too?”


His
smile faltered. “Russian? Why?”


I
popped the last piece of steak into my mouth. “If I get this job, my first
assignment will be in Ukraine.”


A
cloud fell over Rafael’s face. “No amount of training is going to protect you against
the Russian mafia or the underground KGB.”


I
smiled. “I’m not planning any parties with either group.”


Rafael
just shook his head. 


The
waiters stopped by to clear our silverware, glasses, and plates again. Two
other waiters arrived with fresh silverware, wine, and plates containing a
breaded meat. 


Rafael
reached for his fork. “I’ll be tied up with an assignment over the next three
days. Can we start Saturday morning?”


I
eyed the meat skeptically. I wasn’t terribly fond of breaded mystery meat. “Sure.
Do I need to buy any special equipment for this?”


Rafael
shook his head. “I should have everything you need. I converted one of the
rooms in my house into a gym. We can train there.” He paused as he took a bite
of the breaded meat. “Would you be willing to consider lifting weights? It
would really help with the self-defense training.”


I
nodded as I cut into my own piece of mystery meat. “I used to lift weights in
Montana and when I worked on the Hill. I wouldn’t mind picking it back up
again.”


“Good.
I’ll give you the key to my house and the security code. You can go over there
any time you want to work out.”


“So
we’re trading keys now?” I teased. I sampled the meat and breathed a small sigh
of relief. The breaded meat was Chicken Kiev, which was totally doable.


“I
already have a key to your place,” he reminded me, “and the code.”


My
eyebrows furrowed. “Yeah. About that. How did you figure out the code?”


He
shrugged. “It wasn’t difficult once I saw your friend Kadyn over there.
Besides, I can bypass most security systems. That was part of my training in
special ops.”


“Speaking
of Kadyn…” I began nervously. “I should probably let you know that he’s coming
over tomorrow night.”


Rafael
raised an eyebrow questioningly. 


The
waiters returned, this time with sea urchin, which was artfully presented
inside its prickly shell. Like the previous courses, the sea urchin had its own
pairing of wine.


My
eyes met Rafael’s as the waiters walked away. “Rafael, we’re just friends. When
I came back from Paris, Kadyn made it clear we could only be friends. He
couldn’t stomach what had happened between Michael and me. Anyway, we went on
this scavenger hunt to benefit Saint Jude’s Children’s Hospital last weekend. He
had to dress up in a Batman costume...” I laughed at the pained look on
Rafael’s face. “I know, but it was for a really good cause.”


Rafael
reached for a lock of my hair. He wound it around his finger, then gently
released it. “What were you wearing?”


I
looked up from the sea urchin and smiled. “I was dressed as Supergirl.”


“I
think you’d make a great Catwoman,” he murmured suggestively. A wicked smile
danced in his eyes as he polished off his sea urchin.


I
just shook my head. “That’s when Kadyn discovered that I haven’t seen any of
the Batman movies from the Dark Knight Trilogy. We have a movie marathon
scheduled for tomorrow night. He feels it’s his civic duty to catch me up on
the adventures of Batman.” 


Our
plates, silverware, and wine glasses were cleared. Two additional waiters
arrived with fresh silverware, wine, and scallops. The chef had drawn a heart
around the scallops with a light orange sauce.


Rafael
swirled one of the scallops through the orange sauce before popping it into his
mouth.  “Are you going to tell Kadyn about me?”


I
leaned back in my chair as I sampled the wine. “Yes. I plan on telling him
tomorrow night.” 


Rafael
glanced at me as he reached for his wine. “And how do you think he’s going to
react?”


I
shook my head. “I honestly don’t know. He said he only wants to be friends, but
neither one of us has dated anyone since I returned from Paris. The fact that
you’re Michael’s brother won’t sit well with him. I’m sure he considers you an
accomplice.” I paused as I sampled the scallops. “How do you feel about Kadyn
still being my friend?”


Rafael
tucked me against his chest. “I don’t harbor any ill will toward the guy. I’m
thankful he was able to rescue you from Justin Morris… a little peeved that he
got there before me, but I can’t fault him for that. I think he’s a fool for
not taking you back, but I should be thanking him for that too. If he had taken
you back, I doubt I’d be sitting here with you now.”


The
waiters returned to our table. This time they brought dates stuffed with basil
and goat cheese. I watched the waiters perform their dance before focusing my
attention on Rafael. “So, you’re okay with it?”


He
studied me as he popped a date into his mouth. “You do realize he’s still in
love with you?”


I
shook my head. “No. I don’t think he is. He loves me, as in he really cares
about me, but I don’t think he’s in love with me… not anymore.”


“Oh,
but he is. I’ve seen the way he looks at you. His ego and his pride have been
hurt, so he’s not about to admit it to you. Although, once he knows you’re
dating me, he may decide to tell you.”


The
waiters returned. They removed our dishes while another set of waiters delivered
fresh silverware, two plates of strawberry foie gras, and coffee. 


I
took a bite of the strawberry foie gras and moaned. The foie gras was lovely,
but it was the strawberry-port preserves that made me want to lick the plate.


Rafael
laughed as he reached for his coffee. “That good, huh?”


I
hummed appreciatively. I considered Rafael’s comments about Kadyn as I dug back
into the dessert. If his suspicions were right, my life was about to become a complete
train wreck. I wasn’t capable of dealing with that train wreck, given all the
wine I’d been drinking, so I reached for my coffee and steered the conversation
into a more manageable direction. “Who’s your assignment? Can you say?”


Rafael
sank his fork into the dessert. “A Saudi prince. He has his own bodyguards, but
he wanted to add someone to his security detail who knows DC. I would have
assigned somebody else, but he insisted on me.” A grin spread across Rafael’s
face as a mischievous look sparked in his eyes. “Don’t worry. I’ve still got
you covered.”


I
peered at him over the top of my coffee cup. “What do you mean you have me
covered?”


He
reached for his coffee and relaxed back into his chair. “I have two other
security guards assigned to watch over you while I work this assignment. I’m
going to take a wild guess that this doesn’t sit well with you, but I’m not
convinced that the people who are after Michael won’t still come after you.”


I
narrowed my eyes as I lowered the coffee cup. “These men won’t be sneaking into
my house?”


Rafael
shook his head. “Not unless they have good cause and clear it with me first.”


Our
waiters arrived with yet another dessert. This time they came bearing dark
chocolate mousse.


I
took a bite of the rich chocolate mousse and sighed contentedly. The mousse was
heavenly, perfect when chased by the smoky notes in the coffee. “Well, if I
have to choose, I’d rather have people watching over me than have a repeat performance
of what happened in the water fountain.” I shuddered, remembering the crazed look
on the man’s face as he tried to drown me.


Rafael
rubbed his warm hand up and down my arm. “Me too,” he whispered as he kissed
the top of my head.


I
felt like another change in topic was in order. “There’s another question I’ve
been meaning to ask you.”


“Hmm?”
Rafael responded as he ate a bite of the chocolate mousse.


My
eyes narrowed as I studied his face. “Did you send me roses on Valentine’s
Day?”


A
smile spread slowly across his face. “Yes. I had them delivered to your
school.”


I
reflected on the note he had written and never signed… 


If only the world would
stop moving long enough for me to capture you in my arms. I would chase all the
pain away and heal your broken heart. What I wouldn’t pay for the world to
stop, for you to finally know you are my heart’s greatest desire. I would make
you mine, Kristine, and never let you go. 


My
breath caught as his eyes met mine. “Does this mean the world has stopped?” I
whispered breathlessly.


Rafael
lowered his lips until they were nearly touching mine. “Not yet, love, but I
think it’s at least moving in the right direction.” 


He
captured my lips as the air rushed from my lungs. My eyes slid closed as I
breathed him in. I melted into the chocolate and coffee laced kiss.


Rafael
groaned. “We need to leave. Now.” He nodded toward the waiter, who promptly
brought the check.


I
looked longingly at the unfinished dessert.


“I’ll
feed you the rest in bed,” he whispered playfully. He handed a credit card to
the waiter, then added, “We would like to take our dessert home.”


My
entire body clenched at the thought of Rafael feeding me dessert in bed. “Um,
as nice as that sounds, I have a job interview in the morning.”


Rafael
slid the keys to his car toward me before signing the receipt. “Don’t worry.
I’ll make sure you’re so exhausted you sleep through the night.” 


I
shook my head. “I can’t drive your car. I’ve had too much wine. Can I have a
rain check?”


Rafael
laughed as he pulled me to my feet. “You can have a rain check on the Ferrari
but not on the rest of the night. Now, let’s go home so I can show you the
proper way to eat chocolate mousse.”


Rafael
made me hold the dessert as he drove back home. I tried not to panic as my mind
played an endless reel of erotic images involving the dessert. Rafael didn’t
say a word as he pulled into his garage. He took the dessert when he helped me
out of the car. Then he made me walk in front of him as we made our way upstairs.



The
stairs led into a kitchen that looked nearly identical to mine. I didn’t see
much of anything else because Rafael picked me up and threw me over his
shoulder as we entered the house. 


I
squealed. “Put me down, Rafael! I can walk.”


Rafael
continued hauling me toward a second flight of stairs. “Nope. You’re too
nervous. You’ll run. You’ll probably run the wrong way, and I’m not taking the
chance that you’ll end up breaking something… like your neck.”


“But
it’s our first date,” I whined.


“Wrong
again. Our first date was at the café.”


I
stopped wiggling. “It was?”


“It
was… and you’ve known me for nearly a year now… and we’ve already had sex. Care
to drum up any more excuses?”


“I’m
allergic to chocolate?” I offered half-heartedly.


Rafael
laughed. “You are not allergic to chocolate, and I’m about to prove it
to you.” He threw me on his bed before setting the dessert on the nightstand.


I
stared totally transfixed as he slid his jacket off, unbuttoned his shirt and
pants, and let his clothes fall to the floor. His muscular frame tipped the
scales from breathtaking to completely intimidating.


His
eyes held mine as he slowly stalked me on the bed. “You should leave these on,”
he said as he eyed my red heels, “but this is coming off.” Rafael slid his
hands up my dress, inching it up slowly until he pulled it over my head. He
eyed my black lace bra and thong. “These go too.”


My
bra had a clasp in the front, which Rafael insisted on opening with his teeth.
He eased my thong over my heels. Then he reached for the dessert. 


I
tried scrambling out of bed. 


Rafael
laughed as he caught me by the leg and dragged me back over the dark gray
comforter. “I’m not about to miss dessert, Kristine.”


This
time he straddled me, effectively pinning me in place. 


My
eyes widened as he scooped the dessert out of the white cardboard box. I yelped
as he smeared the cold mousse over my breasts. 


He
set the box back on the nightstand and linked his hands in mine. He pinned my
hands over my head as his tongue swiped through the mousse. 


“Oh,
God!” I gasped as his warm tongue cut through the mousse and glided across my
chilled skin.


Rafael
carved a figure eight through the mousse with his finger. Then he brought his
finger to my lips. His mouth latched on to my breast as I took his finger in my
mouth. I couldn’t help but moan. His warm mouth on my breast, the taste of the
chocolate, his finger teasing my tongue, and the feel of his body hardening
against mine made my entire body hum. 


Rafael
licked every last bit of mousse from my chest before scooping up another
handful and smearing it between my legs. 


I
bolted upright. “Rafael! You cannot be serious!” 


He
grunted irritably as he pushed me back down. 


I
lost all ability to speak as began lapping up the mousse that was now drizzling
between my legs. Pleasure pulsed through me with every swipe of his tongue. I
was on the verge of begging him to take me when he suddenly stopped.


He
climbed up my body until his lips met mine in another chocolate infused kiss.
“Your turn,” he said with a wicked grin. He handed me the box before he rolled
onto his back. 


I
stared at him for three or four heartbeats. He looked entirely too smug as he tucked
his hands behind his head. I shook my head and laughed as I climbed on top of
him. I couldn’t wait to wipe that smug look off his face. I slathered the
mousse over his chest, then slowly licked it off while admiring the deep lines
that defined his pecs. Rafael’s eyes slid closed as I twirled my tongue around his
hardened nipples. I scraped my teeth over each one, then sucked. I smiled as
the smug look slid from his face. 


I
scooped more mousse from the box, filled his belly button, and slowly lapped it
up. I was completely enthralled by the hard lines that formed his abs when his
stomach clenched. I smeared the remaining mousse along his hardened shaft. I
knelt between his legs and licked every last bit of mousse off before pulling him
inside my mouth. 


Rafael
moaned. “All right… that’s enough.” He flipped me over and immediately pinned me
beneath him. His lips met mine in a dominating kiss before he rose to his knees.
He placed both of my ankles on either side of his broad shoulders. He caressed
my calves as he licked and nipped at my ankles.


I
was surprised to see my heels were still on… my glossy red heels and the red,
black, and silver beaded bracelet with the thick black bow.


Rafael’s
eyes met mine as his hands ran up and down my thighs. I gasped as he lifted my
hips and buried himself inside of me. I gripped the comforter and tried to
breathe through the pain. He slowly pulled back, then thrust a little deeper. His
hands slid down my legs. He nudged my hips a little higher, then caressed my
breasts as he began to rock deep inside of me. “Let go, Kristine. Just relax
into the bed.” 


I
slowly released the breath I’d been holding. I forced my legs to relax as I relinquished
my hold on the comforter. The pain disappeared as soon as I let go. I ran my
hands up Rafael’s well-muscled arms and shoulders before releasing his hair
from the leather band. His hair tickled my breasts as he leaned down to kiss me.



He
bent my knees against my chest. My entire body clenched, then trembled with desire.
He slowly released my legs. My eyes fell closed as he drove into me in long,
slow strokes. He pressed his lips to my ear. “That’s it, baby. Don’t think,
just feel.” 


He
held my face in his hands as he traced my lips with the tip of his tongue. Then
he delved deep inside my mouth. He claimed every crevice. Stole every breath. He
nibbled at my chin, then all along my jaw line before scraping his teeth down the
side of my neck. 


My
back arched when he consumed my breast in long, hard pulls. He maintained a
slow, seductive pace as he latched onto the other breast. I moaned, now mindless
with need. I clamped my legs around his hips and pulled him into me, desperate
for release. “Rafael,” I pleaded. “I need… more.”


Rafael’s
eyes held mine as he tucked his hands under my shoulders. He pulled me into his
body as he slammed deep inside of me. I cried out as the first wave of pleasure
rolled through me. My entire body shook, just on the edge of release. He pulled
back and thrust with unconscionable force. We both screamed. Every muscle in
his body pulsed as he filled me. The searing heat drove me over the edge. The orgasm
bent me back and pulled me from his arms.


Rafael
remained buried deep inside of me as he rolled over and settled me on top of
his chest. We were both still trying to catch our breath. I smiled as I nestled
into his warm body. “That was hands down the best dessert I’ve ever had.”


Rafael’s
laughter vibrated deep inside of me, making my body clench. I slid my knees over
his hips as I sat up. I braced my hands against his chest as I rocked against
him. His eyes darkened with desire. 


My
eyes slid closed as I savored the feel of him inside of me. Rafael’s hands took
control of my hips. I reached for his thighs and let my head fall back as I relinquished
control.











Chapter 3 – Not over you


A
soft caress pulled me from sleep. “Hey, my beautiful angel, it’s time to wake
up.”


I
grudgingly opened my eyes. The room was dark. I was still naked and draped over
the top of Rafael’s body. “No,” I groaned. 


He
chuckled as he ran his fingers through my hair. “I have a prince to guard, and
you have a job interview, remember?”


I
propped my chin on his chest so I could peer into his eyes. “Can’t we just stay
like this forever?”


Rafael
rolled me underneath him. He nudged my legs open as he fit his hips to mine. “I
would much prefer we stay like this.”


My
body surged to life as he pushed just inside of me. “I don’t know,” I teased.
“I think you need to go a little bit deeper if we’re going to stay like this
for all eternity.” 


Rafael’s
hair formed a curtain around our faces as he lowered his lips to mine. “Hmm. I
think you may be right.” He pushed just a little bit deeper. “How’s this?” he
murmured against my lips.


“More,”
I breathed. I tried to pull him in as I wrapped my arms and legs around him.


His
tongue skipped teasingly along my lips as he eased inside of me a tiny bit more.
“Does this work for you?”


“No.
This is not working for me,” I complained irritably.


Rafael
laughed.


My
eyes widened. “Oh! Now that works for me.”


He
collapsed on top of me and laughed even harder. It was one of those deep, rich
belly laughs, the kind you hear when people don’t hold back. 


His
laughter warmed every part of my body as it rolled through me. I stared at him
in amazement. His laugh was the most beautiful sound I’d ever heard. I ran my
fingers through his hair. “I love your laugh,” I whispered.


His
face grew serious as he looked into my eyes. “I love you, Kristine
Stone.” 


My
heart stumbled against my chest. I pulled at the nape of his neck until his
lips met mine. Then I poured every last hope I had into a kiss. 


Rafael
reached for my hands. He linked our fingers together as he pinned my hands
above my head. He pushed deep inside of me as he took control of the kiss. He thrust
inside of me with long, determined strokes. 


I
knew he was trying to make sure I wouldn’t forget him over the next three days.
I didn’t want to forget, so I wrapped my legs around him and welcomed every
blow. We were slick with sweat by the time he pushed us both over the edge, to
that place where our bodies pulse in time. We rode out the waves, then
collapsed in each other’s arms.


I
lingered in bed while Rafael took a shower. I knew if I followed him in there,
we’d both miss our appointments. I stretched out and let my mind drift
aimlessly, lulled half in and half out of sleep by the sound of the shower. The
falling water sounded like a soft summer rain. I felt relaxed, oddly content,
and something else… something I couldn’t quite put my finger on. 


A
smile spread across my face as Rafael began to whistle. He sounded happy. Maybe
that’s what I was feeling. Happy. I had been struggling with sadness and grief for
so long, I wasn’t sure I knew what happy felt like anymore. Sure, there had
been fleeting moments, like during the Great Urban Race, but that hadn’t felt
like this. This I could feel deep inside my bones. My smile widened. I slipped
out of bed and poked my head inside the bathroom door. 


Rafael
was just reaching for a towel. “Do you want me to keep the shower running for
you?”


I
smiled as I made my way toward the shower. “Sure.”


He
grabbed my arm and pulled me in for a passionate kiss. “I’m going to run over
to your place to get you some clean clothes, so you don’t have to wear your
dress back home. What should I grab?”


I
backed into the shower. “Yoga clothes. Second drawer on the right.”


Rafael
towel dried his hair before tying the towel around his waist. “You got it.” He
sprayed some deodorant on and ran a comb through his hair before disappearing
into the bedroom.


He
returned a few minutes later, fully dressed and carrying my clothes. He gave me
a quick kiss on the lips, but he backed out of reach when I tried to pull him
into the shower. 


I
tried pouting.


He
laughed. “I wish I could take you up on that offer, but I have to go. Good luck
with your job interview this morning. I brewed a pot of coffee. There’s cereal,
yogurt, and power bars in the kitchen if you’d like something to eat. If you
have time, check out the gym. It’s at the end of the hall. You’re welcome to
come over and work out while I’m gone. I slipped a key onto your keychain
already. It’s blue.” 


I
smiled, then blew him a kiss. “Thanks! Good luck with the prince. Stay safe.
I’ll be thinking of you.”


Rafael
grinned as he lingered just inside the door. “And I’ll be thinking of you… just
like this… hair wet… soap streaming down your breasts. You know I’ll be having
mad fantasies about taking you in that shower. You’ve got a rain check on the
car… I’m taking a rain check on this.” 


I
pinned my legs together and groaned. Now I was going to be having mad fantasies
about the shower and the car. 


Rafael
winked, then disappeared from sight. 


I
quickly finished washing and conditioning my hair. I rinsed off, toweled off,
then tugged on the yoga clothes. Rafael’s bedroom still smelled like chocolate
mousse, so I pulled the comforter and sheets from the bed. I separated the
duvet from the comforter and shoved it inside the washing machine with the
sheets. Conveniently enough, his washer and dryer were located in the same spot
as mine. 


I
rifled through the linen closet, searching for a fresh set of sheets so I could
make the bed for Rafael. I went to check out the gym when I finished making the
bed. 


The
gym held a couple of benches, punching bags in all shapes and sizes, and a ton
of free weights. A large black mat lie in the center of the floor. The walls
were painted charcoal gray, except for the one that was completely covered in
mirrors. I took one look at the mirror and promptly added the weight room to my
list of fantasies.


The
color scheme for Rafael’s bedroom was black, gray, and red. I wandered through
the rest of the house to see what it looked like. The guy clearly favored
black. All of his leather furniture was black. His dining room table and chairs
were also black. His coffee table and end tables were chrome and glass. He had
a minimalist approach to his décor. His only artwork appeared to be black and
white photographs. 


I
eyed the new key on my key chain and suddenly realized I didn’t know how to set
his alarm. I shot a quick text off to Rafael. Is your alarm the same as
mine? Do I need to set it before I go?


Rafael
quickly called me back. “You have your own security code on my alarm. It’s the
name of the café where we first had coffee together. You can set and disarm the
alarm with that code. I can also set the alarm remotely if you don’t want to
hassle with it. Just text me when you’re coming and going, so I know when to
activate and disable it.”


I
pulled my purse over my shoulder and gathered up my dress. “I don’t want to
bother you when you’re working, so I’ll just use the security code. I remember
the name of the café. Thanks again for last night. I had a wonderful time. Oh,
and I really like the gym… your whole house actually.”


Rafael
chuckled. “Good. Hopefully, you’ll be spending a lot of time there. Let me know
how the interview goes, and good luck with Kadyn tonight.”


My
stomach turned at the thought of telling Kadyn about Rafael. “Thanks. I’ll try
to touch base later tonight.”


Rafael
disconnected the call. I set his alarm and locked the door behind me. I had to
admit it was pretty dang convenient to walk just a couple of steps over to my
place… maybe a little too convenient. 


I
ran upstairs to my bathroom so I could apply my make-up and style my hair. I
changed into my navy blue dress suit, grabbed a padfolio from the office, and
programmed the address to Seeds for Peace into my cell phone. I grabbed a
bottle of water from the fridge as I cut through the kitchen on my way to the garage.



I
was halfway up I-395 before I realized I had forgotten coffee. How was I
supposed to get through a job interview without coffee? I clutched my
steering wheel as I talked myself down from a full blown anxiety attack. Thankfully,
rush hour traffic was beginning to die down. 


I
was still stressing over the coffee, or the lack thereof, when I walked into
the office. I checked in with the receptionist, settled into a chair near her
desk, and texted Shae. I’m here!


“Ms.
Stone?” 


I
jumped to my feet. A gentleman in his mid-forties was approaching me. He had
dark blond hair, light blue eyes, and a trim build. He was wearing a dark gray
suit with a black and gray patterned tie. I quickly shoved the phone inside my
purse. “Yes. I’m Kristine Stone.”


He
offered me his hand. “I’m Paul Scott, the Executive Director of Seeds for
Peace. Thanks for coming in on such short notice.”


I
smiled as I shook Mr. Scott’s hand. “Thank you, Mr. Scott. I really appreciate
the opportunity to interview for a position with your organization.”


He
smiled. “This way, please.” 


I
follow Mr. Scott down a wide hallway. We turned into a large conference room
that was located halfway down the hall. Mr. Scott motioned toward two people
who were sitting at the conference table. They both stood as we entered the
room. “This is Cory Davis. He is the director of our CR skill building program.”
I assumed CR meant conflict resolution.


Cory
had short brown hair, bright brown eyes, and skin as black as night. He was
wearing a navy suit, with a soft blue tie. I reached for his hand. “It’s nice
to meet you, Mr. Davis.”


Mr.
Scott continued the introductions. “This is Samantha Roberts. She is the
program manager for the train-the-trainer program.”


Ms.
Roberts was petite. She had soft green eyes and jet black hair that was cut
bluntly across her shoulders. She was wearing a stylish black pantsuit. I
reached for her hand. “Pleased to meet you, Ms. Roberts.”


We
all took our seats. Mr. Scott was the first to speak. “As you know, we are
looking for someone to work in our conflict resolution skill building program. I
understand that you recently completed the Virginia Mediation Program and you are
currently enrolled in the master’s program at the Institute for Conflict
Analysis and Resolution. You come highly recommended by Dr. Sandstrom and one
of our newest employees, Shae Garlington. I can see by your resume that you
have over six years of experience doing advocacy work, and your last position
was with Senator Rockefeller.”


I
nodded politely.


He
smiled. “Your employment history and your GPA are rather impressive. I’d like
to hear why you’re interested in working for our program.”


I
glanced around the table before focusing my attention on Mr. Scott. “Shae told
me a little bit about your program, and I have spent some time on your website
familiarizing myself with your mission and your strategies. I couldn’t be more
impressed with your approach to peace-building. I believe that skill building
programs like yours are essential to bringing peace and stability to areas
embroiled in conflict. Building these skills among younger generations… people
who are likely to have the energy, passion, and open minds needed to effect positive
change in their communities… just seems like a really smart strategy. I like
that you’re teaching people how to resolve their own conflicts, and I believe
that this type of skill building will help ensure that peace is self-sustaining
and more durable in the long run. Besides, when I go home at the end of the day,
I want to know that I’ve helped someone… that I have done something to make
this world a better place. I believe this position would enable me to do that.”


Mr.
Scott nodded while scribbling on a yellow legal pad.


Ms.
Roberts looked up from her laptop. “Do you have any concerns about going into
countries that have a history of instability, conflict, and violence?”


I
took a deep breath as my eyes met hers. “Honestly?”


She
gave a solemn nod. Her fingers hovered over her computer as she prepared to
type.


I
leaned back in my seat and sighed. “Well, to be perfectly honest, I have survived
nine years of domestic violence at the hands of my ex-husband, two kidnappings,
and an attempted drowning. I am no stranger to violence, Ms. Roberts. I can
certainly relate to people who have endured it, and I’d really like to help
others avoid or at least reduce the amount of violence they’re exposed to.” 


Ms.
Roberts’ hands collapsed against the keyboard. She hadn’t typed a single word. The
room fell silent.


I
fidgeted nervously in my seat. “TMI?”


Mr.
Scott chuckled, and everyone in the room relaxed. “Actually, I appreciate your
frankness, Ms. Stone. I’m sorry to hear you’ve been the victim of so much violence,
but I can see how that would shape your interests and your determination to
help others build more peaceful lives.”


The
three of them exchanged glances before Mr. Davis posed his question. “Are your professors
okay with you missing school when you have to travel for work?”


I
nodded. “Yes. My professors are very supportive of my decision to seek
employment with this organization. They’ll allow me to work on my studies
remotely when I have to travel out of country for work. With the exception of Thursdays,
my classes are scheduled from four to six. On Thursdays they run from three to
nine. This class schedule runs through the end of May. I can try to move more
classes into evening slots when summer semester begins. Is that workable for
you?”


Mr.
Scott smiled. “I don’t see why not. We try to be flexible for employees who are
working on graduate degrees. There will be plenty of occasions when you have to
put in overtime, especially when you travel out of country. It all balances out
in the end.”


I
breathed a sigh of relief. I had assumed my class schedule would be my biggest
roadblock.


“How
important is salary?” Mr. Scott inquired, leaning forward in his seat.


My
eyes widened. I hadn’t expected them to bring up salary during the first
interview. “I do have bills to pay, like anyone else, but I’d practically pay you
to work in a position like this.”


All
three of the interviewers smiled. Mr. Scott relaxed back into his chair. “Do
you have any questions for us?”


I
shrugged. “How soon can I start?”


Mr.
Scott smiled. “How soon, indeed.” Everyone laughed. “Ms. Stone, will you give
us a few minutes? You’ll find Ms. Garlington’s office three doors down on your
right. You can wait for us in there. We shouldn’t be long.”


I
stood and shook each of their hands. “I really appreciate your time and your
consideration.”


Mr.
Scott closed the door when I walked out of the conference room. I wandered down
the hall in search of Shae’s office. She was typing on her computer when I
popped my head inside her doorway. “Hey. Would you consider it a good thing or
a bad thing that my interview only lasted fifteen minutes?”


Shae
leaned back in her chair. “Wow. Fifteen minutes? I don’t know. Were they
frowning or smiling?”


I
plopped down in the chair across from her desk. “Mostly smiling.”


She
narrowed her eyes. “Did you make anyone cry?”


“No,”
I replied with a scowl.


Shae
tapped a pen against her desk. “Render anyone speechless?”


“There
was a moment of silence,” I admitted grudgingly.


Shae
raised an eyebrow, but Ms. Roberts popped her head inside the office before she
could speak. “Hey, Shae. Ms. Stone, will you please return to the conference
room with me?”


I
exchanged looks with Shae, then rose to my feet. “Sure.” 


I
followed Ms. Roberts back down the hallway. When we got back to the conference
room, Mr. Scott motioned toward the same chair I had been sitting in before. “Ms.
Stone, we’d like to offer you the position.”


I
sank into the chair, completely stunned. “Really?”


“I’m
afraid we can’t afford to pay you what you’re worth. The best that I can offer
is $24,500,” he responded cautiously.


I
nodded. Shae had already warned me that the salaries were low. “Are health
benefits included?”


“Yes.
We provide health and life insurance, two weeks of vacation, ten days of sick
leave, and we match your contributions to our retirement plan.”


I
smiled. “Then I’d be honored to accept the position.”


Mr.
Scott studied me as he leaned back in his chair. “We require all of our
employees to go through a criminal background check. You can begin work while
the criminal background check is pending, but you should be aware that your
employment will be terminated if there are any problems with the criminal
background check.”


I
nodded. “I had a criminal background check completed when I went to work for
Senator Rockefeller, so that shouldn’t be a problem. Do you require a security
clearance?”


He
shook his head. “No. We don’t require a security clearance because our
employees don’t work with classified information or secure government documents.”
His pen hovered over his legal pad. “When can you start?”


I
shrugged. “I’m flexible. How does Monday sound?” 


He
scribbled the date on his notepad, then rose from his chair. “Monday sounds
good to me. Welcome aboard, Ms. Stone. Ms. Roberts will introduce you to our
Human Resource Specialist, so you can complete the required employment
documents and have your picture taken for an ID badge. I’ll see you at eight
a.m. on Monday.”


I
couldn’t hide my excitement as I shook his hand. “Thank you, Mr. Scott. I’m
really looking forward to working with you.”


Mr.
Scott and Mr. Davis remained in the conference room as I followed Ms. Roberts
down the hall. She glanced at me and smiled. “Do you go by Kristine?”


I
nodded. “Kri or Kristine is fine.”


“You
can call me Sammi. Do you want to grab some coffee from the break room before
you go to HR? That paperwork is going to take a while.”


I
laughed. “Sammi, you’re officially my new best friend. I forgot to grab coffee
before I left my house this morning, and I’ve been dying for a cup.”


Sammi
took me to the break room before showing me around the rest of the office. I
spent a good hour filling out the required paperwork. I stopped by Shae’s
office as soon as I was done. “I got the job! Can you go out for lunch to
celebrate?”


Shae
grinned as she rose from her chair. “Like there was ever any doubt. Come on,
Kri. My treat!” 


* * * * * *


My
class ran a little late, so I told Kadyn to use the spare key if he beat me
home. He was in my kitchen popping open a can of Sprite when I walked in from
the garage. “Hey, Kadyn! I hope you’re hungry. I’ve already picked up the Thai
food so we can roll right into the movies.” 


Kadyn
set his Sprite on the counter. He smiled and gave me a hug. “Thanks. How was
school?” 


I
handed him the take-out bag so I could dig plates and silverware out of the
cupboards. I balanced it all in one hand so I could grab another Sprite from
the refrigerator. I used my foot to nudge the refrigerator door shut. “Good.
Wednesdays are pretty easy, since I only have one class. How are your classes
going?” 


Kadyn
followed me into the family room. We set everything on top of the coffee table so
we could eat in front of the television. “They’re okay. Kind of boring,
actually.” 


I
kicked my heels off as Kadyn slipped the movie into the DVD player. I dished the
food onto our plates while Kadyn played with the remote. 


He
set the remote down and joined me on the couch. “Okay. This is Batman Begins.
It’s the first of the three Dark Knight movies. The acting leaves a lot to be
desired, but you have to get through this one so you understand the other two.”


We
dug into the curry chicken as the movie began. I typically maintained a no
talking policy during movies, but I quickly revoked it. “Okay, Kadyn, this
acting is really, really bad, and that kid’s dad is seriously creeping
me out.”


Kadyn
chuckled. “I told you. You have to push through this one.”


I
was still moaning over the terrible acting a half hour later. Then I perked up.
“Morgan Freeman? How in the world did they convince him to be in this
movie? Isn’t this a bit beneath him?”


Kadyn
burst out laughing. “Evidently he’s a huge Batman fan. He wanted in the movie.”


I
just shook my head. “Unbelievable.” I kept my mouth zipped for the rest of the
movie. 


Kadyn
turned to me as the movie ended. “Well, what do you think?” 


I
stood so I could clear our plates and the remaining food. “Christian Bale left
a lot to be desired. He has no sex appeal, no personality, and that raspy voice
he used as Batman was incredibly annoying. Michael Keaton and George Clooney
were way better as Batman. The guy who played the Scarecrow was surprisingly good.
Morgan Freeman was awesome, as always, and I’ll admit the car was kind of
cool.”


Kadyn
nodded. “Agreed. Ready for the second one?”


I
paused in front of the refrigerator. “No. I need ice cream. Do you want some?”


Kadyn
shot me an incredulous look. 


I
rolled my eyes. “Of course you do.” I dished him up a bowl of strawberry cheesecake
ice cream, which I kept on hand just for him. I threw a couple of scoops of
vanilla ice cream in a bowl for me, drizzled it with Mrs. Richardson’s
butterscotch caramel, and threw a handful of frozen chocolate chips on top. I
handed Kadyn his bowl of ice cream as I joined him on the couch. “This second movie
better be good, or I’m not watching the third.”


Kadyn
chuckled. “It’s much better. Trust me.”


We
hadn’t gotten very far into the movie when I violated my no talking policy
again. “Okay, it’s a little tough to watch the Joker and not be sad about what
happened to Heath Ledger.”


Kadyn
nodded. “He made a really good Joker, though.”


My
eyes widened. “Wait, is that supposed to be Rachel Dawes? What happened to
Katie Holmes? Seriously? They had to use the same woman who played Spiderman’s
girlfriend? Are there no other women willing to date superheroes?”


Kadyn
picked up the DVD case and looked at the back. “That’s not Kirsten Dunst. It’s
an actress named Maggie Gyllenhall.”


I
stared at Kadyn. “Really? They look exactly the same.”


He
just shrugged.


I
settled back in to watch the rest of the movie. I was unhappy that Holmes had
been replaced but relieved that Batman hadn’t stolen Spiderman’s girl. I
managed to make it through the rest of the movie without commenting.


“Well?”
Kadyn asked as the credits rolled. 


I
took our bowls to the sink. “The Dark Knight was a lot better than the first
movie… better plot, nice plot twists, and I liked the special effects. I’m glad
they killed Rachel off since there was absolutely no chemistry there. I’m not
happy with the decision to make Batman out to be the bad guy. I’m still not a
fan of Christian Bale. That raspy voice is stupid. Whoever decided to give Batman
that voice should be shot.”


Kadyn
burst out laughing. “I don’t like the voice either. Are you still up for the
third movie? It’s after eleven o’clock.”


I
shrugged. “I don’t have to get up early. You do.”


Kadyn
grabbed the third DVD. “Let’s do it.”


I
hovered inside the kitchen. “Do you want popcorn?”


“No,
thanks. I’m good.” Kadyn shoved the movie inside the DVD player and joined me
on the couch. This time he grabbed a fleece blanket from the back of the couch
and pulled it over the top of us. “Come here and warm me up. It’s cold in here.”


I
tugged the blanket over our legs as I curled up next to Kadyn. “Don’t let me
fall asleep,” I demanded with a yawn.


Kadyn
tucked me under his arm. “No way are you falling asleep during this movie.”


I
immediately threw the no talking policy out the window. “Okay. Pause the movie.
What is up with Batman being a recluse? What the heck happened between the
second and third movies?”


Kadyn
rolled his eyes at me. “He’s in mourning. Give the guy a break.”


“And
totally disabled? What the heck? He was walking around just fine at the end of
the second movie.”


Kadyn
shrugged as he took the movie off pause. “Keep watching.”


Thirty
seconds passed before I shot straight upright, taking the blanket with me. “No
way am I buying Anne Hathaway as Catwoman. She’s too wholesome. She was in the
Princess Diaries for Pete’s sake!”


“Keep
watching,” Kadyn growled.


“I’m
not digging the mask on that guy’s face, either,” I muttered. “That’s too Silence
of the Lambs for me.”


Kadyn
picked me up and set me down at the far end of the couch. He yanked the blanket
away before settling in at the opposite end of the couch. 


I
stalked up to my bedroom to grab another blanket. I stuck my tongue out at Kadyn
as I settled back onto the couch.


Kadyn
shook his head as he took the movie off pause. “Nice, Kri. Real grown up.”


The
rest of the movie kept me sufficiently engaged, so I didn’t speak.


“Do
I dare ask?” Kadyn inquired as he retrieved the movie from the DVD player.


I
smiled. “The Dark Knight Rises was my favorite of the three movies. Anne
Hathaway grew on me, but I still prefer Michelle Pfeiffer as Catwoman. Let’s
just say I won’t hate you for making me watch these.”


Kadyn
laughed. “That’s good.”


I
swallowed nervously. “Hey, I know it’s late but I have a few things I really
need to talk to you about. Thursday is my late night at school. Can you stay a
little longer, or do you want to try to hook up on Friday night?”


Kadyn’s
eyebrows furrowed. “I’m a bit concerned by that tone in your voice. I think you
should lay it on me now.”


I
silently debated which bombshell to drop first. 


Kadyn
sat back down on the couch. “Kri?” 


“I’ve
finally been offered a job,” I offered cautiously.


Kadyn
looked relieved. “Well, that’s good. Where will you be working?”


I
slowly released the breath I’d been holding. “A non-profit organization called
Seeds for Peace.”


He
scowled. “Seeds for Peace? Never heard of it.”


“They
do peace-building.” 


Kadyn’s
eyes narrowed. “Peace-building. Where?”


“The
job is based out of DC, but it requires international travel,” I responded
evasively.


“Where?”
he repeated drily.


“Africa,
the Middle East, and the former Soviet Union. I’m going to Ukraine in June.”


Kadyn
groaned. “Do you have a death wish, Kri?”


“No,”
I responded defensively. “This is a great opportunity to work in the same field
I’m studying. I can put what I’m learning to good use, and I’ll be helping
people.”


Kadyn
raked his hand over his smooth head. “What exactly will you be doing?”


“I’ll
be training university students how to resolve conflict peacefully. I’ll
essentially be teaching them all of the same things I’m learning at school. Once
they complete the training, they’ll start conflict resolution programs in their
communities and run similar workshops in their high schools and middle
schools.”


Kadyn’s
brows furrowed. “Will you be traveling with any kind of security detail?”


I
shook my head. “No. The countries we’re going to are fairly stable. We’re
really not doing anything that puts us at risk.”


Kadyn
exhaled loudly. “You are an American, and you are… well… you. Kri,
seriously, can’t you find something safer to do?”


I
scowled. “I want to do this.”


“So
help me God, Kri… if you get yourself kidnapped again…”


I
bolted from the couch. “I won’t! God, Kadyn! Don’t jinx me like that!”


Kadyn
stood. “I’m sorry. I just want you to be safe.”


I
began pacing across the floor. “I’ll be traveling with a team of people, I’m
taking a Russian immersion course, and I’m going to be studying self-defense.”


Kadyn
folded his arms across his chest. “That right there tells me that you know this
job is going to be dangerous. What kind of self-defense class are you taking?” 


I
froze as my stomach collided with my toes. “Well, that’s the other thing I needed
to talk to you about.”


Kadyn
stilled. “Why do I get the impression this piece of news is even worse than the
last?”


I
sighed. “Rafael is going to teach me self-defense.”


Kadyn’s
eyes widened. “Rafael… as in Michael’s brother, Rafael?”


“Yes,”
I whispered. “We’re sort of dating.”


Kadyn’s
face was void of all emotion, but his voice was beyond livid. “Sort. Of. Dating.”


My
heart pounded mercilessly as I tried to sort through how much to reveal. “He
approached me three days ago. He’s not working for Michael anymore. He’s
running some security firm here. We went out to dinner last night.”


His
eyes narrowed. “In what world is it okay to date your fiancé’s brother?”


“Michael
is not my fiancé,” I gritted out. “In case you’ve forgotten, Michael
kicked me to the curb. He’s made it painfully clear that he doesn’t want to see
me anymore.”


Kadyn’s
hands clenched. “So Rafael steps in and picks up where he left off?”


I
shook my head. “Rafael tried to talk Michael into taking me back. Michael
refused.”


“What
about me?” Kadyn asked angrily.


“Rafael
waited five months for you to take me back. You said we couldn’t go back to the
way things were. You said you’d be my friend, but that was as far as you were
willing to go.” I shook my head again. “Michael doesn’t want me and neither do
you, Kadyn. Rafael does. He was there for me when I lost the baby. He’s the one
who picked me up off the floor and brought me back to my family. He was a good
friend through some really difficult times. So why shouldn’t I date him?”


“Why?”
Kadyn asked incredulously. “Why?” he shouted. His voice was dripping with sarcasm.
“Let’s start with the obvious. First, he’s Michael’s brother. You don’t get
engaged to a guy, then date his brother. Ever. Second, I don’t trust him. He’ll
manipulate and deceive you the same way his brother did. Third, you’re still in
love with Michael… and fourth… fourth… fourth is me! Rafael isn’t the only one
who’s picked you up off the floor, Kri. I have been through hell and back for
you, twice.”


I
backed away as Kadyn drew closer. My cell phone chimed with an incoming message.
My eyes flitted to the counter.


Kadyn
leaned into my face. “And what’s this crap about I don’t want you? I don’t
want you? Do I look like I don’t want you?” 


My
heart stalled as Kadyn boxed me in against the wall. “I… no… but…”


His
lips crashed against mine as he pinned me to the wall. “Does that feel like a
man who doesn’t want you?” He didn’t bother waiting for a response. His lips
captured mine in a kiss that was brutal and raw.


I
tried to push him away, but he wouldn’t budge. I sobbed into his mouth.


He
pulled back. “What the hell do you think is going on here, Kri? I’ve been
waiting for you to get over Michael. I’ve been trying to help you heal. I told
you I loved you but I couldn’t be with you when you were still in love with
another man. I never told you I didn’t love you. I never said I didn’t want
you. Shit!” Kadyn pushed away from me as my cell phone chimed again.


He
glared at me from across the room. “I’m out of here. You want to screw up your
life again, you go right ahead. Rafael is nothing more than the rebound guy. If
he’s as decent as you claim he is, then you’re only going to end up hurting him
too.” Kadyn scooped up his movies and stormed out of the house.


Tears
streamed down my face as I slid down the wall. My phone chimed again. I crawled
over to the counter, reached up for my phone, and sank against the cupboards.
There were three missed messages from Rafael. I swiped at my eyes so I could read
through the messages. 


Are
you okay? 


The
security guys heard yelling. Text me to let me know you’re okay. 


If
you don’t text me, I’m sending them in.


I
quickly typed out a response. I’m okay. Please don’t send them in.


He
responded immediately. They just saw Kadyn leave. What happened?


I
reached for the counter and pulled myself to my feet. I leaned against the
counter as I typed my response. Kadyn got upset when I told him I’m dating
you. I pushed away from the counter and began turning off the lights. I
couldn’t believe Kadyn still loved me. How could he want a relationship with me
after everything I’d done? 


The
phone rang as I turned to go upstairs. I glanced at the Caller ID. “Rafael,” I mumbled
wearily. My voice cracked as I answered the phone. “Hi.”


“I’m
sorry, baby. I know his friendship means a lot to you. Do you want me to come
over?” 


I
collapsed onto my bed. “No, Rafael. This doesn’t trump guarding the prince. I’m
upset and a little confused, but I’ll be okay. What are you doing?”


“I’m
walking the perimeter of the hotel. The prince has retired to his room.”


I
closed my eyes. “When do you get to sleep?”


“I’m
not going to sleep.”


My
eyes popped open. “Really? You aren’t going to sleep… for three days?”


He
chuckled softly. “I’ll catch a cat nap in front of his hotel room if other
members of his security detail are still awake.”


I
slid out of bed to dig some pajamas out of the drawer. “That’s got to be brutal.”


“I’ll
catch up on sleep this weekend. How did your interview go this morning?”


I
tried to juggle the phone as I eased out of my clothes. “They offered me the
job.”


Rafael
chuckled. “I’m not surprised. Let’s get together Saturday afternoon. I can
start teaching you Russian and show you some self-defense moves.”


I
briefly moved the phone from my ear as I slipped a silk camisole over my head. “Are
you sure? Maybe you should just spend the day sleeping.”


“The
prince’s flight departs early Saturday morning. I’ll come home and sleep as
soon as his plane takes off. Why don’t you plan to come over around four
o’clock? We’ll work out for a little bit and grab some dinner afterwards.”


I
yawned as I padded off to the bathroom. “Okay. That sounds good.”


Rafael
yawned on the other end of the phone. “Try to get some sleep, Kri. It’s after
two a.m.”


I
caught a glimpse of myself in the mirror and winced at how wrecked I looked. “I
will.”


“Dream
of me.”


I
laughed. “I’ll try. I’ll see you Saturday.”


“Good-night,
my love.”


I
smiled. “Good-night, Rafael.”


I
washed my face and brushed my teeth before crawling back into bed. I had a sinking
feeling that I’d caused irreparable damage to my relationship with Kadyn. I wondered
if he’d ever speak to me again… if he’d refuse to even be friends. If only I’d
known Kadyn’s feelings before Rafael asked me to give him a chance. 


I
sighed miserably. Back pedaling was pointless. I’d already agreed to date
Rafael, and Kadyn was thoroughly disgusted with me. I picked up my cell phone
and typed a quick message to Kadyn. I’m so sorry. I didn’t know. I honestly
believed you only wanted to be friends. I never stopped loving you, Kadyn. I wouldn’t
have agreed to date Rafael if I had known you felt the same way. I hope you can
forgive me in time.


I
tossed the phone onto my nightstand and pulled the pillow over my head. Every
time I came close to pulling my life back together, something would blow it all
apart. In the past, I’d been able to point the finger at someone else… Tom,
Justin, Michael, Emerico Alentisca. Now, the only person I could blame was me.











Chapter 4 – I won’t give up


The
last two days were a blur, like someone had run his thumb over my life and
smudged all the minutes together. Kadyn hadn’t responded to my text. I was
convinced he wanted nothing more to do with me. The thought of never seeing him
again had left me feeling completely wrecked. 


I
beat myself up a million times over my decision to date Rafael. Still, I
couldn’t deny that I wanted to date him, and I really enjoyed spending time
with him. It was obvious he cared about me, and I cared about him too. But what
Kadyn and I had was special. I loved him deeply, and there were so many facets
to that love, I couldn’t even name them all. The thought of never seeing him
again had left me in excruciating pain when I was kidnapped, and here I was
again… wallowing in pain because I might never see him again. 


I
gazed out over the Potomac River from a rather shaky standing bow pose on my
yoga mat. I was trying to loosen my muscles before I went over to Rafael’s
house to lift some weights. It felt weird going over there when he wasn’t home,
but he had called a number of times encouraging me to go. I took a deep breath
and blew it out as I finished working through my final pose. Then I rolled up
the mat, grabbed my keys and bottled water, and walked over to Rafael’s house. 


I
eyed his furniture and artwork as I made my way to the gym. Everything was so
masculine, mysterious, and a bit dark… but it fit Rafael. I stopped abruptly in
front of a picture that hung in the upstairs hallway between his bedroom and
the gym. How had I not seen this before? 


The
photographer had captured a woman sitting on a park bench. A young black man
was holding her hand. He gazed up at her tear stained face while on bended knee.



The
floor tilted. I backed away from the photograph until I hit the rail
overlooking the stairs. The woman in the photograph was me… and I would never
forget the stranger who sang to me in that park. 


I
dropped my yoga mat and slid down the dark wood railing until I was sitting on
the floor. Michael had sent Rafael to watch over me when I first moved to DC. Had
Rafael seen how sad I was? Had he asked that man to sing to me? My heart beat frantically
as I sat there staring at the picture. Just how long has Rafael been in my
life?


I
went through the motions with the free weights. I thought about hitting one of
the punching bags, but I couldn’t find any gloves that fit me. I was reeling from
the photograph and still trying to sort through what it meant. Why had he taken
the photograph? Was it intended for Michael, or had Rafael taken the picture for
himself? I contemplated texting Rafael but forced myself from the phone. I
wanted to see his response in person. 


I
returned to my house so I could shower before school. I only had one two-hour class
scheduled on Fridays. Still, that class seemed insurmountable given everything
that was going on inside my head. Shae had already picked up on my sullen mood.
She had been peppering me with questions between classes yesterday. I’d avoided
the discussion but only because I’d promised I would talk about it after school
tonight. 


We
made it through class relatively unscathed… well, as unscathed as you could be when
you were forced to mediate in front of the entire class. I was twenty-nine
years old, and I still felt like I was standing knock-kneed in front of the
junior high cheerleading squad.


I
stopped by the grocery store after class to grab some wine and a couple of
other groceries so I could make dinner for Rafael when he returned. Shae had
agreed to pick up a large Santa Fe ZPizza before coming over to my house.


I
had barely set my keys down when the doorbell rang. “Hey,” I greeted
breathlessly as I swung the front door open. 


Shae
smiled. “Do you have any idea how cruel you really are?”


My
jaw dropped. “What? What did I do?”


Shae
huffed out a breath as she joined me in the foyer. “I had to sit in my car and smell
this pizza for six blocks. You’re lucky there’s anything left.”


I
laughed. “Did you already eat a piece?”


“No,
but I’m not waiting any longer.” She flung the lid to the pizza box open as we entered
the kitchen.


I
reached for the wine opener. “Do you want wine?” 


Shae
snorted. “Have we met? Of course I want wine.”


“Are
you okay with a Chianti by Ruffino? It’s really good.”


Shae
grabbed a paper towel as she sank her teeth into the pizza. She climbed onto a
stool at the center island. “Sure.”


I
wrenched the cork out of the bottle and filled two glasses with the scarlet
wine. I handed Shae a glass before raising mine for a toast. “Budmo.”


“Bud
what?” Shae asked with her glass hanging in mid-air.


“Budmo.
That’s the traditional wine toast in Ukraine. It’s a toast to your health.”


Shae
looked skeptical, but she tapped her glass against mine. “Well, then. Budmo.”


I
took a sip and laughed. “Honestly. I looked it up while I was waiting in the
checkout lane at the grocery store. I think we should know the proper wine
toast since we’ll be eating out while we’re there. Oh, and just so you know,
you can also say za vas, which means ‘here’s to you.’”


Shae
laughed. “Good to know. Now, tell me why you’ve been so down the past few
days.”


I
grabbed a piece of pizza and settled into the stool next to Shae. “Well, I
broke the news to Kadyn that I got the job. He wasn’t very happy about that.
Then I told him that Rafael and I were dating. He got really upset. He said he
still loved me, that he still wanted to be with me, but he was trying to give
me time to heal from everything that happened with Michael. He was furious that
I was dating Rafael. He said Rafael was nothing more than a rebound guy and
that I was essentially screwing up both of our lives. He stormed out of my
house. I texted him to apologize, but he hasn’t texted back. I don’t think he
wants anything to do with me, and I’m worried he may never speak to me again.”
I choked back a mouthful of pizza as tears pooled in my eyes. 


Shae
blew out a long breath. “Wow. I can see why you’d be upset, although I can’t
say that I’m terribly surprised. It’s easy to see Kadyn has feelings for you,
and the two of you have been through a lot.”


I
sighed. “I know, but Rafael and I have been through a lot too.”


Shae
reached for another piece of pizza. “What if Kadyn decides to speak to you
again? What if he asks you to stop dating Rafael and date him instead?”


I
shook my head. “I seriously doubt Kadyn wants to date me again. Not after all
this. But, if he did? I don’t know. I love Kadyn deeply, but I also care about
Rafael. He’s been a good friend. I don’t doubt that Rafael loves me, and I
think I might love him too. I’m just not sure to what extent. My feelings for
him don’t compare to Kadyn. Not in any way.”


Shae
nodded. “Well, that’s something you should consider. Kadyn might come back
around, and if he does, you’re going to have a very difficult decision to
make.”


I
sighed miserably. “I know. I don’t want to hurt anyone, and I have no idea how
to choose between the two of them. I know this sounds really messed up and
selfish, but they’re both really amazing men. I know I’d be heartbroken if I
lost either one of them.” I reached for my wine glass as I finished eating the
slice of pizza. “Hey, can I show you something?”


Shae’s
head tilted curiously. “Sure.”


I
took a couple sips of wine. “It’s not here. It’s next door at Rafael’s house.” Shae
opened her mouth to say something, but I promptly interrupted. “Don’t worry.
He’s not home. He’s working until tomorrow morning.”


Her
eyes widened. “You already have a key to his place?”


I
nodded as we both slid out of our stools. “Take your wine. You’re going to need
it.”


Shae
followed me out the front door. “Things seem to be moving pretty fast between
you and Rafael.”


I
shrugged. “Yes and no. We’ve known each other for nearly a year now, and we
spent a lot of time together in Paris.”


I
unlocked the door to Rafael’s house and disengaged the alarm. Shae stood gaping
in the foyer. “Wow.”


I
smiled. “I know. It fits him though, don’t you think?”


She
nodded as we made our way upstairs. “Yeah. There’s an awful lot of testosterone
in this house. You should buy a fluffy pink throw pillow and toss it in the
middle of that couch before he comes back home, just to see how he reacts.”


I
laughed. “He’d probably revoke my gym privileges if I did that.”


Shae
looked confused.


I
paused at the top of the stairs. “Rafael gave me the key so I could work out in
his gym, which is just down the hall. He’s going to teach me self-defense.”


Shae
nodded her approval. “That’s a great idea, especially considering your
history.”


I
tore my eyes from Shae as we approached the photograph. “This is what I wanted
you to see.” I nodded toward the picture.


Shae
eyed the photograph. “It’s really pretty… very romantic… kind of surprising to
find in this house, though.”


I
stared at the photograph. The lyrics to the song the man sang wove gently
through my mind. “Make you feel my love” was still one of my favorite songs. 


“Kri?”
Shae asked. “Is that you?”


*
* * * * *


The
dark fog that had been hovering over me lifted by the time I woke Saturday
morning. I stretched out in bed. Every part of my body seemed to know that
Rafael was sleeping next door. I was really looking forward to seeing him. I flung
the covers off and hopped out of bed. I brushed my teeth and pulled my hair
back before heading downstairs.


I
programmed my iPod to play my entire collection of Adele songs while I ate a
power bar and brewed a pot of coffee. I retrieved my laptop from the library
and set it on the kitchen counter so I could review the recipes that I had found
for seafood lasagna. I was attempting to recreate a crab and lobster lasagna
that I had eaten in Paris. I couldn’t find a single recipe that replicated the
dish, so I was picking and choosing ingredients from three different recipes. I
wanted to surprise Rafael with dinner to thank him for the Russian and
self-defense lessons he was offering me.


Once
I cooked the noodles, I layered the noodles, crab, lobster, ricotta, and
Italian blend cheeses. I drizzled each layer with an Alfredo style sauce that I
spiked with cooking sherry and Worcestershire sauce. I left the lasagna to cool
on the counter while I cut vegetables and tossed a large salad, which I stuck
inside the refrigerator. I cleaned up my mess and took a shower before covering
the lasagna with aluminum foil. I tucked it inside the refrigerator alongside
the salad. With all the prep work out of the way, I’d only need an hour to bake
the lasagna before dinner.


I
settled into my office to get a handle on my homework. I couldn’t believe spring
semester was nearly over. At three o’clock, I took a break from my studies so I
could stretch out and do some yoga. I wasn’t sure what kind of workout Rafael
was planning, but I figured it couldn’t hurt to loosen up.


Rafael
sent me a text message at exactly four o’clock. I’ve missed you. I thought
you’d be here by now.


I
laughed. I wasn’t even a full minute late! I pulled the lasagna out of the refrigerator
and set it inside the oven, so it would be room temperature by the time it was
supposed to bake. I programmed my oven on a time delay to start at five-thirty.
Then I threw my cross-trainers on and walked over to Rafael’s house. 


My
jaw dropped when Rafael opened the door. His black sweat pants were hanging low
on his hips. His hair was wet, and he wasn’t wearing a shirt. “Holy crap,” I
breathed. “How am I going to concentrate on anything you say when you look like
that?”


Rafael
practically grunted as he yanked me inside the door. We collided as he pulled
me into a toe curling kiss. 


I
was out of breath by the time he released me. I reached for the wall. “Mind.
Numb. Can’t. Think,” I breathed. 


Rafael
laughed. He linked his hand in mine and pulled me upstairs. He paused in front
of his bedroom. “What do you think about warming up in here, first?”


I
shook my head. “If we go in there, I’ll never get my self-defense lesson… and I’m
quite certain I’d end up burning dinner.”


A
single eyebrow rose. “Dinner?”


I
laughed. “Yes. I made you dinner. It will be ready at six-thirty. Do you think
we’ll be done by then?”


He
smiled. “We can be done anytime you want.” He placed his hand on the small of
my back and steered me toward the gym. “I’m kind of digging the fact that you
made me dinner.”


I
froze in the middle of the hallway. “Wait. We need to talk about this.” I
nodded toward the photograph.


His
eyes lit with amusement. “I was wondering how long it would take you to
recognize that picture.”


I
leaned against the railing. “You took this?”


He
nodded.


My
eyes flitted toward his, then strayed back to the photograph. “You’re an
amazing photographer.”


He
smiled. “And…”


I
tried to pull my eyes from the photograph, but I couldn’t. “Did you ask that
man to sing to me?”


“Does
it matter?”


I
jerked my eyes from the photograph. “Of course it matters. That was an
incredibly sweet thing to do. If you did, then I want to thank you.”


He
smiled. “You’re welcome.”


I
stared at him. “So, you did ask him to sing to me.”


Again
he nodded. “He was singing in front of Union Station before you came outside.”


I
studied his face. “Did you choose the song?”


“Yes.”


“Why
that song?” I inquired breathlessly.


Rafael
looked mildly embarrassed. “Because it captured how I felt about you.”


I
took a step toward the photograph as I tried to put it all into perspective. “Why
did you take the picture?” 


“Because
you looked beautiful in that moment… and because I wanted to remember how it
felt to make you smile.”


I
fell back against the railing. “Does Michael know about this photograph? Has he
seen it?”


Rafael
shook his head. “No. I have the only copy.”


The
air rushed from my lungs. “I know I should be creeped out by this… I mean, you were
spying on me for Michael… but for some reason I can’t. When I look at this
photograph, I can see how much the photographer really cared about the
subject.”


“I
do,” he whispered. His fingers ran softly up and down my arm, leaving goose bumps
in their wake. 


I
turned to face him. “And the fact that you asked that guy to sing for me, to
cheer me up when I was crying, also shows how much you cared. You only knew me
from a distance, and still you cared enough to dry my tears.” 


Rafael
folded me in his arms. “I had to do something. I couldn’t stand to see you cry
like that. You looked so alone. It was the only thing I could think of to cheer
you up. Besides, if I hadn’t sent that man over there, I would have ended up
going over there myself. That would have blown my cover.”


I
looked up into his soft brown eyes. “But what if you had gone over there? This photograph
was taken before I met Kadyn, before Justin, and before Michael for the most
part.”


Rafael
rested his forehead against mine. “I’ve asked myself that question at least a
thousand times.” He kissed me on the top of the head. “We’re together now.
That’s all that really matters.”


I
blinked back tears. I rolled onto my tiptoes and kissed Rafael softly on the lips.
“It’s just… I can’t believe how long you’ve been there for me. Thank you,” I
breathed. 


He
raised an eyebrow questioningly. “Do you still want to beat me up?”


My
eyes widened. “What? I never wanted…”


He
laughed as he nudged me toward the gym. “I didn’t mean over the picture. You
have to beat on somebody if you’re going to learn self-defense.”


I
stared at him in shock. “I’m not beating on you.”


He
nodded. “Oh, yes, you are. Maybe not today, but before you go to Ukraine, you’ll
beat the snot out of me.” He reached for a shopping bag, which was sitting on
the weight bench. He pulled a pair of women’s kick boxing gloves out of the bag
and tossed them at me. “I want to see how you hit.” He nodded toward the large
punching bag. “You can start with that.”


I
slipped the gloves on and planted my feet in front of the bag. I took a deep
breath and blew it out. Then I hit the bag as hard as I could with my right
hand.


“Stop.”


I
gaped at him. My left hand was still suspended in the air “What did I do
wrong?”


“Don’t
tuck your thumb in, unless of course you want to break it.”


“Okay…”


“You’re
right handed, so you should stand with your left foot forward.” Rafael paused
to position my body. “Keep your eyes on the opponent, but turn your body so your
chest opens to the right. This position helps protect your abdomen and chest,
and it will allow you to gain more momentum in your swing when you hit with the
right hand. There. Now, give it all you got.”


I
pulled my right hand back.


“Stop.”


I
groaned.


He
shook his head. “Don’t pull back. That gives away what you’re about to do. Bend
your knees, so you can draw power from your legs and hips. Keep your movements
small. Keep your left hand up in front of your face with your elbow covering
your chest and stomach. Keep your right wrist locked, fist should be parallel
with the ground.”


I
fell out of position. “Oh my God! How am I supposed to remember all of that?”


Rafael
laughed. “If you do it enough times, you won’t even have to think about it.
That’s why we’re doing this now.” He nodded toward the bag. “Let it rip. One
hit, then run.”


“Run?”
I asked incredulously.


Rafael’s
face grew serious. “Yes. Your goal isn’t to win the fight. Your goal is to get
away. Hit and run.”


I
silently reviewed the checklist. Then I hit the bag and took off toward the
door. I felt like an idiot running, so I pretty much just jogged. Backwards.


Rafael
just shook his head. He motioned me back over to the punching bag. “This time,
I want you to quickly follow that right punch with a left and then run. I’m
standing behind the bag, but I’m going to take off after you when you run. Your
goal is to get to the end of the hallway before I catch you.”


I
took a deep breath and blew it out. “Okay. I can do this.”


He
smiled as he pushed the bag. “You’ve got a moving target this time.”


My
eyes followed the bag as I got into position. I hit it with my right and left.
Then I ran as fast as I could. 


Rafael
caught me just before I reached the door. He flipped me around as he pinned me
against the mirrored wall. “What are you going to do now, love?”


I
tried not to smile. “Scream?”


He
shrugged. His forearm was still braced under my neck. “You could. It wouldn’t
hurt. How are you going to get away?”


I
tried to raise my leg so I could knee him in the groin. 


Rafael
laughed as he stepped on my foot. “Not a bad choice. What else could you do?”


My
eyebrows furrowed. “Head butt you in the nose?”


He
smiled. “Good. You could also hit me in the neck or gouge out my eyes.”


The
smile slid from my face. The thought that someone would try to hurt me again…
that I might truly have to defend myself… scared the crap out of me. There had
been too many near death experiences. I could not go through that again. My
pulse quickened as I began to panic.


Rafael
still held me pinned against the wall. “Shins, groin, neck, eyes,” he repeated.
“If you can’t reach those areas, do the unexpected.”


The
unexpected. My mind flitted to what I’d done to get away from
Justin. I grabbed Rafael’s shirt and pulled him in for a passionate kiss. My
head fell back against the wall when he broke the kiss. “Do you know how long
I’ve been fantasizing about this mirrored wall?” I rasped wantonly.


Rafael
blinked back his surprise. His body instantly hardened against mine. “You want
to have sex against this wall?”


I
bit my lip and nodded. 


Rafael
released his hold on me. He bracketed his arms on either side of my head as he
leaned in for another kiss. 


I
ducked under his arm and made a break for the door. I made it halfway down the
hall.


He
was laughing as he tackled me onto the floor. “I didn’t give you nearly enough
credit, baby. That was very, very good.” He rolled me over and eased his body on
top of mine until we were touching in all the right places. “Now about that
mirrored wall…”


*
* * * * *


I
smiled as I pulled the cork from a bottle of Pinot Grigio. Rafael and I had
gotten a little sidetracked on the self-defense lesson, but the feel of his
warm body pressing me against that cold glass wasn’t something I’d soon forget.
I was secretly hoping all our self-defense lessons would end on that lovely note.



I
had wandered back over to my place so I could finish pulling dinner together. I
asked Rafael to come by when he was done with his phone call. He was stuck on his
computer troubleshooting some problem for his security team. He pulled his
attention away from the computer long enough to warn me that our lesson wasn’t
over. I wasn’t sure whether he was referring to the punching bag or our romp
against the wall.


I
sliced the French bread, wrapped it in tinfoil, and tossed it inside the oven.
I was reaching for the dinner plates when two well-muscled arms snaked around
me. One hand covered my mouth while the other arm wrapped tightly around my
waist. The plates shattered against the granite countertop as he dragged me across
the floor. 


I
knew it was Rafael. I could smell his cologne, and his body was familiar enough
to me by now. Still, I panicked. Justin had held me in this same position when
he kidnapped me. Suddenly, it wasn’t shattered plates scattered in front of me,
it was Diwa and Habib huddled in front of his cab. I closed my eyes against the
image and whimpered.


Rafael
nipped at my ear. “How are you going to get away when someone grabs you from
behind, love?”  


I
tried to slow my breathing, to blink back the memories that still poisoned my
mind. Rafael. It’s only Rafael, I repeated over and over again. I tried to
break free, but he only tightened his hold. I stilled as I sifted through the
instructions he’d given me. Then I tried stomping on his foot. 


Rafael
shifted to a wider stance, easily avoiding my foot. “Come on, Kristine. Think.”


He
still had my mouth covered, so I couldn’t ask any questions. I couldn’t breathe
a single word. I raised my knee so I could kick him in the shin. The move was
pointless because I didn’t have any shoes on.


“Bite
me,” he growled.


My
eyes widened in shock. I shook my head as best I could. No way was I biting
Rafael.


Rafael
grabbed me by the shoulders as he spun me in his arms. He looked frustrated,
annoyed, and a little angry. “Kristine, you do what you have to… to survive.
You do everything you can to get away. Nothing is off limits. You bite, spit,
pull hair, and rip your nails through his eyes if you have to. Do you
understand me?” 


I
started trembling. “Stop,” I whispered. “Please stop.”


Rafael
swung his leg behind mine, and suddenly I was falling back toward the floor. He
caught me just before my back and head hit the ground. He eased me to the floor.
He pinned my legs with his knee as he shoved his forearm under my neck. “Your
attacker won’t stop, Kristine. He won’t stop until one of you is dead.”


I
couldn’t even see Rafael’s face in front of me. Tom’s abuse… Justin’s attack…
the drowning… a million violent images rained down on me at once.


 “Get
off!” I screamed. 


“Make
me,” he responded flatly.


I
bucked violently against him. “Get the hell off of me!” 


Suddenly,
Rafael was gone. I heard a loud crash as I scrambled to my feet.


Kadyn
had Rafael pinned against the wall. His hand was pulled back.


I
stumbled toward them. “Stop!” I screamed.


Rafael
shoved Kadyn in the chest, just as Kadyn’s fist connected with his face. 


Blood
spurted from Rafael’s nose, then streamed down his mouth and chin. 


I
lunged for Kadyn’s arm as he pulled back to throw another punch. “Kadyn, stop.
You have to stop. He wasn’t trying to hurt me.”


Kadyn
scowled as he broke free.  “He was. He was trying to hurt you, Kri.”


Rafael
swiped the blood from his face.


I
continued tugging at Kadyn’s arm. “No. This is Rafael. Remember? I told you
he’s teaching me self-defense.”


Kadyn
stumbled backwards. “This is Rafael?” His entire body shook as he
pulled me into his arms. “God, Kri. I thought he was trying to rape you. I
heard you scream.”


I
immediately began crying. “No. I just got scared. I just… the memories… I
wasn’t expecting this to bring back all of those memories.”


“You’re
okay?” Kadyn rasped.


I
nodded as I swiped at my tears. I pulled away from Kadyn so I could help
Rafael. “Are you okay?”


Rafael
glared at Kadyn. “I’m fine.”


I
tried to wipe the blood from Rafael’s face with my hands. “I’ll get you a warm washcloth
and some ice.” As I turned to retrieve the ice, I stumbled over a bouquet of lavender
roses that was lying on the floor. My heart tripped right along with my feet.
Kadyn had come by with roses. Why? 


An
awkward silence filled the room as I filled a Ziplock bag with ice. “I’m
thinking formal introductions aren’t needed at this point, but Kadyn, this is Rafael.
Rafael, this is Kadyn.”


Both
men grunted their acknowledgement as I pulled Rafael to the couch and washed
his face. “I’m so sorry,” I whispered. I wrapped the ice in a dishtowel and
held it up to Rafael’s nose. I winced at the same time he did. “It doesn’t look
crooked. Do you think it’s broken?”


Rafael
shook his head. He took the ice from my hand and nodded toward Kadyn. “How did
he get in here?”


“She
gave me a key,” Kadyn growled. He picked up the roses and tossed them on the
counter. He eyed the broken plates. “What the hell is going on, Kri?”


I
glanced nervously between Kadyn and Rafael as I rose from the couch. “I told
you. Rafael is teaching me self-defense. He was trying to catch me off guard. I
didn’t hear him come in. I thought he was still over at his place.”


Kadyn’s
eyebrows rose along with his voice. “He has a key?”


“He
owns the place,” I reluctantly confessed.


Kadyn’s
fists clenched as he turned to face Rafael. “I knew it! He has been
manipulating you, just like Michael.”


“I’m
nothing like Michael,” Rafael gritted. “I was just trying to keep her safe.”


“Stop!”
I yelled. 


Kadyn
and Rafael gaped at me. 


I
lowered my voice. “Just. Stop. We’re going to talk through this like adults.
There will be no more fist clenching, no more raised voices, and no more
hitting. Kadyn, please, sit over there.” I pointed to the chair by the television.
“Don’t say another word to each other until I get back.” I gave them both a
stern look, then bolted to my bedroom.


I
stalked across the room. I couldn’t figure out what to do next. I wanted to
talk to Kadyn, but I couldn’t ask Rafael to leave. We had a date. If I asked
Kadyn to leave, I might never see him again. I couldn’t even believe he was here
now… with roses. I shook my head. This was so not going to end well. “Argh!”
I screamed. I pounded the heel of my hand against my forehead. “Think,
Kristine, think."


I
fell back onto the bed and immediately scowled. I felt under my back as I tried
to figure out why I’d fallen on something hard. My phone. I stared at it
for a few heartbeats. Then it hit me. I bolted upright, scrolled through my
contacts, and hit send. 


“Hey,
Kri. I thought you had a hot date with Rafael tonight.”


I
groaned. “Shae, I need your help. Can you come over? Now?”


“Sure,”
she responded hesitantly. “Are you okay? What’s going on?”


I
took a deep breath and blew it out. “Rafael sort of had me pinned to the floor.
He was trying to make a point about self-defense. Kadyn came over unannounced, and
he let himself in when he heard me scream. God, Shae. He hit Rafael. I don’t
know what to do. Both of them are downstairs seething mad. Kadyn brought
flowers. I can’t believe he’s even speaking to me. Holy, crap! What am I
supposed to do?”


“I’ll
be right there,” she quickly responded before disconnecting the call. 


I
collapsed onto the bed. I shot upright as the timer on the oven sounded. The
lasagna!


I
ran downstairs. My eyes flitted toward the living room as I rushed toward the
stove. Both men were still sitting where I’d left them. Good. I turned
the timer off and pulled the lasagna and bread from the oven. I took a deep
breath, mustering as much confidence as I could, before turning to face Kadyn
and Rafael. “I don’t want to hear any arguments from either of you. I put a lot
of time into this seafood lasagna, so we’re going to talk over dinner.”


Rafael
shot me an incredulous look. “You want me to eat dinner with a guy who just
punched me in the face?”


I
fisted my hands on my hips. “And why was he punching you in the face?” I
prompted.


Rafael
rolled his eyes. “He was trying to protect you.”


I
raised a single eyebrow. “Hmmm. Looks like you guys have something in common.
We can begin our conversation there. Kadyn, why don’t you grab a Sprite from
the refrigerator? Rafael, you grab the wine and three glasses. I’ll gather the
silverware, napkins, and plates.” 


Both
men appeared stunned by my sudden bossiness, but they did as I asked. They hovered
behind two chairs on opposite sides of the table as I set out the silverware
and plates.


Kadyn’s
eyes narrowed. “Why are there four plates?”  


I
huffed out a breath. “Because my friend Shae is on her way over here, and it
would be rude to eat in front of her.” Both men stared at me questioningly, but
I refused to elaborate.


I
glanced at Kadyn as the doorbell rang. “Do you mind answering the door while I get
the lasagna? Rafael, will you grab the salad, dressing, and bread?”


Rafael
followed me into the kitchen. He boxed me in when I approached the counter. 


My
fingers strayed to his nose. “I’m so sorry.”


His
face knit with concern. “What’s going on, Kristine? He brought you flowers.”


I
shook my head. “I don’t know, but I think we’re about to find out.”


He
kissed my cheek, then whispered, “Just so we’re clear… there’s no way I’m
letting you go.” 


I
handed him the salad and bread as he pushed off from the counter. “I don’t want
you to,” I replied. 


He
nodded once before walking into the dining room. 


I
trailed behind him with the lasagna. I set the pan on the table before turning
to greet Shae. I froze mid-step. “Is that Scrabble?” 


Shae
laughed. “Yep. I love this game, and I never get to play. I thought I’d take
advantage of the fact that you have a full house and make you all play with
me.”


“I
don’t play Scrabble,” Rafael replied as he returned from the kitchen with the salad
dressing.


Kadyn
grinned. “What’s the matter? Don’t know any big words?”


“Kadyn!”
I gasped. 


“Oh,
I know plenty of words,” Rafael retorted, “and in eight different languages.
How many languages do you speak?”


Kadyn’s
jaw clenched as he pulled out his chair. He didn’t bother answering the
question.


Shae
set the game on the buffet cabinet before sinking into the chair at the end of
the table. “Smells great, Kri. What is it?”


My
hands shook as I poured the wine. I handed Shae and Rafael their glasses. “It’s
a crab and lobster lasagna. I tried to recreate the recipe from a dish I ate in
Paris. Go ahead guys, dish up.”


I
took the chair opposite Shae, so the guys were sitting between us. Everyone
served himself. I eyed them all cautiously before offering a toast. “Budmo.”


Rafael’s
eyebrows shot up in surprise. Kadyn’s eyes narrowed.


Shae
laughed. “It’s a Ukrainian toast,” she explained. Her sparkling brown eyes met
mine. “Za vas.”


I
leaned back in my chair and sipped the wine. I was trying to gather my thoughts
while everyone else dug in.


Shae
toyed with the salad before trying the lasagna. “Wow. This is really good, Kri.”



“Very
good,” Rafael agreed. “I didn’t realize you could cook like this.”


“I
did,” Kadyn responded. “She used to cook for me all the time.”


Rafael
froze with his fork halfway to his mouth. His eyes narrowed. “In case you
missed the memo, she was cooking this lasagna for me.”


Kadyn
glared from across the table. “It wasn’t my idea to join you.”


Shae
cleared her throat. “I can see I have my work cut out for me.”


Everyone
looked at her. “What?” I asked. “What work?”


She
leaned back in her chair and tapped her chin. “Now, let’s see if I’ve got this
straight. You used to date Kadyn. Michael came along and threw a wrench into
that. Kadyn decided he didn’t want to date anymore. Then you started dating
Rafael. Kadyn got mad when he heard you were dating Rafael. You had words. He
left. You didn’t think he’d ever speak to you again, and now he’s shown up with
flowers.”


My
jaw fell slack. “Shae…” I warned.


She
smiled. “So, let’s consider the parties’ interests.” 


I
rolled my eyes. “You are not mediating this!” 


Shae
laughed. “Well, given the tension around this table, it’s pretty obvious I’m
going to have to de-escalate the conflict before we can play Scrabble.”


I
set my wine glass on the table. “What? You want to clear the air so we
can play Scrabble?”


Shae
nodded. “So, back to the parties’ interests… That one’s easy. Both parties are
interested in dating Kri. Am I right?”


Rafael
and Kadyn exchanged looks, then slowly nodded.


Shae
smiled. “Okay. Now on to positions. You both believe Kri belongs with you and
only you. You don’t want her dating anyone else.”


I
buried my face in my hands. This wasn’t a train wreck. It was a nuclear
disaster. I looked pleadingly across the table. “Shae, please. Let’s not
do this.”


Shae
glanced from Rafael to Kadyn. “Am I right?”


Both
men mumbled, “Yes,” as they resumed eating.


I
shook my head before trying the lasagna. I glanced down at the pasta in
surprise. I had nailed the recipe.


Shae
looked thoughtful as she sipped on her wine. “Needs… Now that’s a bit more
difficult to define. Kadyn, what would you say your needs are?”


Kadyn
choked on his Sprite. “My needs?” He looked at me, thoroughly confused. “What
is she talking about?”


I
shot him an apologetic look. I was stunned that he was even participating in
the conversation. “What do you need from me?”


Kadyn
looked thoughtful. “Time. I need some time with you, so we can work things
out.”


Shae
nodded before turning her attention to Rafael. “Okay, Rafael. Your turn.”


Rafael’s
eyes narrowed. “I’m not so sure I like where this conversation is headed. I
don’t intend to negotiate the terms of my relationship with Kristine with
anyone but Kristine.”


Shae
smiled. “I’m not making any decisions about your relationship. You are.”


Rafael
folded his arms across his chest. “I need time with her too. Time to prove I’m
the one she should spend the rest of her life with.”


I
gasped. The rest of my life? As in marriage?


Kadyn
growled. “You are not the one she should spend the rest of her life
with. I am.”


I
shot Shae a desperate look as I tried to steady my breathing.


She
offered me a sympathetic nod before continuing. “Okay, then. Bear with me.
We’re almost there. Rafael, what is it you value?”


Rafael
raised an eyebrow as he turned toward me. “Value?”


I
groaned as I shoved my plate aside. I let my head fall across my folded arms.
“Values… like honesty, respect, monogamy, personal security, love,” I mumbled
from inside my arms.


“I
want all of those things,” Kadyn interjected. 


“So
do I,” Rafael bit back.


Shae
grew quiet. She looked thoughtful, then finally responded. “Well, the good news
is you have a lot of common ground.”


I
lifted my head from the table. “I don’t see how this resolves anything… and oh by
the way, little miss mediator, you haven’t considered any of my interests,
values, or needs.”


Shae
laughed. “Why, Kri! I thought you’d never ask. Go ahead. Tell us what you
need.”


My
head fell back onto my arms. “Oh, God. I can’t believe you’re making me do
this.”


“We
can’t sort through this until you tell us what you need,” Shae quietly
responded. 


I
lifted my head. My gaze shifted between Kadyn and Rafael. “I can’t choose
between the two of you. Not right now. I care about you both. I don’t want to
hurt anyone, and I have no idea who the best person is for me. I need time to
sort through my feelings… time to figure this out.”


Shae
refilled our wine glasses. “Good, Kri. You need time. I think it’s safe to
assume you value all the same things they do, since you offered up that list of
values first. You’re interested in dating both men, and your position is that
you won’t choose between them… not right now, anyway. Am I right?”


I
nodded as I slouched down in my chair.


Shae
took a deep breath. “Okay. Everyone needs time. So we’re going to make sure
everyone gets the time they need.” 


All
eyes locked on Shae. 


She
glanced at Kadyn over the top of her wine. “Kadyn, pick one evening you would
like to spend with Kri… one day of the week as sort of a standing date.”


Rafael
rose from his chair. “Absolutely not. She’s dating me.” 


Shae
nodded. “Yes, she is, but she’s going to start dating Kadyn too. She needs to
spend time with both of you in order to make a decision about who to date
exclusively.”


The
smallest of smiles flitted across Kadyn’s face. “I’ll take Saturday nights.”


Rafael
glowered at Kadyn as he leaned across the table. “You are not dating Kristine.
You had your chance, and you blew it.”


Kadyn
rose from the table. “I did no such thing. Your brother stole her from me.”


“Stop,”
Shae exclaimed forcefully. “Sit down, both of you, before you upset Kri.”


Both
men slowly sat. 


Rafael’s
eyes sought mine. “You can’t want this, Kristine.”


My
eyes filled with tears. I glanced pleadingly at Shae. 


Her
eyes and voice softened. “How else are you going to decide? You need to spend time
with both of them.”


I
slowly nodded. 


“Then
I want to see her on Fridays and Sundays,” Rafael responded irritably.


Kadyn’s
eyes met mine. “If we’re picking multiple days, then I’d like to see her on Mondays,
Wednesdays, Thursdays, and Saturdays.” 


I
shook my head. “Thursday is my late night at school.” My eyes flitted back toward
Shae. “My entire schedule could change in a month, when summer session begins.”


“Let’s
just get through this first month,” she encouraged softly. “Besides, Kristine
needs a night to herself. The rest of the evenings should be evenly divided
between the two of you.”


I
drank my entire glass of wine and refilled the glass. “I cannot believe we are
negotiating this.”


Kadyn
reached for another piece of lasagna. “Mondays, Wednesdays, and Saturdays,
then.” 


Shae
glanced at Rafael. “Are you okay with Fridays, Sundays, and Tuesdays?”


Rafael
shook his head. “Not really, but if this helps Kristine see that I’m the man
she belongs with, then I’ll do it.”


Shae
exhaled loudly as she fell back against her chair. “Okay. Let’s establish some
ground rules.”


“Ground
rules,” I repeated numbly. 


Shae
disappeared into the library. “Hold on. I need to track down a pen and some
paper.”


I
glanced nervously from Kadyn to Rafael. I wondered if there was a single one of
us that was happy with this arrangement.


Shae
plopped back into her chair with a notebook and pen. “Okay, Kadyn. Offer up a
ground rule.”


Kadyn
laughed. “That’s easy. I don’t want him following or spying on us when we’re
together.”


Shae
nodded. “You got that, Mr. Bodyguard? You’re off duty when she’s with Kadyn.
He’s fully capable of keeping her safe.”


“He
didn’t keep her safe from Justin Morris,” Rafael retorted. 


“And,
you didn’t keep her safe from the lunatic who tried to drown and
strangle her to death,” Kadyn bit back.


“That
wasn’t on my watch. She was with Jean,” Rafael responded through gritted teeth.


Shae
threw her hands in the air. “Enough. I think it’s safe to say those were
extremely rare and very extenuating circumstances. I think you’re both capable
of keeping her safe. Kristine, would you agree?”


I
nodded. “Yes. I feel safe with both of them.”


“Fine,”
Rafael replied. “I don’t want him spying on us either.”


“Wouldn’t
dream of it,” Kadyn muttered.


Shae
tapped her pen against the table. “Rafael, do you want to add a ground rule?”


“Yes.
I don’t want her having sex with him.”


“Well,
I don’t want her having sex with you either,” Kadyn responded.


“Each
of you said you value monogamy. So, I assume everyone agrees that you should
abstain from having sex while Kri is dating you both,” Shae interjected.


The
conversation stalled. 


I
glanced around the room. I could have sworn I’d just heard crickets chirp.


Neither
Kadyn nor Rafael looked pleased. 


I
didn’t know what to think. I’d already had sex with both men, although not in
the same calendar year. I knew it was wrong to sleep with two people at the
same time, but I also knew they’d be pushing the limits of this agreement,
doing everything they could to make sure I wanted to have sex with them. How
was I going to resist that?


Shae
cleared her throat. “The alternative is you can all get tested for STD’s and
exchange the test results so everyone knows it’s safe.” She looked pointedly at
Kadyn and Rafael. “Then you’d have to come to terms with the fact that you’re
not the only man Kri will be sleeping with.”


My
heart pounded as I waited for Kadyn and Rafael to respond. Nobody said a word. 


Shae
filled the silence. “Okay. I think you should all get the tests done, just to
be on the safe side. We’ll keep the ground rule in place, but the test results
are good to have in case anyone slips up or in case you want to remove the
ground rule later.”


I
nodded numbly.


“Kristine,
do you want to add a ground rule?”


I
looked at Kadyn and Rafael. “I don’t want anyone fighting.”


Shae
studied the two men. “Can you both agree to that?”    


They
both nodded.


Shae
smiled. “Okay. Any other ground rules?”


Rafael
cleared his throat. “I’m teaching Kristine self-defense and Russian. She needs
the instruction, but I don’t want that eating into the limited time I have to
date her, and I don’t want Kadyn here thinking that I’m breaking the rules if I
offer some instruction on his days.”


“You’re
not the only person capable of teaching her self-defense,” Kadyn responded. “I
can teach her too.”


“I’m
not sure when Kri is going to have time to fit that in. She starts work on
Monday, and she still needs time to go to school and complete her homework,”
Shae responded with concern.


Rafael’s
eyes met mine. “What if we work on your self-defense skills for an hour each
weekday morning before we go to work?”


Kadyn
looked frustrated. “But that just gives you more time with her. Why don’t you
take the mornings that correspond with your date nights and I’ll take the
mornings that correspond with mine. We can both teach her self-defense.”


Shae
refilled her wine glass. “That sounds like a good compromise. Anything else?”


The
three of us exchanged glances, then shook our heads. 


Shae
folded her arms against the table. “Okay. I’m going to suggest this agreement
stay in effect until Kri and I leave for Ukraine, which is approximately one
month from now. Hopefully, Kri can use that time in Ukraine to reassess her
feelings and to decide which one of you she wants to continue dating
exclusively.”


Everyone
grudgingly nodded, but I had a sinking feeling that we were only delaying the
inevitable. Someone I loved was still going to be hurt in the end, and I was
the one who was going to have to hurt him. I tried not to cry as I began clearing
the table.


“When
does this agreement go into effect?” Kadyn asked. “No offense, but I’m not
about to waste my Saturday with Kri playing Scrabble with the two of you.”


“Hold
up,” Rafael responded as he helped me gather the plates. “Kristine and I had a
date planned for tonight, long before this agreement was negotiated.”


Shae
reached for the Scrabble game. “The agreement goes into effect tomorrow, and I
didn’t go through the effort of mediating this mess, so you could rob me of my
one chance in over six months to play Scrabble.”


I
made a strangled sound that fell somewhere between a sob and a laugh. “Shae,
what am I going to do with you?”


She
laughed. “What would you do without me?”


Kadyn,
Rafael, and I cleaned the table and dinner dishes while Shae set up the
Scrabble game. Kadyn grabbed another Sprite while I brewed coffee for Rafael
and me. We filed back into the dining room with our drinks. Shae and I ran down
the Scrabble rules for Rafael while everyone picked their tiles.


The
Scrabble game ended rather amicably shortly after midnight. Kadyn won, although
Rafael came in at a close second. Shae came in third, and I lost. No surprise
there.


Shae
shooed both men out of the house in front of her as she left. Rafael tried to
object, but Shae just shook her head and pointed toward the door.


I
flipped off all the lights before going upstairs. I still couldn’t believe
Rafael and Kadyn had agreed to date me at the same time. I wouldn’t have
believed either of them would have agreed to that, not in a million years. I doubted
it would make it any easier for me to choose between them, but I was relieved I
wasn’t going to have to make that decision anytime soon.


I
peeled off my clothes and slid a short silk nightgown over my head before I
padded off to the bathroom to brush my teeth and wash my face. As I lowered the
washcloth from my face, I jumped at the reflection staring back at me in the
mirror. “Rafael,” I gasped. “You scared the crap out of me.” I turned around to
face him. “You can’t keep sneaking up on me like that.” 


Rafael
bracketed me in his arms as he leaned against the counter. “Do you know how
much I’m sacrificing… what I’m risking by letting you date Kadyn?” he asked.


My
heart pounded fiercely against my chest. “Yes,” I breathed.


His
eyes softened, then filled with concern. “What happened on the floor earlier? Did
you have another flashback?”


Tears
welled in my eyes. “Yes.”  


Rafael
gathered me in his arms. “I’m so sorry. I honestly thought you could handle it.
I thought enough time had passed. I know I was being hard on you. I just want
to make sure you know how to defend yourself. I want you safe. I’ll dial it
back a notch, but we need to work through those fears, okay? I don’t want you
freezing up like that if someone else attacks you.”


I
nodded against his chest.


Rafael
swept his arm under my legs and carted me off to bed. He settled me under the
covers. 


My
eyes widened when he kicked his shoes off and began to undress. “What are you
doing?”


“I’m
spending the night. Sunday is my day, and you’ll be spending every second of it
with me.”


“But…”


Rafael
turned the light off and climbed into bed. “I know. No sex.” He wrapped his
arms around me as he tucked my back against his chest. 


“You’re
naked,” I groaned.


He
laughed softly as he nuzzled my ear. “I warned you, Kristine, when you first
agreed to date me. I won’t play fair. I don’t know how long I can honor this no
sex thing, but I’ll try, at least tonight. No promises after that… and don’t forget,
you owe me a rain check on the shower.”


I
burrowed into his chest. As difficult as the day had been, it felt really good
to be back in his arms. “I won’t forget.” 


Rafael
nestled my hand in his. “Dream of me,” he whispered softly. 


I
sighed contentedly. “I already am.”











Chapter 5 – Feel again


“I
smell coffee,” I murmured sleepily. 


Rafael
set two cups of coffee on my nightstand. He climbed over me before crawling
back under the covers. “Did you sleep well?”


I
flung my arm over his chest as I settled in under the crook of his arm. “No
nightmares. None that I can recall anyway.”


He
smiled. “You didn’t cry in your sleep.”


“I
always seem to sleep more peacefully when you’re around. Did you sleep okay?
You’ve got to be exhausted after staying up for three nights straight.”


Rafael
propped the pillows behind us so we could recline against the headboard. He handed
me one of the coffee cups before claiming one for himself. “I slept very well.
I think I could get used to this… sleeping and waking up next to you.”


I
smiled as I breathed in the coffee. “Keep bribing me with coffee...”


Rafael
laughed. “So, what would you like to do today?”


I
took a sip of coffee. “Well, I’d like to bake you some of my famous scones for
breakfast, study a little bit of Russian, and beat up that punching bag again.”


Rafael
looked thoughtful as he drank his coffee. “Would you like to go out for dinner?”


I
shook my head. “I don’t think I want to share you with the rest of the world
today. Can we just hang out here or over at your place?”


He
kissed the top of my head. “That sounds perfect. It looks really nice outside.
Why don’t we have a picnic out front, along the river?”


I
took another sip of coffee. “That sounds wonderful.”


“I
ran over to my place to grab a change of clothes while the coffee was brewing. Do
you mind if I shower over here while you make the scones?”


The
thought of Rafael naked in my shower sent my nerves pinging in unmentionable
places. “Um, sure.”


His
eyes filled with mischief as he pried the coffee out of my hands. “Do you want
to join me?”


I
sank into the bed as he rolled on top of me. “Yes, but I know exactly where
that will lead so I’m going to say no.”


Rafael
nipped at my jaw before settling in to suck at the sensitive spot behind my
ear. “What if I promise to be good?” 


My
toes curled as his hand slipped under my nightgown to caress my breasts. “Oh, I
know just how good you are… but I think your definition of being good
and mine are two very different things.” I gasped as he settled his legs
between mine and rocked against me. “You really don’t play fair,” I moaned.


Rafael
swallowed my next protest in a fiercely determined kiss. Then he climbed out of
bed and sauntered off toward the bathroom. 


I
threw the pillow at him. “You tease!”


He
caught the pillow and laughed. “I just want to make sure you’re as miserable as
I am with this no sex rule.” He tossed the pillow back on the bed before
disappearing into the bathroom.


I
didn’t dare follow him into the bathroom, so I ambled down to the guest
bathroom, opened up a new toothbrush, and brushed my teeth. I walked downstairs,
poured another cup of coffee, and set my iPod to play through my Ella
Fitzgerald collection before gathering the ingredients for the scones. 


I
was sliding the scones into the oven when Rafael came downstairs. “You’re
covered in flour…” he murmured as he kissed my nose. “Where’s your laptop?”


I
began pulling fruit from the refrigerator so I could make a fruit salad. “It’s
in the library. Why?”


“I
thought I would load my Rosetta Stone disks onto your computer, so you can
practice your Russian when I’m not around.”


I
dumped the fruit on the counter next to the sink so I could rinse it off. “Thanks,
Rafael, that’s very sweet.”


“Spasibo,
Rafael, eto ochen’ lyubezno,”
he corrected as he walked toward the library.


“Spasibo?”
I called out.


He
returned with my laptop and two disks.  “That means ‘thank you’ in Russian. ‘Eto
ochen’ lyubezno’ means ‘that is very kind.’” He set the
laptop and disks on the center island and settled onto the stool.


I
laughed. “So, the lessons begin.”


“Da,”
he responded. He popped open my laptop and began loading the disks. 


I
handed him a fresh cup of coffee. “I assume that means ‘yes.’”


Rafael
smiled. “You won’t learn it if you don’t repeat it… multiple times.”


I
finished chopping the kiwi, peaches, and strawberries for the salad. I set the
bowl and a large serving spoon on the wrought iron table in the sun room. Then I
set plates, glasses, and juice out while I waited for the scones to finish
baking. As soon as the timer sounded, I piled the scones into an ornate metal basket,
which I had lined with a cloth napkin. I cradled the basket in my left arm so I
could grab Rafael’s hand. “Come on, handsome, let’s eat.”


He
glanced up in surprise. “You think I’m handsome?”


I
pulled him into the sun room. “Ridiculously handsome,” I clarified.


“Ridiculously
handsome,” he murmured, as if turning the idea in his head. He snagged a scone
and bit into the warm pastry before sinking into his chair. He examined the
scone curiously. “What’s in this?”


“Cinnamon
chips,” I replied. I grabbed one of the scones before setting the basket on the
table.


He
quickly polished off the scone. “You really can cook, Kristine.”


“Technically,
scones aren’t cooked, they’re baked,” I responded teasingly. 


He
reached for my arm and tugged me onto his lap. “Well, you can bake for me
anytime.” He handed me my coffee as I settled onto his lap. 


I
warmed my hands on the coffee cup. “You seemed surprised when I said you were handsome.
Why?”


He
shrugged. “I don’t know. I think most women find me too intimidating to
consider me handsome.”


I
laughed. “When I first met you… well, plowed into you, really… I thought you
were trying to be intimidating, but you failed miserably.”


Rafael’s
eyes crinkled with amusement. “Really?”


I
set my coffee on the table so I could twine my fingers with his. “Shae referred
to you as a dark angel when she first saw you sitting out on that park bench. I
think it fits. You’re always watching over people… trying to keep them safe.”


Rafael
lifted my hand to his lips. “I haven’t always kept you safe, and I didn’t keep
my parents safe either.”


Tears
pricked at my eyes. “You were still a child when your parents died. Besides, I
think that’s what gives you those dark edges. Your wings have beat against the
darkest side of life.”


He
shook his head. “I don’t have wings.”


I
rubbed between his shoulder blades. “I think maybe you do. Maybe they were
broken somewhere along the way or maybe you just forgot how to use them…”


A
smile teased at the corner of his lips. “I’m no angel.” 


“You’re
my angel,” I insisted. 


His
eyes caught and held mine. 


“I
love you,” I confessed in the faintest whisper.


His
face reflected a confusing array of hope and pain, as if he didn’t dare believe
it. “You love me?” 


I
sifted through my feelings in wonder. I had no clue where those words had come
from. I met his gaze once more. “I’m not sure I understand how we got to this
place, but I’m quite certain that love is the only word that could possibly
capture how I feel about you.”


His
kiss was so sweet and tender it brought tears to my eyes. He tucked me against
his chest when he finally broke the kiss. “I love you too.”


We
held each other for quite some time before I reluctantly pulled away. “I really
need a shower…”


Rafael
smiled. “You should have taken me up on my earlier offer.” He patted my bottom
as I crawled out of his lap. “Go take your shower. I’ll clean up.”


I
turned, just inside the French doors. “Spasibo.”


“Nyezashto,”
he responded with a smile.


Rafael
continued to slip Russian words into our conversation throughout the afternoon.
We spent most of the day lifting weights and practicing self-defense. He still
made me run each time I hit the punching bag, but he kept things light when he
tackled me to the floor. 


We
packed French bread, cheese, pâté, grapes, and wine for
dinner. Rafael grabbed a blanket, and we walked out front to eat alongside the
river. I was surprised to find the cherry blossoms were already beginning to
bud. The river would be breathtaking once they were in full bloom.


I
slipped a grape inside Rafael’s mouth as we laid the food out on top of the
blanket. “Let’s play twenty questions.”


Rafael
reached for the bottle of wine. “Okay, but I get to go first.”


I
smiled. “Okay, shoot.”


His
face grew serious as he handed me a glass of wine. “Are you still in love with
Michael?”


I
shook my head. “Clearly you don’t understand how this game is played. You’re
supposed to work up to the difficult questions.” 


Rafael’s
eyes danced. “Oh, I know how the game is played. If I only get twenty
questions, I’m going to make each one count.”


I
tried pouting.


He
hooked his right arm around his knee as he waited for my response.


I
peered out over the water as I sorted through my reply. “I will always love
Michael and regret how our relationship ended, but I wouldn’t say that I’m
still in love with him. Those feelings were destroyed when he forced me to
leave, although I do understand why he did it. He loves me and wants me safe. I
think Michael and I just have two very different ideas about what love is. I
think love should pull you together during difficult times, not drive you
apart.”


Rafael
studied me as he sipped his wine. “If he showed up on your doorstep today,
apologized, and begged you to come back… would you?”


I
scowled in a sidelong glance. “Just for the record, that’s two questions.” I hugged
my knees and tried to envision Michael on my doorstep. My heart clenched. I still
couldn’t picture him without feeling excruciating pain. I sighed, sadly. “No. I
could never trust Michael with my heart again. I couldn’t live like that…
worrying each time something went wrong that he would push me away or end our
relationship again. I need someone who’s going to be there during the tough
times… someone who will stand by me no matter what life throws at us.”


Rafael
nodded as he sliced the cheese. He handed me a piece before popping some in his
mouth. “Your turn,” he prompted.


I
glanced at him over the top of my wine. “Okay, since we’re going straight to
the big questions… Have you ever been in love before?”


Rafael
shook his head. “No. I went straight into training for special ops when I
graduated high school. I was so busy avenging my parents’ deaths through my
work that I could think of little else. You were my first assignment when I
left the force, and I think that photograph hanging in my hallway reveals the
only woman I have ever loved. I wasn’t interested in dating any other women
after I met you. So I stood back and waited. I didn’t think things would work
out between you and Michael.”


I
wasn’t certain I wanted the answer to the next question, but I still felt
compelled to ask. “Does Michael know about us?”


He
exhaled loudly. “No. Not yet. I know I have to tell him, but I don’t know how.
He’s not going to want to hear this, and I’m worried about how he might react.”
He paused as he reached for a piece of bread. “My turn?”


I
nodded, then sprawled out on my stomach. 


Rafael
waited until our eyes met again. “Do you still want to have children?”


I
couldn’t hide the pain that question evoked. “I do, but I think my odds of
getting pregnant again are pretty low. I haven’t seen a doctor since the
miscarriage, but my doctors warned me a few years ago that I’d have difficulty
conceiving. Why? Do you want children?”


He
stretched his legs out as he leaned back over the blanket. “Absolutely.” His
eyes softened as he met my gaze. “I would like to have a child of my own, but if
that’s not possible, I’d want to adopt.” He smiled. “Actually, I think it would
be nice to do both.” He offered me a grape. “Can you picture a future with me?”


I
sat up and spread pâté on a couple slices of bread. Aside from school and my
new career goals, I hadn’t really thought about my future. It had proven too
painful after losing Michael and the baby. 


I
handed Rafael a slice of bread as I contemplated what a future with him might
look like. When I looked into his eyes I saw so much kindness, an unwavering
commitment, and hope. I wanted those things in my life so badly it hurt. “Yes,”
I whispered. “I can picture a future with you.”


Rafael
kissed the top of my head. “I can’t envision a future without you,” he murmured
with his lips still pressed to my head.


I
tried to lighten up the questions a bit. “Where do you want to settle down? Of
all the places you’ve been, where do you most enjoy living?”


He
refilled our wine glasses. “I like living in Northern Virginia, but I really
like Saint-Tropez too. I’d be happy living in either of those two places.”


I
peered out over the water and sighed. The gray hue paled in comparison to the
vivid blue waters offered by Saint-Tropez. “I loved Saint-Tropez.”


Rafael
followed my gaze. “How do you feel about Kadyn?”


“Wouldn’t
you rather know my favorite color?” I whined.


He
smiled, but he shook his head. “I need to know where I stand with my
competition. You have no idea how difficult this is… this idea of you dating
him too. You guys have a history together, and he’s clearly in love with you.”
Rafael paused as he tucked a loose strand of hair behind my ear. “I’m trying to
do the right thing. I want you certain of your feelings for him and for me
before we take our relationship any further. But the idea of losing you, when
we’ve only just begun this relationship…” He shook his head again.


I
tucked my knees under my chin as I forced my thoughts to Kadyn. “I won’t lie,
Rafael. I love Kadyn too. I was in love with him before Michael took me
to Paris. Then I fell in love with Michael. When I came back, Kadyn insisted we
could only be friends. So I wouldn’t allow myself to think of him as anything
more. Now I feel conflicted and a little bit confused. I love him, but I don’t
know to what extent.” I snorted softly as I shook my head. “That probably
doesn’t even make sense.”


Rafael
looked thoughtful. “Actually it does… and it confirms for me that you need some
time to sort through those feelings. Of course, I’m still going to do
everything I can to ensure that you fall hopelessly in love with me. I don’t
want you dreaming of a future with any other man.” Rafael drained his wine
glass. He moved the food aside so he could stretch out on the blanket. He pulled
me next to him as he did. 


I
rested my head in the crook of his arm as we stared up at the clouds. I reached
for his hand, then studied his fingers as they twined with mine. “You really are
an amazing man.”


Rafael
sighed contentedly. “I’m glad you think so. Can I text you tomorrow to see how
your first day goes with the new job?”


I
smiled as I squeezed his hand. “Sure. Kadyn sent me a text earlier. He asked me
to meet him at Fort Myer at six tomorrow morning. He wants to work on
self-defense at the base since it’s on our way to work. I still have to go to
school after work, so I won’t see him again until after class.” I shook my head.
“I still don’t know how I’m going to juggle everything.”


Rafael
pulled me closer. He kissed my hand, then tucked it against his chest. “I’ll be
counting the minutes until I can see you again.”


*
* * * * *


Kadyn
met me at the front gate so he could sign me in. I left my jeep parked near the
main entrance to the fort. Kadyn drove the rest of the way to the gym. I briefed
him on the self-defense moves Rafael had been teaching me while we stretched
out on the mat. We spent twenty minutes warming up on the treadmills before we
returned to the mat. 


Kadyn
seemed pleased with everything Rafael was teaching me. He adjusted my straight
punch so I was twisting my wrist just before the point of impact. He also told me
to focus on hitting with the first two knuckles. Since Rafael was already
teaching me to punch and block, Kadyn decided to focus primarily on kicking
techniques. He felt Karate would strengthen my ability to defend myself. He demonstrated
a front kick, side kick, back kick, and something called a roundhouse kick. He
made me run through each kick until my movements became more fluid. My legs
were shaking by the time we were done.


We
parted ways when we ducked inside the locker rooms to shower and dress for work.
By the time I was done, Kadyn was waiting for me at the entrance to the gym. I
groaned when I saw him sitting there in his Air Force uniform. The guy
commanded attention, even in sweats, but the uniform… It was impossible not to
be affected by Kadyn when he was wearing that uniform. Kadyn stood as I
approached him. “Hey.”


I
stopped dead in my tracks, uncertain as to whether I should run screaming in
the opposite direction or jump on top of him. Kadyn looked amused as I shot him
a tortured look.


“They
should shoot whoever designed that uniform,” I muttered under my breath. “It
makes women stupid.” 


Kadyn
laughed as he opened the door.


I
kept my eyes trained on the sidewalk as we walked to his car. 


Kadyn
opened the passenger door. He reached for my elbow to steady me as I stepped inside
the car. “I’d like to take you to dinner when you get done with school. Do you
want me to pick you up at your house or at the school?”


I
risked a glance at Kadyn as he walked around the car. I waited until he was in
the driver seat to respond. “Why don’t you text me the address for the
restaurant, and I’ll meet you there right after school?”


Kadyn
braced his arm against my seat as he backed out of the parking space. “That
sounds good. I’ll text you the address when I get off work.”


I
programmed the GPS on my phone to navigate me to the Seeds for Peace office. I
didn’t want to risk making a wrong turn during rush hour. I looked up at Kadyn
when I finished programming my phone. “Thanks for teaching me those kicks and
for helping me learn self-defense. I should have asked you to teach me Karate a
long time ago.”


Kadyn
glanced at me. “I’m surprised you didn’t have your uncle or Lexie teach you Karate
when you were a kid.”


I
looked out the window and sighed. “I guess I viewed Karate more as a sport. I
didn’t stop and think about how it might save my life. I had no idea so many
people would try to cause me harm. If only I’d known then what I know now.”


Kadyn
parked his car next to my jeep. “How could you possibly have known?” He stepped
out of the car and walked to the passenger side while I gathered my things from
the back seat. 


Kadyn
held out his hand as I stepped out of the car. I was surprised when he gave me a
hug, since public displays of affection weren’t permitted when in uniform. He
smiled as he steadied me on my feet. “I hope you have a good day at work.”


I
glanced back at him as I unlocked my jeep. “Thanks, Kadyn. I hope you have a
good day too.” I threw my gym bag on the passenger seat as I hopped into the jeep.
Kadyn followed me through the gate, but I lost him in a sea of traffic as we
merged onto I-395.


*
* * * * *


I
had just stepped foot inside my office when Sammi popped by to let me know I
had to go to the travel clinic to get Hep A and Hep B shots, which were required
for travel to Ukraine. I spent most of the morning at the clinic.


 Shae,
Sammi, Cory, and I spent the rest of the day in a team meeting strategizing
about the training for Ukraine. We needed a good picture of their
socio-economic climate and any political issues that might lead to conflict. We
planned to map these conflicts so we could use them for our lectures and
simulations. We generated a list of research and development tasks, then
divided them all up. 


I
was struggling to stay awake by the time school ended, so I grabbed a Starbucks
before meeting up with Kadyn at the Melting Pot. 


He
was waiting in the parking lot when I arrived. He climbed out of his car when I
pulled alongside him. “Hey, Kri,” he greeted as I jumped out of the jeep.


I
met him on the sidewalk. “I see you’ve already changed out of your uniform.”


He
pulled me in for a hug before opening the door to the restaurant. “I took a
change of clothes to the office. You look nice. How was work?”


I
rolled my eyes, then laughed. “I’m wearing the same thing I was wearing when we
left the gym, only I’m a lot more wrinkled! Work was good, except for the shots
they made me get for the trip to Ukraine.”


Kadyn
spoke with the hostess. She made a notation on her reservation list, gathered two
menus, and led us through the dimly lit restaurant. Steam rolled from a number
of tables. Cheese and chocolate scented the air. The hostess motioned us toward
a round booth. She handed us the menus as we took our seats. “Your server will
be with you shortly,” she noted before walking away.


Kadyn
glanced at me over the top of his menu. “Have you been to the Melting Pot
before?” 


I
shook my head as I eyed the table next to us. “What is it, fondue?”


Kadyn
nodded. “We have three courses: a cheese fondue; a main course with steak,
seafood, and vegetables, which can be cooked in an oil or broth based fondue;
and a dessert fondue.”


The
waitress arrived with a pitcher of water. “Welcome to the Melting Pot. My name
is Emma. I’ll be your server tonight.” 


I
glanced at Kadyn as Emma filled our glasses with water. “Can we order the spicy
cheese fondue?”


Kadyn
laughed. “I knew you’d pick that one. Are you okay with a broth based fondue,
instead of oil, for the second course?”


I
smiled. “That sounds perfect.”


Kadyn
looked at Emma. “We would like to start with the Fiesta Cheese Fondue. For the
main course we’ll have the Fondue Fusion with the Mojo broth.”


She
nodded. “What would you like to drink?”


Kadyn
glanced at me questioningly. 


I
smiled. “Two Sprites?”


“We’d
both like Sprite,” he confirmed for the waitress.


Emma
turned the burner on in the middle of the table before disappearing around the
corner. She returned a few minutes later carrying a large tray loaded with
glasses and bowls. She set our drinks on the table before tossing the ingredients
from the bowls into a small metal pot. Jalapenos quickly scented the air. Once
the fondue was mixed, she returned with apples, tortilla chips, and bread. 


My
eyes met Kadyn’s from across the large booth. “This is really nice. Thank you.”


Kadyn
dipped a tortilla chip into the cheese sauce. “I’m still trying to wrap my head
around the fact that we’re dating again. That friend of yours is quite the negotiator.”


I
reached for my Sprite. “I’m really sorry about all that. Do you feel like you
were bulldozed into this?”


Kadyn’s
face grew serious. “I’m here because I want to spend more time with you.”


I
stopped toying with my straw. “Do you think we’ll ever be able to go back to
the way things were?”


Kadyn
shook his head. “No. I don’t think we can go back to the way things were. This
last year has changed us both considerably, but that doesn’t mean a
relationship between us won’t work or that it won’t eventually prove even
better.” He shrugged. “We won’t know until we try.”


I
reached for a tortilla chip and swirled it through the melted cheese. “When
were you planning to tell me?”


Kadyn’s
brow furrowed. “Tell you what?”


I
pulled the chip from the sauce and watched the cheese drip back into the pot. I
was trying to avoid looking at Kadyn. “That you wanted to be more than friends.
You seemed content with the way things were until you learned about Rafael.”


Kadyn
didn’t respond until I met his gaze. “I was trying to give you time to get over
Michael. I wasn’t expecting Rafael to show up. I didn’t even know the guy had
feelings for you. He’s Michael’s brother for crying out loud. And, just for the
record, I still think that’s really messed up.”


I
didn’t know what to say. I couldn’t argue that it wasn’t messed up because I
knew full well that it was.


Kadyn
folded his arms across his chest and leaned back in his seat. “I don’t like
being second choice.”


Guilt
nipped at me. “You were my first choice,” I responded softly.


Kadyn’s
eyes narrowed. “Until Michael forced you to Paris so he could seduce you.”


I
closed my eyes as I fought against the grief and regret that accompanied those
memories. “I never expected to fall in love with Michael.”


Our
conversation stalled as Emma removed the cheese fondue. She brought back a tray
filled with steak, seafood, vegetables, and a number of other ingredients. She explained
the procedure for cooking the various items as she prepared the broth. 


Kadyn’s
eyes met mine as she walked away. “And now I’m playing second string to Rafael.”


I
shook my head. “I don’t know that that’s true. I just… Rafael asked me to date
him when I didn’t think I could have a relationship with you. God, Kadyn. I’ve
spent months trying to convince myself that I can’t be in love with you…
that we can only be friends. And now that you tell me you want to be more than
just friends, I’m finding it hard to backpedal on Rafael. I promised him I’d
give him a chance, and I don’t know that breaking that promise is the right
thing to do.”


Kadyn
reached for his Sprite. “Do you love him?”


I
sighed. This whole question of love was far more complicated than I’d ever
dreamed it could be. “I do love him, but I’m not in love with him. I
care deeply for both of you, and I don’t want to hurt either of you.”


A
pained look flitted across his face.


I
reached for his hand. “Kadyn, I love you too. I never stopped loving you.”


Kadyn
withdrew his hand from mine. He speared a piece of steak with his fondue fork
and dropped it into the broth. Steam swirled around our table. “Explain to me
how you can love two men at the same time.”


I
stared at Kadyn through the steam. I wasn’t sure whether he was referring to my
feelings for Rafael or Michael. Still, I felt he deserved an answer. “I don’t
know. Parents are capable of loving more than one child. I can love more than
one friend. Is it really that far-fetched to think someone can love two
different men?”


Kadyn
pulled the steak from his fork. He dropped a number of vegetables into the pot
before leaning back in his seat. He appeared to be struggling with his thoughts.


I
tried to capture his eyes. “You’re not my second choice, Kadyn. I just need
some time to sort through my feelings for you and Rafael. I’ve made bad
decisions in the past, not once but twice… first with my ex-husband and then
with Michael. I want to make sure I get this one right.”


His
eyes grew sad. “But what if there are no wrong choices, Kri… just different
ones?”


I
fell back against the seat. “I hadn’t really considered that possibility.”


Kadyn
shot me a sympathetic look as he patted the seat next to him. 


I
grabbed my Sprite and slid across the booth. 


He
reached for my hand just as the waitress returned to clear our plates. His
thumb traced tiny circles on the inside of my wrist. My eyes fell closed. I had
forgotten what Kadyn could do with the simplest of touches. 


Kadyn
squeezed my hand. “Which fondue would you like for dessert?”


Heat
flooded my cheeks as I forced myself to meet his gaze. “Why don’t you pick?”


He
smiled. “How about s’mores?”


I
leaned my head against his shoulder. “That sounds wonderful,” I responded
sleepily.


Emma
smiled as she continued clearing our plates. “Good choice. The s’mores fondue
is my favorite.” 


Kadyn
slipped his arm around my shoulders as she went to gather the ingredients. “What
would you like to do Wednesday night?” 


I
ran my fingers through the condensation on my glass as I sorted through the
options. I didn’t want Kadyn thinking he needed to wine and dine me. Our
relationship no longer needed that. More than anything we needed time together…
time to simply be together. I glanced up at him. “Why don’t we order take-out
and watch a DVD over at your place? Dinner will be my treat.” 


Kadyn
nodded. “That sounds good. I’ll grab a movie when I get off work.”


I
tried not to yawn as I snuggled closer to Kadyn. “My class ends at six, so
let’s plan for six-thirty. I’ll stop by China Delight and pick up the usual on
my way over to your place.”


We
watched Emma mix chocolate, marshmallow cream, and a number of other ingredients
into the fondue pot. She set the fondue on fire before sprinkling graham
cracker crumbs over the top. She stepped away briefly. When she returned, she
was carrying a silver platter filled with strawberries, bananas, cheesecake,
marshmallows, pound cake, and brownies. 


My
eyes grew wide as I took it all in. “Wow. We should have just gone straight to
dessert.”


Despite
all the options, Kadyn and I reached for the same strawberry. He laughed as he
relinquished the berry. I swiped it across the top of the chocolate and held it
up to his mouth. He smiled as he took a bite. I flagged Emma down for some
coffee, then Kadyn and I settled in to enjoy the rest of the dessert.


Kadyn
pulled me from the booth when it became apparent I could no longer keep my eyes
open. I was completely exhausted. I gave him a hug when we reached my jeep. “Thanks,
Kadyn. Dinner was wonderful.”


His
left hand fell to my hip as he crooked a finger under my chin. My breath caught
as his thumb caressed my bottom lip. He stared at my lips as he spoke. “I’ve
missed being with you, Kri.”


My
hands fell to his chest. I stood breathlessly suspended as his lips hovered
over mine.


He
reached for the nape of my neck and fit his lips to mine. His tongue swept
through my mouth as he drew me into a passionate kiss. I linked my hands behind
his neck and tried to relax into the kiss. It had been nearly a year since
Kadyn had kissed me like this.


Kadyn
pressed me against the jeep as he deepened the kiss. I stilled when he hardened
against me. My body was responding to his, but it was being tempered by something.
I gently broke the kiss. 


I
tried to mask my confusion as I studied Kadyn. Something wasn’t right. I
struggled to put a name to it as Kadyn kissed me on the forehead and tucked me
inside the jeep. I drove home in a daze. Despite our history together, my
relationship with Kadyn suddenly felt all wrong. Why?


*
* * * * *


I
woke to the smell of coffee. Rafael sat on the edge of my bed. He was wearing a
black fitted tank top and sweats that hung low on his hips. “Good morning,
beautiful.”


“What
time is it?” I grumbled.


He
chuckled softly as he stroked my back. “Five-thirty in the morning.” 


My
eyes slid closed as he continued rubbing my back. “Didn’t you get my text last
night? There’s no way I can work out this morning. I’m exhausted. My arms still
hurt from the shots I had to get, and I’m not even sure I can stand after all
the Karate kicks Kadyn made me do yesterday.”


Rafael
laughed. “Don’t worry, princess. I didn’t wake you to make you work out again.
We can take a day off or hit the bag tonight.”


My
eyes flew open. “We’re not working out?”


He
shook his head.


I
fluffed my pillows and scooted up in bed. “Then why are you here so early?”


Rafael
smiled as he handed me a cup of coffee. “I wanted to spend some time with you before
we go to work. Why don’t you throw some yoga clothes on and grab your mat? It’s
beautiful outside.”


I
took a sip of coffee, then glanced at him questioningly. “You just said you wanted
to spend time with me. What are you going to do…watch me do yoga?”


Rafael’s
eyes glittered with amusement. “As much as I’d enjoy that, I thought I would
join you. I need to incorporate more stretches into my workout. Besides, when I
was watching you do yoga the other day, you made it look very relaxing. It
looks like it might be good for reducing stress.”


I
bolted upright, nearly spilling my coffee. “You want me to teach you yoga?”


Rafael
laughed. “Yep. Seems like a fair trade since I’m teaching you self-defense.”


I
guzzled the coffee before throwing the covers aside. “Now that’s worth getting
out of bed for.”


Rafael
stood and reached for my cup. “Then let’s go!”


I
hesitated as my foot touched the floor. “You seem entirely too excited about
this.”


His
laughter warmed me from the inside out. “I get to watch the sun come up over
the river with a beautiful woman. Why wouldn’t I be excited about that?” 


I
couldn’t help but smile as I padded off to the bathroom to brush my teeth and
change clothes. I grabbed a scrunchy and threw my hair up into a ponytail as we
made our way downstairs. I grabbed my yoga mat from the coat closet in the
foyer. I typically used two mats for extra padding, so, luckily, I had a spare
mat to lend Rafael.


We
walked to the edge of the river. I laid the mats out before kicking off my
shoes. I positioned my mat slightly ahead of Rafael’s, so it would be easier
for him to follow the poses. 


I
glanced at Rafael as we stepped onto the mats. “We’ll start by taking a few
deep breaths in mountain pose. In yoga we breathe in and out through the nose.
Take deep cleansing breaths. I should be able to hear you breathe. The
breathing is as important as the pose.”


We
both took a deep breath as we stepped into mountain pose. Rafael’s voice rolled
over me on an exhale. “I can smell the cherry blossoms.”


I
closed my eyes and took another deep breath as I reached for the sky. “I smell
cherry blossoms, cut grass, and damp soil.” I took another deep breath, then
exhaled while transitioning into a standing forward bend. I glanced back at
Rafael. “Keep your legs straight. Try to press your chest to your knees as you
place your hands on the mat.” I held the stretch and savored the feel of the early
morning sun on my back. 


“I
can see why you like doing this outside,” Rafael murmured. 


I
smiled. I still couldn’t believe he was doing yoga with me. “Now you can hop or
step back as we transition into downward facing dog. Hands and feet flat on the
mat as you reach your hips toward the sky.” I looked at Rafael to make sure he
had the pose.


Rafael
chuckled. “I’m really enjoying this view.”


I
glanced over at him, then shook my head. “You should be relaxing your neck and
looking between your legs, not at my bottom.” 


He
laughed. “I didn’t realize yoga could be so much fun.”


“Let’s
see how much fun you have with planks,” I teased. 


Rafael
followed my lead as I moved into a high plank. “This is easy.”


I
transitioned into a low plank and held the position until my arms burned. I was
determined to make things difficult for him. “I don’t hear you breathing,” I taunted
in a sing song voice.


Rafael’s
voice sounded strained as he tried to hold the low plank. “Okay, this is a bit
more difficult.” He blew out a breath when we transitioned into upward facing
dog. 


I
rolled into downward facing dog, then hopped to my feet. “Okay, we’re going to
repeat that sequence a number of times. Ready?”


Rafael
stepped onto my mat and dusted some imaginary piece of lint off my bottom. I swatted
his hand away. “Get back on your mat and breathe!”


“I’m
just trying to help out,” he protested.


“Yeah,
right,” I muttered. I took a deep breath and tried to focus as I dropped into a
high plank. I continued running Rafael through the sequence until my arms were
too fatigued to hold another plank. I relaxed into the child’s pose before hopping
onto my feet. “Now we’re going to work our legs.” I reached up as I settled
into the chair pose. 


“I
should do yoga with you more often,” he mused.


I
brought my hands to my heart and transitioned into the twisted chair pose. I was
surprised Rafael was able to maintain his balance through the transition. I
talked him through warrior one and two before transitioning him into the
triangle and revolved triangle poses. 


He
kept his balance until the eagle pose. He growled his frustration. “How are you
wrapping your arms and legs like that?”


I
laughed as I switched sides. “I have less muscle to wrap around.”


We
ran through a number of other yoga poses before stretching out on our backs and
ending with the corpse pose. Rafael reached for my hand. I closed my eyes and relished
the soft morning sun and the cool breeze as it danced across my skin. When I finally
opened my eyes, I stared quietly at the few clouds that were drifting by. I was
hesitant to break the peace and tranquility that now surrounded me. 


“That
was nice,” Rafael murmured softly.


I
turned to look at him. “Thanks. I really needed this.”


He
squeezed my hand. “I know something else you need.”


I
studied him questioningly. “What?”


He
smiled. “A long hot bath.”


“That
does sound good,” I replied wistfully.


Rafael
stood and pulled me to my feet. “Come on. It isn’t even six-thirty yet. There’s
still plenty of time for a bath before work.” We rolled our yoga mats on our
way back to the house. 


Rafael
grabbed my arm when I attempted to unlock the door. “Wait.”


I
glanced up at him as I turned into his arms. “What?”


His
voice turned pleading. “I don’t know if it’s that yoga outfit or the fact that
you’re completely off limits right now, but…” The rest of his words spilled
into a kiss. 


I
dropped my yoga mat and wrapped my arms around his neck. “Rafael,” I groaned.


 He
pulled the keys from my hand as he continued kissing me. He reached for my
legs, then hiked them around his hips. The kiss grew more carnal as he pressed
me up against the door. He unlocked the door, kicked the mats inside, and then
kicked the door closed.


“Rafael,”
I giggled. “You can put me down now.”


“No,
I can’t,” he mumbled. He ravished my neck as he carried me upstairs and into
the master bathroom. He stood me between his legs as he sat on the edge of the
tub and pulled my shirt off. He pulled me in for another kiss as he fumbled for
the water faucet. He tugged at my yoga pants until they were lying on the floor.
“You’re so beautiful, Kristine. Do you have any idea how beautiful you are?” 


His
eyes widened as mine filled with doubt. He swept his arm under my knees and
abruptly deposited me in the bathtub. 


Alarms
sounded as he began to undress. I bolted upright in the tub. “What are you
doing?” 


Rafael
kicked his pants aside and slipped behind me in the tub. “I’m taking a bath
with my girlfriend. And before you argue the point, you told me I could join
you in the bath so I wouldn’t have to tax my brain trying to picture you naked
in the tub.” He reached for the bar of lavender soap before pulling me back against
his chest. 


I
watched him roll the bar in his hands as he worked up a lather. The tension
eased from my body as he began massaging the suds into my shoulders and arms. My
head fell back against his shoulder as I relaxed. “I’m never leaving this tub,”
I moaned. 


A
well-lathered hand lifted my chin as his lips sought mine. I cupped his face in
my hand as I sought to deepen the kiss. He gently lathered my legs. “We should
have skipped yoga and gone straight for the bath,” he mused.


He
lathered my chest as he sought another kiss. He rolled my nipples between his
fingers. Pleasure and pain collided when he pinched the tips. I squirmed as my
body pleaded for more.


Rafael
slid his hand between my legs. I tried to pull away when he began teasing me
with his fingers. “Don’t make me want you like this,” I pleaded. “We’ll end up
breaking the rules.” 


Rafael
turned me in his arms before settling my legs on either side of his hips. His
eyes darkened. “Screw the rules, Kristine. I want you… now.” 


His
lips captured mine as he crushed me against his chest. I moaned as his hands
slid over my legs… my back… my chest. We were both breathing hard by the time
he broke the kiss. “Tell me you don’t want this. Tell me you’re not dying to
feel me inside of you, and I swear I’ll stop,” he demanded hoarsely. 


My
eyes slid closed as my entire body clenched. “I want you so much it hurts.” 


My
head fell back as he captured my breast in his mouth. His hands reached for my
hips.


My
eyes flew open as I registered his intent. “Oh, God!” I gasped as he plunged
deep inside of me. 


Rafael
groaned. “God, Kristine. You feel so good.”


I
fisted my hands in his hair as his mouth collided against mine. Rafael held my
hips firmly in place as he fought to establish a slow, methodical pace. He
stilled each time I attempted to take control. My body wound tighter and
tighter, until suddenly I couldn’t take it anymore. “Rafael,” I cried. “Please,
God… I can’t take this anymore.”


Rafael’s
fingers dug into my hips. His eyes captured mine as he slowly lifted me. Then his
eyes slid closed. He thrust deep inside of me. A searing heat swept through me
as he found his release. My body clenched, then shattered in his arms.


*
* * * * *


I
tossed my purse on the desk and turned my computer on. I shook my head as I
reflected on my early morning activities. I still couldn’t believe I’d made it to
work on time. I dropped by the break room to snag a cup of coffee before
stopping by Shae’s office. “Well, it’s official,” I announced as I strode into
her office.


Shae
glanced up from her computer screen. “What’s official?”


I
dropped into the chair across from her desk and sighed. “I’m a slut.”


She
laughed. “You broke the ground rule. With who?”


I
slouched in the chair. “Rafael.”


Shae
shook her head. “I suspected as much. Kadyn seems like the kind of guy who
plays by the rules. Rafael does not. The question is… which type of guy do you
want to end up with?”


“I
don’t know,” I grumbled sullenly.


Shae
looked thoughtful. “I think you need to have sex with Kadyn before you decide.”


I
shook my head. “That would make me an even bigger slut.”


She
shrugged. “I think you need to level the playing field before you make your
decision.”


“I’m
so screwed,” I muttered.


Shae
laughed. “Yes, you are.”


I
gave her a dirty look before changing the topic. “How’s your research on
Ukraine coming along?”


She
leaned back in her chair. “Good, I guess. There’s a conflict brewing over the
language issue. The government recently passed a law that establishes the Ukrainian
language as the only official language of Ukraine. A good portion of the
citizens can only read and speak Russian. Now that everything is printed
exclusively in the Ukrainian language, these citizens can’t read or understand
the laws, let alone a common medicine bottle. There’s a movement to reinstate Russian
as the national language of Ukraine, which I think could lead to some
identity-based conflicts.”


I
sipped the coffee and winced. It was bitter and way too strong. I scowled into
the cup before glancing up at Shae. “I think we should map that conflict and
use it in a simulation for the students.”


Shae
smiled. “Agreed. How’s your research coming along on gender-based issues?”


I
set the cup on the corner of her desk as I leaned forward in the chair. “Our
initial suspicions were right. The Constitution of Ukraine prohibits gender
discrimination, but it’s rampant throughout the employment sector, the
education system, and the judicial system. Ukrainian women are abused in one
out of every four households. Law enforcement and the judicial system still
turn a blind eye to this. Women literally have to die before anyone is
prosecuted.” 


Shae
just shook her head. 


I
sighed. “Ukraine’s economic problems and high levels of alcoholism aren’t
helping any. Even the women who hold PhD’s are finding it impossible to access
jobs that will allow them to live independently, so they see no alternative but
to remain in these abusive relationships. Spousal and child abuse are
considered socially acceptable for the most part. There are very few programs
to help victims of domestic violence.”


“I’m
so thankful we were born in this country,” Shae replied, looking thoroughly
depressed.


I
nodded. Although I’d been a victim of domestic violence, I lived in a country where
the police were willing to intervene and where I could support myself so I
could break out of the abusive relationship. 


Shae
gave me an inquisitive look. “Do you see any way to incorporate this into our
training?”


I
sifted through the options before responding. “I don’t see how we can run a
simulation on this. No amount of conflict resolution training is going to help
these women avoid being hit, but I do think we should incorporate this issue
into one of our lectures. We can direct attention to the social and systemic
problems that make it difficult to resolve domestic violence. Who knows? Maybe
someone in the class will be inspired to make some changes… whether it’s
building battered women’s shelters, creating job programs for women, or
strengthening laws against domestic violence.”


Shae
scratched a few notes along the edge of her desk calendar. “That sounds like a
good plan. Cory is mapping the repatriation of the Crimean Tatars and the
resulting land rights issues, so we can use that for a simulation. Sammi is
still researching the political landscape and Ukraine/Russian relations. We
should have enough information gathered to draft an agenda and develop training
materials next week. Oh, and the Russian immersion course begins next Monday.”


I
reached for my coffee cup and rose from the chair. “Why are we studying Russian
when Ukrainian is the official language of Ukraine?”


Shae
pulled some lip balm from her purse. “The USDA doesn’t offer immersion courses
in the Ukrainian language. Besides, most people in Ukraine speak Russian. Those
who speak Ukrainian tend to be fluent in both languages.” She swiped the lip
balm across her lips, then tucked it back inside her purse. 


Shae
leaned back in her chair. “Both universities have asked that we teach in
English, to help strengthen their students’ ability to speak the English
language. A lot of people speak English in Ukraine, so we may not have to speak
much Russian. Still, it’s important to make some effort to speak the language.”


I
waved at Sammi as she walked by with a cup of coffee. I glanced back at Shae as
the smell of coffee lured me from the door. “I’m going to brew a respectable
pot of coffee and get started on those lecture notes. Let me know if you want
to join me at Starbucks for lunch.”


Shae’s
voice rang down the hall. “You need to see someone about that coffee
addiction!”


*
* * * * *


I
took one step inside my kitchen and froze. A variety of pots were simmering on the
stove, and soft jazz was playing from my iPod, which was docked in the speaker
that sat on the counter. I set my books and purse on the counter. “Rafael?”


Rafael
popped his head out of the sun room and smiled. “You’re home early.”


I
grinned. Rafael looked like a kid who’d just gotten caught with his hand in the
cookie jar. “Our professor had to attend a staff meeting, so class let out
early. What are you up to?”


Rafael
closed the distance between us. His eyes sparked as he bent me back in a romantic
kiss. “I’m cooking dinner for you.”


I
steadied myself against the counter when he finally released me. I inched over
to the stove and opened the lid to one of the pots as he busied himself with a
bottle of wine. “Broccoli?”


He
smiled. “And Chicken Marsala.”


My
eyes widened. “Are you going to light it on fire and everything?”


He
laughed. “Of course I’m lighting it on fire.” He pulled me against his chest and
handed me a glass of wine. He reached for his glass as he offered up a toast. “Saude.”


I
tapped my glass against his. “Saude,” I replied. My eyes slid closed as
I sampled the wine. I smiled when Rafael’s lips met mine. 


Rafael
set his wine on the counter. He took my glass and set it next to his. Then he
pulled me in for a more thorough kiss. “I missed you today,” he whispered
huskily.


My
heart tripped against my ribs. I reached up and caressed his cheek. “I missed
you too.”  


He
released me as the timer sounded from the stove.


I
leaned against the counter. “Are we eating in the sun room?”


Rafael
lifted the lid from the large sauté pan. A garlic and mushroom infused steam
swirled above the stove. “Yes, but you aren’t allowed to go in there just yet.”
He flicked my kitchen lighter a few inches above the pan. 


My
breath caught as a soft blue flame danced over the pan. I smiled, thoroughly
impressed. “Really? Why can’t I go in there?”


He
tossed the chicken and mushrooms by gently shaking the pan. The flame faded
into the sauce. “It’s a surprise,” Rafael replied as he set the pan on the
stove. He picked up the pot of broccoli and three metal trivets and disappeared
into the sun room.


I
leaned over the Chicken Marsala and inhaled deeply. “God, this smells
delicious.”


He
snatched the pan away. “Don’t move.”


I
lifted the lid on the remaining pot. I reached for a pasta spoon so I could
stir the fettuccini noodles. “You’re awfully bossy tonight.”


“Just
sit tight,” he growled. He yanked the pasta spoon out of my hand and took off
with the noodles. 


I
reached for my wine. “You serve me coffee in bed and have dinner and wine waiting
for me when I get home. I could get used to this,” I warned. 


Rafael
strode back into the kitchen. “Good. You should get used to this. Now, close
your eyes.”


“What?”
I squeaked. 


He
took my glass, covered my eyes with his hand, and gently nudged me toward the
sun room. 


I
stretched my hands out in front of me so I wouldn’t run into the French doors. 


“Okay,”
he breathed with his lips pressed to my ear. “You can look now.” He slowly
removed his hand.


My
breath caught as the sun room came into focus. Rafael had strung little white
lights across the ceiling of the sun room. He’d also woven them into a number
of plants. The lights twinkled softly in the dim light. A silver charger full
of thick white candles sat in the middle of the table, which was now draped with
a white tablecloth. The table was set with water glasses, silverware, white
linen napkins, and black square plates. A single white rose lay across my
plate. 


I
turned in Rafael’s arms. “It’s beautiful,” I whispered. I rolled onto my
tiptoes and gave him a kiss. 


“You’re
beautiful,” he responded as we ended the kiss. He pulled my chair out for me.


 Tears
pooled in my eyes as I removed the rose from my plate. Rafael reached for my
hand as he settled into the chair next to me. “What’s wrong, love?”


My
heart clenched as I met Rafael’s eyes. “Nothing. Everything is just so…
perfect.”


Rafael
groaned. “It’s the rose. I’m sorry. I should have known that would remind you
of Michael.” 


I
squeezed his hand. “No. He doesn’t get to be the only man who gives me roses.
It’s just the way it was sitting on the plate. It reminded me of the roses he’d
leave on the tray when he couldn’t join me for breakfast.”


Rafael
kissed my hand. “I understand.” 


I
sighed softly as Rafael ladled noodles and Chicken Marsala onto my plate. I
hadn’t had any dreams or nightmares about Michael since Rafael first appeared
in my room, and yet I was still thinking about him when I was awake. I wondered
if those memories would forever be steeped in pain.


*
* * * * *


I
met Kadyn at the Fort Myer gym so we could practice Karate. I took two changes
of clothes in this time, one for work and one for lounging around Kadyn’s apartment,
since we were planning to spend the evening there. I pushed through the
self-defense training, work, and school. Then I swung by China Delight to pick
up our usual order on my way to Kadyn’s place. 


I
hesitated in front of his door. Kadyn was living in what used to be my
apartment, which was still a bit awkward for me. I felt an overwhelming sense
of loss every time I stepped inside the apartment. Worse yet, I couldn’t get
the images of Michael leaning against my bedroom door or Mickey bound with duct
tape out of my head. I took a deep breath and stepped forward to ring the doorbell.



Kadyn
pulled the door open. “I was wondering how long you were going to stand out
here.”


I
rolled my eyes. “I wasn’t standing here that long.” I handed him the bag of
food.


Kadyn
stepped aside as I entered the apartment. He kicked the door closed. “How was
your day?”


I
kicked my shoes off and set them by the door. “It was okay. I’m tired, my brain
hurts, and my legs feel like Jell-O from all the Karate kicks you made me do
this morning.”


Kadyn
set the food on the kitchen counter as I slid onto the stool. He glanced at me as
he began dishing up our plates. “I’ve been thinking about the way you’re
kicking. I think I’ve got you kicking too high. Ideally, you would have a high
kick so you could target the groin, solar plexus, throat, or face; but we only
have a few more weeks before you leave for Ukraine. I think we should just
focus on kicking your opponent’s legs, right at the knee, in what’s called a stamp
kick.” He handed me my plate and a can of Sprite. 


I
followed him to the couch. “I should kick lower and aim for the knee,” I
repeated as I committed the new strategy to memory.


Kadyn
smiled. “Exactly. I’d also like to teach you how to use your opponent’s
momentum against him, so you can throw him off balance and get away.”


I
raised an eyebrow at Kadyn. “Do I get to flip you over my shoulder?”


Kadyn
burst out laughing. “Sure, if you think you’d enjoy that.”


My
eyes grew wide. “Oh, yeah. I know I’d enjoy doing that.”


He
shook his head as he reached for the remote. “Well, in order to teach you how
to flip me, I’m going to have to flip you… multiple times.”


I
scowled at Kadyn as I sank onto the couch. “I knew there’d be a catch. What are
we watching anyway?”


He
settled onto the couch. A plate of food was in one hand. The remote was in the
other. “The new fast and furious movie.”


I
groaned. 


Kadyn’s
eyes widened in mock innocence. “What? I thought you liked fast cars.”


I
threw a fortune cookie at him. “And scantily clad girls? Not so much.”


He
laughed. “Next time, you can make me watch a chick flick.”


I
gave him a dirty look. “Don’t think I won’t.”


*
* * * * *


It
was dark when I woke. I couldn’t move. A well-muscled arm was locked around my waist.
My eyes blinked multiple times as I tried to register my surroundings. My
old room? I shot upright. “Holy Crap!”


Kadyn
bolted upright next to me. He quickly scanned the room. “What? What’s wrong?”


I
collapsed against the pillow. “I fell asleep?”


Kadyn
shot me an incredulous look. “Kri, you scared the crap out of me. I thought
someone was trying to break into the apartment.”


I
rubbed my eyes with the heels of my hands. “How did I end up in your bed?”


Kadyn
fell back against his pillow. He propped himself up on his elbow as he turned
to face me. “I carried you. Honestly, Kri, you act like that’s a bad thing.
It’s not like you haven’t slept in my bed before.”


I
snatched his pillow, pulled it over my face, and screamed. “Arghh!”


Kadyn
yanked the pillow from my face. “Have you completely lost your mind?”


I
sat back up. “Yes. Yes, I have. I need to go. I have to go home and get ready
for work.” I glanced at the darkened blinds and scowled. “What time is it
anyway?”


Kadyn
shoved me against the pillow. “Hold on. You’re not going anywhere. Not just
yet.”


I
tried to wiggle away from him. “Kadyn! What time is it?” 


He
pinned me in place as he reached for the cell phone on the nightstand. “It’s
four-thirty.”


I
froze as Kadyn’s eyes met mine. He was sprawled on top of me, looking entirely
too pleased about my predicament. 


He
brushed a lock of hair from my face. “Do you know how much I’ve missed sleeping
with you… how good it feels to hold you in my arms and wake up next to you?”


Tears
pooled in my eyes. 


“Stay,”
he whispered. “Please.”


I
slowly shook my head. “If I stay, we’re going to do something we’ll both
regret.”


Kadyn
shifted his weight so his body fit more snugly against mine. He lifted my hands
so they were resting on top of the pillow. His fingers trailed down my left arm,
then paused along the side of my breast. “I won’t regret it, Kri.”


I
tried to ignore the need pooling inside of me as his fingers lightly grazed my
breast. “But the ground rules…”


Kadyn’s
eyes narrowed. “Are you going to tell me that Rafael hasn’t tried to break the
ground rules?”


My
heart slammed against my chest. “I…”


Kadyn
pressed his finger against my lips. “I don’t want to know. I just want… this.
You. Here. Now.”


My
eyes searched his. What I saw reflected back was too painful to see. I closed
my eyes, then slowly nodded.


Kadyn
waited for me to open my eyes before he replaced his finger with his lips. There
was so much hope and longing in his kiss. My head swam with memories… memories
of what Kadyn and I once shared… and memories of another man whose kisses had
been so full of hope. Tears stole silently down my face. 


Kadyn
planted open-mouthed kisses all along my neck before kneeling between my legs and
lifting my shirt. He kissed my stomach, then froze. “Kri, are you crying?”


He
reached for me as I scrambled to get away. I lost sight of where I was and fell
out of bed. Air rushed from my lungs as my shoulder and hip hit the floor. I
pushed up slowly until I was sitting on my knees. I sighed miserably, then swiped
at my tears. “I’m sorry, Kadyn. It’s just… too much. I can’t… I’m not… I’m not
ready for this.”


Kadyn’s
eyes filled with regret as he reached for me. “God, Kri. I’m so sorry.”


I
rose to my feet and stumbled back toward the door. “I have to go. I’m sorry,
Kadyn. I just need some time to think. I… I… I can’t breathe.”


I
bolted into the living room, grabbed my purse and shoes, and fled the apartment.
I didn’t bother putting my shoes on. The tears came hard and fast as I stumbled
across the wet parking lot. It took me a few minutes to realize I was being
pelted with rain.


I
could barely see by the time I reached the jeep. I dropped my keys when I tried
to unlock the door. I fell to my knees and felt for the keys in the pooling
rainwater. When I couldn’t find the keys, I curled in on myself and sobbed. 


“Hey,”
Kadyn soothed as he handed me the keys. He seemed oblivious to the pounding
rain. He lowered himself to the ground, propped his back against the jeep, and pulled
me between his legs. He wrapped his arms around me. “Shhh. Please don’t cry,
Kri. Everything’s going to be okay.”


I
buried my face in his chest, which was streaked with rain. My tears fell
unchecked as I clung to him. 


I
tried to apologize when the tears finally subsided. “God, Kadyn. I’m so sorry. I
don’t know what happened. It’s just… too many memories hit at once. It hurts so
much. I don’t understand. I don’t know why.”


Kadyn
sighed as he stroked my hair. “I shouldn’t have pushed you.”


I
shook my head. “You didn’t push. It wasn’t that. It was the way you kissed me… all
of these memories came flooding back.” I sniffed loudly as I caught sight of
his bare feet and mine. I stared in shock at our sopping wet clothes. “God, I’m
a wreck. I don’t understand why you want to be with me, Kadyn. I’m so screwed
up. You deserve someone better… someone who hasn’t been broken so many times that
she can’t be pieced together again.”


Kadyn
gathered my face in his hands. “Don’t say that, Kri. Don’t talk about yourself
like you’re worthless, like you’re not worthy of being loved, because you are.”
He growled as his lips crashed against mine. 


There
was no denying the strength and determination behind that kiss. Kadyn demanded
my concession as he sought to prove his point. Somehow, the memories remained
at bay. We clung to each other in the darkened parking lot, lost in a kiss and completely
oblivious to the storm.


*
* * * * *


“God,
Kri, you look like death.”


I
warmed my hands against my coffee cup as I glanced up at Shae. “Seems fitting,
since I feel like death.”


She
narrowed her eyes at me as she dropped into the chair across from my desk. “Are
you sick?”


I
shook my head. “No, just… wrecked.”


She
tapped her fingers on the arm of the chair as she waited for an explanation.


I
blew the hair out of my face and leaned back into my chair. I was still
clinging to my coffee. “I accidently fell asleep watching a movie at Kadyn’s place
last night. I didn’t know it at the time, but he carried me to bed. When I woke
up, he started kissing me, and I freaked out.”


Her
eyes softened with concern. “Why?”


I
sighed. “Too many memories came crashing down at once.”


She
looked confused. “Memories of Kadyn?”


I
took a sip of coffee. “Some memories of Kadyn, but memories of Michael too. There
was just so much heartache… so many broken dreams. It hurt so much, I had to
leave. I ended up running out on Kadyn. He found me kneeling in a puddle of
water, crying in the rain.”


Shae
studied me. “Has that ever happened with Rafael?”


My
eyebrows knit together. “What? Being overwhelmed with memories of Michael?”


She
nodded. 


I
thought back over the time I’d spent with Rafael. “I started crying the other
night when Rafael cooked me dinner and left a rose on my plate. Michael used to
leave roses on the breakfast tray when he couldn’t join me for breakfast. I was
thinking about Michael when Rafael and I were sitting by the river Sunday night,
but we were talking about Michael, so it didn’t really surprise me or catch me
off guard.”


Shae
looked thoughtful. “But you don’t think about Michael when you’re being
intimate with Rafael?”


I
shook my head. “No.”


“Do
you still have nightmares about Michael?”


I
shook my head again. “Not since Rafael showed up…” I silently did the math, “…
twelve days ago.” I stilled. Had it really only been twelve days?


Shae
interrupted my thoughts. “Does he look like Michael?”


My
teeth sank into my bottom lip as I pondered the question. “Aside from having
the same skin tone, they look nothing alike.” I paused. “Well, that’s not
entirely true. They both have brown eyes and dark hair. Rafael’s hair is much
longer than Michael’s. He’s taller, younger, and he has a more muscular build.
He doesn’t have the same accent, and his personality is very different from
Michael’s. His cologne is similar, though.”


Cory
popped his head inside my office. “Do you ladies want to join Sammi and me for
lunch? We’re heading over to Cosi in a half hour.”


Shae
and I exchanged glances. 


I
shrugged. “Sure.”


Cory
smiled. “Okay. Meet us in the lobby in thirty minutes. Bring your umbrellas.
It’s still pouring out there.”


Shae’s
eyes met mine as he walked away. “Are you sure you’re up for this?”


I
nodded. “I want to get to know Cory and Sammi better, especially since we’ll be
teaching together in Ukraine.”


Shae
sighed. “Okay, but I think you should skip school tonight. I’ll tell the
professors you’re sick. I’ll copy my notes for you, so you won’t miss anything.”


I
frowned into my empty coffee cup. “I don’t want to miss school.”


Shae
stood. “Have you missed any classes yet?”


I
shook my head. “No.”


She
chuckled softly. “You’ll be fine. Consider it a mental health day. Besides,
this is our long day at school, and you’re already wrecked. You need to get
some rest. You don’t have to see either of the guys tonight. Head home when we normally
leave for class. Take a long hot bath, eat a bowl of cereal for dinner, and go
to bed.”


I
rubbed my hands over my face. “God, that sounds really good.”


Shae
paused just inside the doorway. “Then do it. You’ve been going a hundred miles
a minute since you returned to DC. No wonder you haven’t healed from Michael.”


*
* * * * *


“No!”
I screamed. I bolted from bed and stood panting in the center of my room. I began
crying as I collapsed onto my knees. I clutched my head and attempted to
squeeze the blood soaked images from my mind.


“Kristine?”
Rafael rasped as he burst into the room. He was breathing hard, like he had run
from his house. “Baby, what’s wrong?”


My
eyes frantically sought his. “It’s Michael. Something terrible has happened to
Michael.” I curled in on myself as a fresh wave of tears pulled me under.


Rafael
kneeled next to me on the floor. He pulled me into his arms. “Kristine, it was
just a dream. You had another bad dream.”


I
shook my head as I clutched at his arm. “No. This was different. This wasn’t a
memory. This wasn’t something that already happened. He was dying. There was
blood everywhere. Rafael, I felt him die in my arms.”


Rafael
cradled my face in his hands. “Kristine, look at me. You were sleeping. It was
a nightmare. Michael is fine.”


I
began weeping again. “No. I don’t think he is. Can you call him? Please?
Just call and make sure he’s okay. I think something’s wrong. I… I don’t know
why, but I can feel it.”


Rafael’s
jaw clenched. He silently studied me, then sighed as he conceded. “I’ll call
him. Do you want to wait here while I retrieve my cell phone or do you want to
come with me, over to my place?”


I
shivered as I inventoried the shadows in my room. “I don’t want to be alone.”


Rafael
stood and offered me his hand. “Why don’t you grab some clothes and anything
else you might need to get ready for work? It’s still early, just after three
a.m. We should go back to bed. You can get ready for work at my place after we
get a little more sleep.”


I
reached for Rafael’s hand. He pulled me into a hug before helping me gather my
things. He took my duffle bag and reclaimed my hand as we walked over to his
house. 


Rafael
went into the kitchen to get me a glass of ice water before following me up to
his room. He retrieved the cell phone from his dresser, then kissed me on the
forehead before going back downstairs. 


I
felt for the warmest part of his bed, the spot where he had been sleeping. I crawled
into bed, settled into that spot, and pulled the covers over my head. I began to
relax as I breathed in the spicy scent of his cologne. Rafael’s voice echoed
through the house. I couldn’t make out any words, but he suddenly sounded
angry. 


Rafael
joined me in bed a few minutes later. He pulled my back against his chest as he
settled in next to me. “Michael is fine. He did the math on the time difference
between us and wanted to know what I was doing with you at three o’clock in the
morning. He got upset and was demanding answers. I told him I would explain
later.” 


I
sighed. “Thank God he’s okay. I’m sorry, Rafael. The dream felt so real. I
couldn’t shake the feeling that something terrible had happened to him.” I
turned in Rafael’s arms so I could face him. “Why did you tell him that I was
the one who was worried? Why didn’t you just tell him that you wanted to
check on him?”


His
eyebrows furrowed. “I haven’t spoken to Michael for a few months now. We didn’t
exactly end the last conversation on good terms.”


I
tucked Rafael’s hair behind his ear. “What happened?”


His
eyes burned briefly, then softened. “I chewed him out for hurting you, for
pushing you away. I demanded he apologize and work things out with you. He
refused. I warned him that if he wouldn’t fight for you, then I would. He
screamed at me to stay away from you. I told him to go to hell… that he had lost
all rights to you when he left you broken on that office floor.”


My
heart clenched as memories of that day ripped through my battered brain. “Now
he knows we’re together,” I whispered.


Rafael
nodded. “I know I owe him an explanation, but I need to sort through how best
to approach this. I don’t know that this conversation is appropriate for the
phone. I may fly to Paris so we can discuss this in person.” He ran his hand
down my arm and sighed. “I’m afraid this will be the wake-up call he’s needed
all along. I’m scared he’ll fight for you… that I’ll lose you to him.”


I
shook my head. “I don’t want you two fighting over me. You’re his brother, and
he’s the only family you have left. If Michael had any desire to be with me, he
would have approached me by now. Besides, there’s no going back for me. I can’t
trust him to be there for me. I can’t bear to be hurt like that again.”


My
eyes grew heavy as Rafael ran his hand up and down my back. “I think Michael knows
that on some level, but he still loves you. He pushed you away because
he loves you and doesn’t want you hurt.” 


Rafael’s
hand stilled. “I think he expected you to get back together with Kadyn… and
that for you, at least, things would simply go back to the way they were before
he forced you to Paris. He knew I had feelings for you, but I don’t think he
believed for one minute that I would pursue a relationship with you.” 


My
voice grew thick as I fought to stay awake. “Do you regret that you did?”


Rafael
tightened his arms around me. “No. My only regret is that I didn’t act on my
feelings sooner. I’m sure that makes me a terrible brother, but I’m deeply in
love with you, Kristine. I don’t want to lose you… to Michael… to Kadyn… or anyone
else.”


I
sought to reassure him as I drifted off to sleep. My words were whispered, but
they wove a new dream. “I love you, Rafael.”


*
* * * * *


I
was driving home from class, relieved that my first week of work was officially
behind me. I was feeling overwhelmed about the trip to Ukraine. There was so
much to do between developing the training materials, practicing lectures and
simulations, and the Russian immersion course. I had no clue how we were going
to pull it all together in less than a month. 


Work
wasn’t the only thing stressing me out. My new dating schedule was wreaking
havoc on my ability to study, and things were only going to get worse with
final papers coming due. I needed to carve out more time for my studies, and
the only way I could do that was to cut back on my date nights with Kadyn and
Rafael. I was actually considering inviting everyone back over for Scrabble, so
we could renegotiate the terms of our agreement.


A
smile tugged at the corner of my lips as I merged onto the King Street exit. I
was pretty pumped about how my self-defense lesson with Rafael had gone this
morning. I made it to the end of the hall before he caught me. Now he was
challenging me to get to the bottom of the stairs without killing myself in the
process. Good luck with that, I thought to myself.


Rafael
had called earlier to see if he could take me to dinner in Georgetown and to a Stomp
concert this evening. I had to look up Stomp on the Internet to figure out what
it was. I was totally enthralled with the idea that people could make music by
pounding on garbage cans with wet socks. I was completely exhausted, but there
was no way I was going to miss seeing that.


Rafael’s
garage door was open when I pulled inside my garage. I parked my jeep, then
wandered next door. 


“Hey,
babe,” he called from inside his car. 


I
was too busy admiring his backside to speak. 


He
popped his head out of the car. “What are you looking at?” he teased. 


Heat
flooded my cheeks. “Nothing.”


He
grinned as he leaned against the car. “You were checking me out.”


I
rolled my eyes. “Well, duh. What woman wouldn’t be checking you out?”


His
eyes heated. “Come here.”


I
smiled and shook my head as I slowly backed away. “No.”


He
raised an eyebrow. “No?”


My
feet stalled as my body responded to the desire sparking between his body and
mine. I took another step back as my eyes flitted to his feet. 


Rafael’s
muscles bunched as he lunged for me.


I
dropped my purse and books and sprinted out of the garage. 


He
tackled me in the grass on the other side of my house. He tickled me, then
growled in my ear. “I love it when you run from me, Kristine. It means I get to
do this…” He fit his lips to mine as he drew me into a sweetly seductive kiss. 


I
made a half-hearted attempt to get away, then relaxed into his arms. “I like it
when you do that,” I breathed. 


Rafael
stood and pulled me to my feet. He tucked me under his arm as we walked back toward
the garage. “Do you want to drive my car tonight?”


 I
brushed grass from my slacks. “No way. Not with Friday night traffic in
Georgetown.”


Rafael
laughed. “Good. Then we’ll take my bike. You don’t mind wearing jeans to the
concert do you?”


“Your
bike?” I squeaked. “Can you even fit two people on that thing?”


He
laughed. “I had it custom built to hold two riders.”


I
eyed him skeptically. “Is it street legal?”


He
shrugged. “That depends on which street you’re talking about.”


Rafael
scooped up my books as I reached for my purse. I eyed the bike nervously. “Okay.
I just need ten minutes to throw on a pair of jeans.” 


He
smiled as he handed me the books. “I’ll meet you back down here.”


I
received a text from Kadyn as I made my way upstairs. Wear tight shorts, a
fitted shirt, and some athletic shoes tomorrow. I’ll pick you up at ten so you
can sleep in. 


I
quickly texted him back. What???


I
watched for his response as I pulled a pair of jeans from my dresser. Finally,
my phone beeped. Just do it.


I
rolled my eyes as I texted him back. You sound like a Nike commercial.


 See
you at ten, was his only response. 


I
figured I’d get chilled riding on the back of the motorcycle, so I pulled a
black long sleeved shirt and a pair of chunky black boots on with my jeans. It
was pointless to mess with my hair, since we were going to be riding the bike. I
dusted some powder on my face, then added mascara and lip gloss. I sprayed some
Bvlgari Green on, grabbed a jacket, and tromped downstairs. 


Rafael
eyed my jacket. “You won’t need that.” 


I
looked at my jacket, then glanced back up at Rafael, thoroughly confused.
“Won’t it be cold?”


“You
won’t be cold, not if you’re wearing this.” He handed me a fitted black leather
jacket. 


The
jacket nearly fell to the floor when he placed it in my hand. I studied it
curiously. “Why is this so heavy?”


“It’s
a metal jacket. You have to wear it… and this… if you’re going to get on the
back of my bike.” Rafael handed me a shiny black helmet. “The helmet has
speakers and a microphone so we can talk to each other while we’re on the
bike.”


My
eyes grew wide. “Did you buy this for me?”


He
smiled. “Who else would I buy it for? Try it on. I want to see how it fits.”


I
slipped the jacket on. “This feels amazing,” I murmured as I ran my hands down
the front of the jacket.


Rafael
reached for the zipper. He tugged it up toward my chin before standing back to
admire his purchase. He grinned. “You look like trouble… the really, really
good kind.”


I
laughed as I fisted my hand in his shirt and pulled him in for a kiss. “Thanks
for the jacket… and the helmet… and for keeping me safe.”


Rafael
locked his arms around me. “Maybe we should just ride the bike and skip the
concert,” he mused as he began kissing my neck.


Every
inch of my skin tingled. I let my head fall to the side so he could reach more
of my neck. “You decide. I can’t think when you’re kissing me like this.”


He
reached into my coat pockets, pulled out a pair of leather gloves, and handed
them to me. He slid the helmet over my head. “I want to take you to the
concert, but there are no guarantees that we’ll make it through the whole thing
before I drag you back home.”


My
eyes widened as Rafael slipped into his own leather jacket. He tugged a pair of
leather gloves on, then slid a sleek black helmet over his head. “Can you hear
me?” he asked.


I
nodded.


He
flipped his shield up and narrowed his eyes at me. “I want you to speak so I
can make sure the microphones and speakers are working before we leave.”


I
smiled, although I doubted he could see it under the helmet. “You look really
hot,” I breathed.


He
groaned loudly as he swung his leg over the bike. He reached for my arm and
tugged me toward the bike. “I just hope I’m getting brownie points for not
taking you right here in the middle of the garage.”


I
laughed as I swung my leg over the back of the bike. I reached for his hips and
scooted forward until I was sitting snug against his back. “Actually, you’re
getting points docked for that.”


Rafael
shook his head as he started the bike. “You’re going to wish those words had never
left your mouth.”


I
wrapped my arms around his well-muscled chest and settled in to enjoy the ride.
I knew full well he’d be earning those points back later. If I had any say in
the matter, he’d be earning them on this ridiculous racing bike.


*
* * * * *


My
eyes flew open when the alarm sounded on my cell phone. Rafael yanked the phone
from my hand. He scowled at the phone. “Why is your alarm going off at eight o’clock
on a Saturday morning?” He turned the alarm off before tossing my phone over
his shoulder. 


I
watched the phone bounce off the bed. “I’m supposed to meet up with Kadyn at
ten.” 


He
tucked me back into his chest. “That’s two hours from now. Go back to sleep,”
he growled menacingly. 


I
was tempted to sneak out of bed, but Rafael’s death grip made it impossible to
move. His warm body quickly lured me back to sleep. 


I
woke again at nine o’clock. This time, I managed to make it out of bed.


He
scowled as I dressed. “Do you really have to leave?”


I
tugged my jeans over my hips. “Kadyn’s picking me up in an hour. I need to
shower and change before he arrives.”


Rafael
propped himself up on his elbow. “How did you sleep?”


I
reached for my shirt. “Good.”


“No
more nightmares about Michael?”


I
shook my head. “Nope. My brain was otherwise engaged.”


 Rafael
grinned. “With what?”


I
rolled my eyes at him as I tugged my socks on. “You… taking me on that bike.”


Rafael
laughed. “I’ll never look at that motorcycle the same way again.”


I
hopped to my feet as Rafael slid out of bed. 


He
began sulking as we made our way downstairs. “I hate sharing you like this. I
want to spend an entire weekend with you… a long weekend. What if I want
to take you on a trip somewhere?”


I
offered him an apologetic look as I pulled my boots on. “I don’t know. I’m
having a hard time juggling this too. Let me think about it. I’m sure we can
figure something out if you want to travel somewhere for the weekend.”


Rafael
reigned in his frustration as he pulled me back onto my feet. “I’ll be at your
house at exactly one minute after midnight. I want to jump start our date for
Sunday.”


I
had all kinds of visions of what that might entail, especially after what
happened on his motorcycle. I wrapped my arms around his neck and kissed him
thoroughly. “You’re not allowed to ride your motorcycle with any other girls,”
I teased before trotting down his front steps. I glanced over my shoulder as I
waved goodbye. I was relieved to see him smile. 


He
stood on his steps and watched me as I unlocked the door to my house. “One
minute after midnight,” he called out. 


I
smiled and blew him a kiss. “See you then!”


I
went straight to the kitchen so I could brew an extra strong pot of coffee. I
had no clue what Kadyn had planned, but I had no doubt it would require high
doses of caffeine. I ran upstairs and took a quick shower. Then I spent a good
thirty minutes rummaging through my clothes so I could track down a pair of
tight shorts. The only shorts I could find that qualified as tight were my
black spandex biking shorts. I paired them with a black sports bra and a bright
pink tank top. I pulled my hair back into a ponytail and added a black hoodie,
so I could hide how fitted everything was. I slipped some black socks and
running shoes on, still uncertain as to whether this was the type of outfit
Kadyn really had in mind. 


Kadyn
showed up at ten, just as I was pouring the remaining coffee into a travel mug.
His eyes raked over me when I opened the door. “Good. That’s perfect.”


I
narrowed my eyes at him. “You could have just told me to wear gym clothes. I
didn’t have a clue what you had in mind when you told me to wear tight shorts.”


He
laughed as he pulled me in for a quick kiss. “Are you ready? Do you have enough
caffeine?”


I
rolled my eyes as I pulled the door closed. “Yes. I have enough caffeine. Are
we going to the gym to practice Karate?”


Kadyn
shook his head. “Nope… and don’t bother trying to pump me for any more information.
You’ll find out what we’re doing when we get there.”


Kadyn
opened the car door for me. I slid into the warm leather seat and sighed
appreciatively. “You had your seat warmers on.”


Kadyn
chuckled as he slid into the driver’s seat. “You need to get rid of that jeep
so you can purchase something with seat warmers.”


I
looked around the car to see if I could find any clues as to where we were
going. There wasn’t a single thing in the back seat, so I turned around and settled
in to enjoy my coffee. “I love my jeep.”


Kadyn
flipped through his XM channels until he found a jazz station. “You do realize the
newer jeeps have seat warmers,” he murmured sarcastically.


I
grew quiet as I reflected on my jeep. That jeep was the vehicle I’d used to escape
from my ex-husband. I had spent countless hours tooling around with my dog,
Cade, in that jeep. I could still picture my Montana friends in the passenger
seats and the bear that climbed on top of the hood in Cooke City. There were
too many memories tied to that jeep. It was a part of me… and one of the few
things that still connected me to Montana. I shook my head. “I don’t want to trade
in my jeep, not until it starts falling apart.”


Kadyn
laughed. “That shouldn’t take long.” 


I
swatted at his arm. “Quit picking on my jeep. You act like it’s an antique.
It’s only seven years old!”


He
shot me a sidelong glance. “How many miles do you have on that thing?”


I
resisted the urge to slump dejectedly in my seat. “Just over a hundred thousand
miles.”


A
smug look fell over his face. “Point made.”


I
scowled at him as I leaned over and turned up the radio station. “I’m done
talking about this. I’m not trading in my jeep.”


He
reached over and turned the radio back down. “About the other night…”


I
glanced at him, completely mortified. “Please don’t apologize again, Kadyn. It
wasn’t your fault.”


He
eyed me cautiously. “I don’t want to repeat the same mistake twice. Can you
help me understand what happened?”


I
stared at my coffee mug as I sank into the seat. “I don’t know what happened.
I’m still having nightmares about Michael, and sometimes the memories just come
out of nowhere. I was a little freaked out waking up in my old room. The last
time I slept in that room was the morning Michael kidnapped me. Maybe that was
it.”


Kadyn
shook his head. “You said it was the way I kissed you.” 


I
peered out the window as I reflected on the kiss. “That is when the memories
hit.”


He
glanced at me as he changed lanes. “What kind of memories?”


I
turned to face him. “Kadyn, you really don’t want to know the kind of crap that
goes on inside my head.”


He
shot me a determined look. “Yes, I do.”


I
sighed heavily. “I started out thinking about you. I was thinking about our
first kiss and the first time we made love after Senator Rockefeller’s party.
My thoughts turned to Michael when I thought about all I had lost… not just
with you but with him too.” 


Kadyn
couldn’t hide his confusion. “But I’ve kissed you before, and you didn’t react
like that.”


I
slowly shook my head. “I don’t think you have poured so much hope into a single
kiss before. You kissed me the same way Michael did when he was trying to
convince me to fall in love with him. His kisses were so pleading...” I paused
as I fought to overcome my discomfort in discussing Michael with Kadyn. “His
kisses were desperate and raw. You’ve never kissed me like that before. Usually,
your kisses are more… I don’t know… cocky.”


His
eyebrows shot up. “Cocky?”


I
laughed. “Not in a bad way, just… more confident, more determined, and
self-assured.”


Kadyn
looked relieved.


I
continued cautiously. “Michael’s kisses were so pleading and full of hope,
especially in the beginning. When you kissed me like that, it brought back so
many memories. The only thing I could think of was how much I had lost. It just…
threw me off. I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to run out on you, and I feel like an
idiot for dragging you out in the rain.”


Kadyn
turned onto a vaguely familiar road. He glanced at me as the cars in front of
us slowed. “You’re still not over Michael.”


I
silently contemplated whether I’d ever get over Michael. I stared out the
window at the thick wall of trees. My eyes widened when I recognized the road.
I shot upright. “We’re going to Great Falls Park!”


Kadyn
laughed. “It’s been a while. I didn’t think you’d remember this place.”


I
leaned forward excitedly. “Are we going hiking?”


Kadyn
shook his head. “Nope.”


I
didn’t bother hiding my disappointment. “We’re not?”


Kadyn
paid the forest ranger before turning into the first parking lot. He snagged a
parking spot under a cluster of trees. He hooked his arm around the back of my
seat as he turned to face me. “I don’t know how or when I lost your trust, Kri,
but we’re here for one reason and one reason only.”


My
pulse quickened. At some primitive level my body registered the need to flee. 


A
determined look settled over Kadyn’s face. “We’re here because I want you to
trust me.”


I
swallowed against the lump in my throat.


His
eyes captured and held mine. 


I
slowly nodded. My nerves were pinging by the time we climbed out of the car. I
watched with baited breath as he popped open the trunk. I studied the contents
curiously. “What is that for?”


Kadyn
smiled. “Rock climbing.”


My
eyes widened. “You’re taking me rock climbing? But I haven’t climbed outside
before. I’ve only climbed on those fake walls at the indoor rock climbing gyms.”


He
laughed. “This should be a piece of cake for you then. Why don’t you grab this
backpack? I’ll grab the other backpack and the rest of the gear.”


I
eyed all the carabiners, slings, and harnesses swinging from Kadyn’s shoulder
as we hiked down the trail. “You know, that gear looks like something you’d
expect to find in some BDSM club.”


Kadyn
froze on the trail in front of me. He slowly turned around. “What did you say?”


I
took a step back. “Nothing,” I yelped. “I think maybe somebody else was talking…
on that other trail.” I nodded toward a heavily treed area.


Kadyn’s
eyes glinted with mischief as he took another step forward. “Hmm. I don’t know,
Kri... It sounded like you just asked me to take you to a BDSM club.”


I
blanched. “No. I’m not into being tied up, humiliated, or tortured.”


Kadyn
took another step forward. Heat rolled off his body as he closed the distance
between us. “What if the torture wasn’t really torture? What if it was someone
you trusted, and you knew he would only do things that made you feel really,
really good?”


Heat
flooded my cheeks as I attempted to back away. Kadyn caught me by the waist and
immediately yanked me against his chest. He lowered his voice until it rose
huskily from his chest. “You said you preferred cocky, determined kisses. Admit
it. You like to be dominated.”


I
opened my mouth to protest, but Kadyn’s lips crashed against mine. I tried to
pull away, but he locked me in his arms. My head swam as his kiss grew more insistent.
My arms wrapped hesitantly around his neck. 


Kadyn
was relentless. He owned every crevice of my mouth as he demanded my
submission. His body hardened as his tongue made love to mine. 


I
so wanted to prove Kadyn wrong, but my body refused to lie. My breasts swelled
against his chest as a searing need burned through my veins, my abdomen, and
thighs. 


Kadyn
read my body like a much beloved book. His hands raked over my breasts as he ravished
my neck with deep open-mouthed kisses. 


My
head fell back. I dug my fingers into his broad shoulders as the forest spun. I
moaned softly, then relaxed into his arms.


Kadyn
stilled, then slowly met my gaze. His eyes were two pools of unadulterated lust.
A look of complete and utter satisfaction slid over his face. “I told you… you
like being dominated.” He laughed as he patted my bottom. “Now, you take the
lead. I want to watch you hike in those shorts.”


I
gave him a dirty look as I stumbled over my feet. “But I don’t know where I’m
supposed to go.”


Kadyn
laughed as he nudged me forward. “I’ll tell you when to turn.”


We walked out onto a cliff twenty minutes later. Kadyn dropped
his backpack and the other equipment next to a tree. I hung back by the tree
while he hopped from rock to rock. My breath caught when he reached the edge of
the cliff.  He peered over the edge. “Looks like we’re in the right spot. Wow! We
must be about fifty feet above the Potomac River.” 


“Fifty feet?” I exclaimed, suddenly panicked.


Kadyn smiled. “Piece of cake.” He picked his way back over
the rocks, knelt next to the backpack, and pulled out two ropes. He secured one
of the ropes around the tree by tying several knots. He unraveled the rope
until the middle section hung just over the edge of the cliff.  He tied another
knot, hooked up two carabiners, and unraveled the second rope.  He appeared to
be securing the second rope through the carabiners. He glanced over the edge of
the cliff, then yelled, “Rope!” as he tossed the ends over the edge of the
cliff.  


Kadyn grabbed the free end of the first rope and walked it
back over to the tree. I raised my eyebrows questioningly. 


He smiled. “That’s our back-up. Just in case.”  


I fidgeted nervously. While his back-up plan seemed like a
really good idea, rock climbing suddenly did not. 


Kadyn scooped up the remaining equipment, slung it over his
shoulder, then patted me on the bottom. “Okay. Let’s go.”


“Go? Where are we going now?” I inquired in a voice that was
way too high to be my own. I followed him back onto the trail.


“We’re lowering a bit further down the trail,” Kadyn responded.



I shook my head, thoroughly confused. “How do you know where
we’re supposed to lower and tie the back-up rope?”


Kadyn
glanced back at me. “There are a number of guys in my office who are rock
climbers. They told me what to look for when they recommended this place.” The
trail branched into another clearing along the edge of the cliff. Kadyn knelt
on the ground as he began digging through his backpack again. He pulled a new
pair of rock climbing shoes from the backpack and handed them to me. “These are
for you. Hopefully they fit.”


My
eyes widened in surprise. I had fully expected to make do with my running
shoes. I kissed his cheek as I sat next to him. “Thanks, Kadyn.” I kicked my
shoes off and slipped the climbing shoes on. “They fit perfectly,” I exclaimed.


Kadyn
smiled as he tugged his own pair of rock climbing shoes on. “Good.” He pulled
another rope from the backpack before cramming our running shoes inside. He
stood and pulled me to my feet. “I’m going to put you on belay and let you
climb down first. Be careful though. You’re going to touch
down right next to the river.” 


My eyes widened as he fit a harness around each of our waists.
I cinched my backpack a bit tighter. “I was thinking maybe you should go
first.” 


Kadyn tugged the harness to make sure it was secure. “Why are
we here?” 


I rolled my eyes as he secured the rope to my harness with a
couple of knots. “We’re here because you want me to trust you.”


 Kadyn nodded as he looped the other end of the rope around a
rock.  He secured his harness to the rope and attached the belay device before pointing
toward the edge of the cliff. “Okay. Head down over there.” 


My heart scrambled back toward the trail as I inched toward
the edge of the cliff. I held onto the rope as I peered over the edge. “Holy
crap,” I breathed. The Potomac River boasted a beautiful
white froth as it pounded against large jagged rocks. The rocks that lined the river’s edge didn’t look very forgiving.
“I think I prefer the mats at the indoor rock climbing gyms,” I called back to
Kadyn. A
shiver ran down my spine as I calculated the odds of surviving a fall. 


“Don’t worry. You’re on belay. I’ll catch you if you fall,”
Kadyn called out.  


“Easy for you to say,” I muttered under my breath. “Don’t
worry. I’ll catch you if you fall,” I mimicked irritably. “The man is standing
on the wrong end of the cliff. He can’t catch me when he’s standing at the
top.”


Kadyn laughed. “I heard that… and you know the rope allows me
to catch you from the top.”


I
knew the longer I stood there the harder it
would be to gather the courage to climb down, so I called over to
Kadyn. “Ready to lower.”


“Lowering,”
he called back.


I
inched toward the edge of the cliff. “I’m tied in… I’m tied
in… I’m tied in,” I chanted under my breath. I gripped the rope
as I turned my back to the cliff. My stomach plunged into the river below. 


“Okay.
I’ve got you. Just lean back,” Kadyn called.


I
looked pointedly at Kadyn before I sat back into my harness. I planted my feet
against the edge of the cliff, breathed a silent prayer, then slowly began
walking backwards down the side of the rock.


My
legs were shaking, so I paused briefly and tried to relax my limbs. I felt for
the next ledge with my toe, then yelped as my foot slipped. My knee hit the
rock.


The
rope tightened immediately. “I’ve got you,” Kadyn yelled.


I took a deep breath and continued. Eventually, I touched
down at the river’s edge. I looked around in wonder. I had never seen a more
breathtaking view. Ominous looking cliffs loomed above me on either side of the
river, which sounded really, really loud. 


“Are you down?” Kadyn shouted from over the top of the cliff.


“Yes!”
I hollered. I untied the rope from my harness. “Rope’s free,” I yelled up to
Kadyn. The rope began moving as he pulled it over the top of the cliff.  I watched
the rope disappear. Then I hopped over to a rock that was a bit more flat. I
peered up at the cliff while perched on the rock. I was beginning to wonder if Kadyn
was even going to climb down. “You’re not eating lunch up there, are you?”


Kadyn’s
laughter carried over the thundering river. “No. All the food is in the
backpack that you’re wearing!”


“Just
making sure,” I mumbled.


“I
take it you’re hungry?” he yelled.


I
laughed. “No. I just miss your pretty face,” I shouted toward the top of the
cliff.


Kadyn
peeked over the top of the rock. His chin was resting on top of his hands. “In
that case…”


I
narrowed my eyes at him. “You do realize I could start eating without you,
right?”


Kadyn
shook his head. “I’d be down there before you even got that backpack unzipped.”
He glanced over at the Maryland side of the river and pointed toward the top of
the cliff.


I turned around and quickly noted the hikers walking along
the top of the cliff. I wondered how the rock climbing was on that side of the
river. 


Kadyn touched down next to me. The rope was coiled around his
shoulders.


I gaped at him. “How the heck did you get down?” 


He laughed. “I climbed down, same as you.”


I punched him in the arm. “But no one had you on belay!” I
planted my hands on my hips. “You know, sometimes you make it really difficult
to like you.”


He
shook his head. “You might want to be nice until after I’ve fed you
lunch.”


My
eyes widened. “I’m the one carrying lunch!”


He laughed. “Like I couldn’t get that backpack away from you.
Do you want to eat down here or back up at the top?”


I turned around and eyed the river again. “It’s kind of loud
and a little bit scary being this close to the water. I think I’d rather eat at
the top.”


He
nodded. “Okay. Follow me.” We jumped from rock to rock as we made our way back
up the river to the spot where Kadyn’s first rope was hanging. 


“Who’s
going up first?” I asked as he tied each of us to either end of the rope.


He
tugged on my harness. “You are.” He attached the belay device to his harness.
“Whenever you’re ready.”


I
shook out my arms and studied the rock. “On belay?” I asked as I noted a couple
of crevices for my hands.


“Belay
on,” Kadyn replied.


I
took a deep breath, then let it out. “Okay. Climbing.”


“Climb
on,” Kadyn responded. 


I
could feel him tighten the rope as I found a foothold and pushed myself up to
the crevice I had found for my right hand. I tucked my left hand into a crevice
and glanced down as I felt for a higher foothold for my left foot. As soon as
both feet were secure, I sought new crevices for my hands, ones that would be
within reach once I straightened my left leg.


“Do
you want a practice fall?” Kadyn asked.


I
continued studying the rock face. “No. I’m good.” I pushed myself up with my
left foot and reached for the next crevice with my right hand. 


“I’m
really enjoying the view,” Kadyn remarked. 


I
dug my fingers into another crevice. “Gee, thanks,” I responded sarcastically.
I sought another foothold and avoided the urge to look down. “Frankly, I’m
surprised you didn’t ask me to wear a dress, Kadyn.”


He
laughed. “That thought did cross my mind…”


I
found two more crevices and felt another foothold within reach so I pushed up
again. My heart stalled when I lost my footing, but Kadyn tightened the rope
until I found a better foothold. “I’m good,” I called down, and he loosened the
rope.


My
arms were aching by the time I reached the top. An exhilarating sense of
accomplishment fell over me as I sat and shook out my arms. “Hey, I think all
those Karate kicks are paying off. My legs don’t even hurt!” I called down to
Kadyn.


“You
were using your arms to balance most of your weight. That’s why your legs don’t
hurt. Next time you need to put more weight on your legs,” He called back up.


I
rolled my eyes even though he couldn’t see me. “Now you tell me,” I
mumbled as I began massaging my arms. 


My
breath caught when I realized I didn’t have a belay device to help Kadyn climb
up the cliff. I didn’t even know how to belay from the top. I only knew how to
belay from below. I crawled over to the edge of the cliff, then scrambled
backwards as Kadyn pulled himself over the top. 


I
scowled at Kadyn. “You scared the crap out of me!” I looked down at the rope
that was tied to my harness. “I didn’t even feel you tug on the rope.”


Kadyn
laughed. “I untied the rope.”


I
shook my head. “Free climbing? Seriously? Do you have to be good at everything?”


Kadyn
stood and pulled me to my feet. “Did you enjoy climbing?”


I
grabbed his face and planted a firm kiss on his lips. “That was awesome! I
can’t believe I climbed up a real rock!”


He
yanked me by the harness when I tried to back away. He kept a firm hold on the
harness as he held me flush against his body. 


I
narrowed my eyes at him. “You’re enjoying the harness a little too much.”


He
shook his head. “Not nearly enough.” The smile slid from his face as he lowered
his lips and coaxed me into a more provocative kiss. 


I
braced my hands on my knees when he finally released me. I was trying to catch
my breath. “I think your kisses may be getting a little too cocky.” 


He
chuckled softly. “You ain’t seen nothin’ yet.” 


We
unhooked the harnesses as we walked back toward the trees. I handed him my
backpack, then dropped next to him on the ground. “What did you pack for lunch?”


He
looked inside the backpack. “Tell me you love me…”


I
punched him in the arm. “You know I love you!”


He
shook his head as he zipped the backpack back up. He hadn’t removed a single
item of food. “You know the punching bit? That sends a slightly different
message. I’m not sure I believe you.”


I
raised an eyebrow at him. “Really? You’re refusing to feed me until I convince
you?”


He
nodded. A small smile tugged at the corner of his lips. 


I
huffed out a breath. “You do realize this is blackmail?” I shoved his knees
flat against the ground before straddling his lap. I gathered his face in my
hands and fit my lips to his. I kissed him tenderly at first. Then I teased his
tongue with long, seductive strokes. 


He
pulled my hips more firmly against his before taking control of the kiss. Kadyn
hardened, and my entire body began to hum. Suddenly, the kiss wasn’t some
lighthearted joke. 


I
moaned softly as Kadyn eased me against the ground. He shifted his weight until
I was pinned firmly beneath him. He broke the kiss and searched my eyes. His
eyes darkened with desire. Then he completely ravished me with open-mouthed kisses.


Kadyn
reached under my shirt as his lips consumed my neck. I arched against him as
his thumb teased my breast.


 “Kadyn,”
I gasped. “Not here. We can’t do this here. Someone might see us.”


His
eyes grew determined as he lifted my shirt and sports bra. His warm mouth latched
onto my breast. His hand rested possessively on the other breast, then clenched.



My
eyes slid closed as my back arched once again. Heat flooded my lower abdomen
and thighs. “Oh, God! Kadyn you have to stop. Please!” 


Kadyn
tugged my bra and shirt back into place. He layered kisses all along my neck
before reclaiming my mouth. He draped one leg over mine as he broke the kiss
and slid to the ground alongside me. He propped himself on his elbow as he
rubbed his thumb across my swollen lips. “Now, you had something you wanted to
tell me?”


I
stared at the clouds while I waited for my breathing to slow. A confusing array
of emotions jockeyed for position… desire, love, hope, fear, guilt, and
sadness. I slowly turned to face Kadyn. My eyes filled with tears when I
realized he wasn’t joking any more. My heart hurt when I finally spoke the
words he longed to hear. “I love you, Kadyn.”


 His
eyes remained fixed on mine. “I know,” he whispered. “I just needed to hear you
say it.” He pulled me against his chest as he rolled onto his back.


I
tried to relax as I breathed in the clean, crisp scent of his cologne, but the
fragrance seemed off. I should have found it comforting. It was the same
cologne Kadyn had always worn, but for some reason the scent seemed all wrong. 


He
sighed as he stroked my hair. “This is where you belong, Kri… right here in my
arms.”


I
blinked back tears. Kadyn’s arms didn’t feel like where I belonged, not
anymore. My body seemed agreeable enough, and no memories had gotten in the
way, but being with Kadyn still felt wrong… and I still didn’t understand why.


*
* * * * * 


I
dove into the shower the second I got home, and it wasn’t because of the dirt
and leaves in my hair. I turned the water up as hot as it would go. I figured I
might as well get used to the scalding heat since I was quite certain I was headed
for hell if I continued dating both Kadyn and Rafael. 


Kadyn
had made it clear he wanted to sleep with me again, but I was already sleeping with
Rafael. I had agreed to give that relationship a chance before Kadyn expressed
an interest in dating again. So I couldn’t shake the feeling that if I slept
with Kadyn, I would be cheating on Rafael. 


I
leaned against the shower wall as I watched the dirt and leaves swirl around
the drain. I couldn’t cheat on Rafael. The guy was completely devoted to me,
and he was bending over backwards to make our relationship work despite the
fact that I was dating Kadyn again. But how was that fair to Kadyn? Was I
cheating on Kadyn when I was sleeping with Rafael? 


I
shook my head in disgust. I was afraid to lose Kadyn, but I was equally afraid
to lose Rafael. I couldn’t deny that I was attracted to him. I felt safe with
him. He was easy to be with, and I thoroughly enjoyed spending time with him. I
believed Rafael when he said he would never leave me, and that meant something
to me… especially after being rejected by Michael and Kadyn.


I
sighed as I turned the shower off and reached for a towel. This was an
impossible situation. Neither relationship was going to work if I was seeing
someone else. I needed to choose before every single one of us ended up getting
hurt. 


I
glanced at the clock on my nightstand as I tugged a silk camisole and sleep
shorts on. It wasn’t even nine o’clock yet. I had ended my date with Kadyn
early so I could sift through my feelings. I knew it was time to make a
decision, I just didn’t know how to go about doing it. 


I
wandered back into the bathroom so I could brush my teeth and run a comb
through my hair. I eyed the medicine cabinet, then reached for my bottle of sleeping
pills. Maybe this wasn’t the best time to choose. A decision as monumental as
this required a clear head... and for that I needed sleep. “Sleep,” I
murmured longingly. I slid the tiny pink and blue capsule onto my tongue,
reached for a glass of water, and threw my head back.


*
* * * * *


A
warm hand slid soothingly down my back. “Hey, sleepy head, wake up.”


I
tried to open my eyes but couldn’t. “What time is it?” I mumbled.


I
could feel the chuckle riding low in Rafael’s chest as he bent over to kiss my
cheek. “It’s one minute after midnight.”


“No,”
I moaned. “I can’t get up. I’m too tired. I took a sleeping pill. I need to
sleep.”


“You
can sleep in the SUV,” Rafael murmured in my ear. “Where’s your swimsuit?”


I
tried to point, but my hand wouldn’t move. “Over there,” I mumbled irritably.


Rafael
laughed as he rose from the bed and began digging through my dresser drawers.
“I found it and a change of clothes.”


I
opened one eye just as he began stuffing my clothes into a backpack. “Where are
we going?”


He
glanced at me before turning toward the bathroom. “To the beach.”


I
groaned. “That’s like three or four hours away from here.”


Rafael
chose to ignore my whining. “I have your toothbrush and deodorant. Do you need
anything else? Oh, I know! Sunglasses and sandals.”


I
pulled the pillow over my head. He was entirely too enthusiastic. “Don’t you
ever sleep?” I mumbled through the pillow.


Rafael
stood over the side of the bed and laughed. He tossed the top blanket over his
shoulder, then scooped me up into his arms. “Come on sleeping beauty. Don’t
turn into a pumpkin now.”


I
wrapped my arms around his neck and snuggled into his warm chest. “I think that
was Cinderella… and I don’t think she turned into a pumpkin. That was her
carriage.”


Rafael
nuzzled the top of my head as he made his way downstairs. He snagged a couple
of bottled waters from my refrigerator as we passed through the kitchen. “If
you say so.” He carried me down the last flight of stairs and deposited me in
the front seat of his Lincoln Navigator, which was parked right outside my
garage. 


I
smiled as he draped the blanket over me. “Oh. The seat warmers are on. I love
seat warmers.”


Rafael
reclined my seat back before shutting the door. He walked around the front of
the SUV and folded himself into the driver’s seat. “Good. Maybe it will help
you go back to sleep. I don’t know what you were thinking when you took that
sleeping pill. I warned you I was coming over at midnight so we could jump
start our date.” Rafael pulled out into the street. 


A
soft sigh escaped my lips as my eyes closed. My thoughts grew jumbled as sleep
beckoned me. I began mumbling. “I couldn’t think… I needed sleep… I have to
decide.”


Rafael
reached over and brushed the hair from my face. “Decide what?” 


“Who
to choose,” I whispered groggily. Then I drifted back to sleep.


“Choose
me,” Rafael responded softly.


Then
everything fell silent.


*
* * * * *


I
woke to the soothing sound of waves colliding gently against the shore. I held
perfectly still so I could study Rafael. He was staring out the front
windshield at the darkened beach. “Hey,” I whispered softly. 


He
turned and smiled at me. “You woke just in time.” He swung his door open,
climbed out of the SUV, and grabbed a bag from the back seat. He made his way to
my side of the vehicle, opened my door, and stretched out his hand.


I
glanced down at his hand. “I’m still in my pajamas.” 


He
laughed. “We’re the only two people on the beach.”


I
stepped gingerly from the vehicle as I reached for his hand. My feet sank into
the sand. I tugged the blanket around my shoulders with my free hand. “It’s
still dark outside.”


Rafael
pulled me close as we trudged through the sand. “That’s why we left so early. I
thought you’d like to see the sun rise over the ocean.” He picked a spot a few
feet from where the waves met the shore. He pulled me into his arms and kissed
me before sliding the blanket off my shoulders. “Let’s lay this on the ground.
You’re not going to need it now that you have me to keep you warm.”


We
each grabbed an end as we spread the blanket over the sand. I kneeled on the
blanket and peered at the dark waves. “You do the most amazing things, Rafael.”


He
smiled as he began digging through the bag. He pulled out a thermos and two
travel mugs. “Would you like some coffee?”


I
stared at the thermos, then looked at Rafael. “See! That’s exactly what I’m
talking about. Amazing. The fact that you thought to pack coffee at midnight is
amazing!”


Rafael
laughed as he kicked his shoes off and joined me on the blanket. He handed me a
travel mug. I twisted the lid off and watched as he poured the dark, rich fluid
from the thermos into my mug. He filled his own mug, then set the thermos aside.
“Come here,” he murmured softly. “I want you tucked right here in my arms when
the sun comes up.”


I
climbed between his legs and reclined against his chest. “The water is beginning
to glow over there.” I pointed with the hand that was still holding the coffee
mug. My other hand was holding Rafael’s arm as it rested across my stomach. “Where
are we, anyway?”


Rafael
took a sip of coffee. “We are at Lewes Beach, just up from Rehoboth, Delaware.”



We
grew quiet as we drank our coffee and waited for the sun to appear. The waves were
lulling me back to sleep, so I breathed in coffee fumes in the hopes that it
would help keep me awake.


“There
it is,” he whispered in my ear.


I
nuzzled my cheek against his as the sun peeked over the ocean. “It’s beautiful,”
I breathed. The clouds on the horizon glowed purple and orange while a bright
sliver of sun reflected against the waves. 


Rafael
kissed my cheek. “I much prefer to watch the sun rise than set. Sunsets make me
feel sad, like something just slipped from my fingers. Sunrises seem to beckon
new beginnings.”


I
pondered Rafael’s words as I watched the sun ease a little higher. His words felt
right. There was hope in a sunrise, the kind of hope that comes with new
beginnings. I tightened my hold on his arm as he pulled me snug against his
chest. My voice was barely a whisper. “Are you my new beginning?”   


Rafael
tugged the coffee mug from my hand and set it in the sand. He slowly turned me
in his arms. He grasped my face as he gazed into my eyes. “I am yours as you
are mine.”


I
could feel the sun’s rays dance along my skin as Rafael’s lips met mine. His
tongue swept through my mouth in a kiss that promised… everything. Something
stirred deep inside of me as I relaxed into his arms. Rafael eased me to the ground
and fit his body to mine without breaking the kiss. He stretched my arms far
above my head, then linked our fingers together. 


I
luxuriated in the current running along the seam where our bodies met. His kiss
grew more sensual, and my body hummed its approval. His heart beat against my
chest as it called to mine. Something shifted between us. My breath caught when
I realized what it was. As the sun crept over the horizon, Rafael laid claim to
my heart. 











Chapter 6 – All of me


I
glanced up at Kadyn, who had flipped me now for the fourth time. “Okay. I’m
done.” 


Kadyn
chuckled as he leaned over and reached for my hand. “You don’t want to try
flipping me?”


I
eyed him skeptically. “Do you seriously think I can? You weigh like a hundred
pounds more than me.”


Kadyn
smiled. “You can overcome the size difference with the right technique. Stand
here. I’ll show you.”


I
stood nervously with my back to Kadyn. I glanced over my shoulder as his voice
rolled over me. “Okay. The key here is to catch the guy before he gets a grip
on you. As soon as you feel him coming for you, turn and step to the side, like
this.” Kadyn shifted me slightly. “He’ll be reaching for you. So grab the wrist
closest to you and pull down hard, while pushing up on his elbow with your
right hand. This will force his head down. His body will follow. If it doesn’t,
you’ll end up breaking his arm. As soon as you throw him off balance, you run
just like Rafael taught you.”


My
confidence grew as Kadyn and I practiced the move a few more times. “Okay, so
what if someone is coming at me from the front?”


Kadyn
smiled. “Actually, that’s much easier. Grab his shirt with both hands. Throw
your body back on the ground and kick both feet into his abdomen. He’ll fly
right over your head. You really need to use your momentum and his so he clears
your body. Otherwise he’ll land right on top of you. The downside is that you
are now lying on the ground. You have to get back on your feet and run as quick
as you can.”


I
nodded. “Okay.”


Kadyn’s
eyebrows rose. “Do you want to give it a try?”


“I
won’t hurt you?” I asked nervously.


He
laughed. “No. Unlike your attacker, I know what you’re planning, and I know how
to roll out of it.”


I
crouched in front of him and smiled. “Okay, tough guy, bring it on.”


I
grabbed Kadyn’s shirt as he came at me. Then I threw myself backwards on the
mat. He landed right on top of me, but he braced his weight with his arms so he
wouldn’t crush me. “You didn’t get your feet to my stomach fast enough. Next
time, bend your knees as you fall, then kick up hard.”


Kadyn
and I ran through the move a few more times. Then I sprawled out, completely
exhausted, on the floor. “Okay. Now, I really am done. I hurt too much to do
anything more.” 


Kadyn
stood and pulled me to my feet. “You didn’t do half bad, Kri. Let’s go get
showered and change for work.” He patted me on the bottom as I walked toward the
women’s locker room.


I
showered and dressed quickly in the hopes that I could snag a little extra time
to talk to Kadyn. I met up with him outside the gym. He was sitting on the curb,
texting on his phone. I tossed my gym bag on the sidewalk and joined him on the
curb. “Hey. Do you have a few minutes to talk before work?”


Kadyn
looked up from his phone. “Sure. What’s up?”


I
swallowed nervously. I had been dreading this conversation all morning. As many
times as I’d run it through my head, I still couldn’t get it to end well. I
took a deep breath, then let it all out. “I don’t think I’m cut out to date two
men at once.”


Kadyn
turned to face me. “Okay…”


I
sighed miserably as I stared down at my shoes. “I love you, Kadyn, and I don’t
want to lose you, but I feel like our timing is off. I agreed to date Rafael
before you told me how you felt. I know that I agreed to start dating you too,
but every time you kiss me, I feel like I’m cheating on him. It feels wrong.”


Kadyn’s
voice was firm. “But you and I were dating long before you met Rafael.”


I
shook my head. “Up until last week, you and I hadn’t dated for over ten
months.” I held up my hand as he attempted to speak. “I know. We stopped dating
because Michael kidnapped me, but when I came back, you told me we could only
be friends. I have spent months convincing myself that there can’t be anything more
between us. Now you’re asking me to believe there can be more, and I’m having a
really hard time working through that.”


Kadyn
silently studied me. 


I
continued. “I know I let you down when I agreed to marry Michael, and you had
every right to be hurt and upset with me. But you rejected me too, Kadyn. Right
or wrong, you rejected me. We both abandoned this relationship and settled for
just being friends.”


Kadyn
sighed. “I was hurt, and I was trying to do the right thing. You needed time to
get over Michael.”


I
reached for his hand. “I know, but I’m not sure either of us is ready to take
this relationship further. I think Rafael forced your hand. You jumped back
into dating because you don’t want to lose me… and I agreed to start dating you
because I don’t want to lose you. Kadyn, I’m not saying we can’t work this out
eventually. I’m just saying that now is not the right time for either one of us.”


Kadyn
removed his hand from mine and ran it over his face. He looked defeated. “What
do you want, Kri?”


I
turned to face him. “For us? I want things to go back to the way they were two
weeks ago. I want to continue spending time with you, but I don’t want to take
things any further. Not right now, anyway. I want time to date Rafael exclusively.
I told him I would give that relationship a chance, and I can’t really do that
if I’m dating you too. You and I have had that opportunity to date exclusively.
I know how good things can be between us, but I need to give this relationship
with Rafael a fair shake before I decide which relationship is best for me.” 


Kadyn’s
jaw clenched. “So you just want me to sit back and wait for you? How long do
you expect me to sit on the sidelines, Kri? How long do you expect me to sit
idly by while you’re dating, kissing, and sleeping with another man?”


My
heart hurt. I knew what I was about to lose. “I can’t ask you to wait, Kadyn.
That wouldn’t be fair.”


Kadyn
stood. Tension rolled off him in waves. “So you’re telling me you’ve already
decided… that you’re choosing him.”


I
rose to my feet. My legs shook as a wave of nausea threatened to send me to my
knees. “No. What I’m saying is that I need some time to date Rafael exclusively
before I choose the person I want to spend the rest of my life with. I don’t
expect you to sit on the sidelines and wait for me to figure it all out. I
understand if you want to date other people, Kadyn.”


Kadyn
shook his head. He picked up his gym bag and backed toward his car. “If you’re
encouraging me to date other people, then you have decided. Just answer
me this Kri… Where’s the girl I fell in love with? Where did that girl
go?”


I
shook my head as tears slid silently down my cheeks. I knew that girl didn’t
exist anymore. She had died a slow and painful death in Paris. I had pieced her
back together as best I could, but I knew I would never again be that girl. 


*
* * * * *


I
pushed through work and school as best I could. I drove straight home after
school, dropped my books in the library, and walked over to Rafael’s place. He
didn’t know I was coming over, and he didn’t know about my decision to stop
dating Kadyn. I had questioned that decision right up until the moment when I’d
told Kadyn we needed to talk, and I hadn’t been certain I could see that
conversation through. 


I
stood staring at Rafael’s front door. I didn’t even know if he was home from
work yet. Should I use the key or ring the doorbell? I slowly reached
for the doorbell. I listened for footsteps, but I didn’t hear any. I waited a
few more minutes, then turned to walk away.


The
door swung open, startling me. Rafael had a half-eaten piece of pizza in his
hand. He was wearing dark gray sweats that hung low on his hips, and he hadn’t
bothered to put a shirt on. He eyed me curiously. “Aren’t you supposed to be
out with Kadyn?”


I
shook my head as my eyes trailed over the hard lines that formed his chest and
abs. My blood heated. “No. I’m not dating Kadyn anymore.”


His
eyebrows shot up in surprise. He stepped back and motioned me inside. “You’re not?”


I
felt suddenly vulnerable as I leaned against the closed door. “No. I told him I
want to date you… exclusively.”


Rafael
stilled. “I don’t have to share you anymore? You’re dating only me?”


“Yes,”
I whispered. I waited breathlessly for his reaction.


Rafael
balled up the pizza and tossed it toward a trash bin in his office. 


I
laughed when he missed. My heart stalled when he turned to face me.


His
eyes took on a predatory look as he closed the distance between us. “This
changes everything,” he growled huskily. He pulled me against his chest. Hard.
“No more holding back, Kristine. I want everything… every single part of
you.”


My
pulse quickened. Fear spiked my blood, but it was tempered by a deep, primal
need. I tangled my hands in his hair and tugged his head down until my lips
were nestled against his ear. “I want you to own every part of me.”


Rafael
groaned as his body hardened against mine. He hiked my thighs over his hips as
he lifted me. Then he turned toward the stairs. “I need you. Now.”


We
never made it to the top of the stairs.


*
* * * * *


My
eyes slowly fluttered open. A soft smile teased at my lips when I realized
where I was… although, I couldn’t quite recall how or when we had ended up in
Rafael’s bed. Rafael’s arm was tucked behind my back. He held me firmly against
his chest. His leg was hooked around mine, and our faces were so close it appeared
we might have fallen asleep in the middle of a kiss. The man was determined to
have me, even in sleep.


I
studied his face… the golden skin, the hint of whiskers that darkened his
masculine jaw, the high cheekbones that balanced his strong nose, and the thick
fringe of lashes that shadowed his cheeks. The early morning light softened his
rugged features. Sleep made him look surprisingly vulnerable. I ran the back of
my fingers across his cheek before gently tucking a strand of hair behind his
ear. 


He
opened one eye and smiled. “Good morning, love.”


I
burrowed further into his warm chest and breathed deeply, savoring the soothing
scents of cedar and cloves. “I really like waking up next to you.”


He
chuckled. “Then we should make it a point to wake up next to each other every
morning.”


I
smiled as I shook my head. “I don’t know… I’m finding it difficult to leave your
bed, and I need to go to work.”


He
rolled me beneath him as a mischievous look settled over his face. “I’ll call
in sick if you will.”


My
eyes softened with regret. I slowly shook my head. “I wish I could, but I need
to get a handle on this Ukraine project, and I have Russian immersion classes
every afternoon this week.”


He
kissed me softly on the nose. “Can I swing by and take you to lunch?”


I
ran my fingers over the stubble that darkened his jawline. “I would love to go
to lunch with you. Are you free at noon?”


Rafael
kept a firm hold on me as he rolled over. I giggled as he pulled me on top of
him. He sat up and pulled my legs around his hips. “I think I can make that
work.”


I
locked my arms around his neck, then squealed as he rose from the bed. “Wait!
What are you doing?” 


He
grinned as he strode toward the master bathroom. “I’m collecting on that rain
check.”


*
* * * * *


I
spent the entire morning holed up in the conference room with Shae, Sammi, and Cory.
We firmed up tasks and our agenda for Ukraine before practicing one of our simulations.
We broke for lunch shortly before noon. 


Rafael
was leaning against the reception desk when we filed out of the conference
room. His hair was pulled back into a neat ponytail. He was wearing black cargo
pants, a black short-sleeved shirt, and black combat boots. 


Sammi’s
jaw fell open when she saw him. “Who’s that?”


I
smiled. “That’s Rafael.” 


Rafael
looked up from the desk and waved. 


I
linked arms with Sammi. “Come on. I’ll introduce you.”


Rafael
pushed off from the desk. He gave me a quick kiss on the cheek. “You look
beautiful,” he breathed in my ear. 


Heat
flooded my cheeks. I was wearing a simple heather gray sheath dress. “Rafael,
this is Sammi. She is the program manager for our train-the-trainer program.”


Rafael
reached for her hand. “Nice to meet you, Sammi.”


Sammi
blushed as she shook his hand. “It’s a pleasure to meet you.”


I
glanced at Cory and Shae as they joined us in the reception area. “You have
already met Shae…”


Shae
smiled. “Hey. You ready for a rematch on that Scrabble game?”


Rafael
laughed. “Anytime.”


I
turned my attention to Cory. “Cory, this is my boyfriend, Rafael.”


Rafael
glanced at me in surprise. He quickly recovered as he reached for Cory’s hand.
“Nice to meet you, Cory.”


I
continued the introduction. “Cory is the director of our conflict resolution skill
building program.” I waved at the entire group. “This is the team of people I
will be working with in Ukraine.”


Rafael
smiled. “Cory is a lucky man.”


“I
think he’s going to have his hands full with us girls,” Shae countered with a
laugh.


Cory
rolled his eyes. “I’m pretty sure I can handle the three of you.”


Rafael
handed Cory his business card. “You let me know if you need any help, Cory.
This one here…” he nodded toward me, “has a habit of getting into trouble.”


I
nudged his shoulder. “I do not!”


Shae
laughed. “Oh, yes, you do.”


Rafael’s
hand settled on my hip as he draped his arm around my back. “Are you still free
for lunch?”


I
smiled as our eyes met. “As long as we’re back by one-thirty so I can head over
to the Department of Agriculture for our Russian immersion course.”


“Would
you guys like to join us?” he asked, shifting his attention to my colleagues.


They
exchanged glances. 


“It’s
fine,” I said. “You won’t be crashing our date.”


Cory
shrugged. “Sure, why not?”


“I’m
in,” Shae responded emphatically.


Sammi
looked undecided. “Where are you going?”


Rafael
looked at me questioningly. 


I
briefly considered the options. “Why don’t we just go hang out at Cosi? They
have those comfy couches, and it’s within walking distance.” I glanced up at
Rafael. “I think you’ll like their menu. They have TBMs.”


“TBMs?”
Shae asked curiously.


“Tomato,
Basil, and Mozzarella sandwich,” I replied. 


“Ahh.
That’s what you ordered last time,” Shae responded. “I need to grab my wallet.
Do you want me to grab your purse, Kri?”


I
nodded gratefully. “Yes, please.”


Cory,
Rafael, and I waited in the lobby while Sammi and Shae retrieved the purses.
The two men chatted amicably as we exited the building and walked to Cosi.
Rafael held the door open as we filed inside. “Are you sure you don’t need a
security detail for this trip? I can assign a couple of guys to tag along.”


Cory
shook his head. “No. I think we’ll be fine. We were invited by the government,
so I‘m sure they’ll have people assigned to us while we’re there.”


Shae
nabbed a round couch and two chairs as a group of people got up to leave.
Rafael, Shae, and I took the couch. Sammi and Cory settled into the chairs. The
waitress dropped some menus by and took our drink orders. I already knew what I
was ordering, so I studied the dessert menu instead. 


Rafael
continued his conversation with Cory. “The government will have people assigned
to you, but they will serve more as minders than a security detail. They’ll be monitoring
everything you do.” He studied the menu briefly, then continued. “Have any of
you been to the former Soviet Union before?”


Sammi,
Shae, and Cory shook their heads. “We’ve worked primarily in Africa and Israel
until recently. This is a new region for us,” Sammi explained.


Rafael
set his menu down. “Well, the offer stands in case you change your minds. I
wouldn’t trust the government to keep you safe, though. Government officials
aren’t necessarily the good guys in places like Ukraine.”


Cory
nodded. “We ran into that problem in Uganda. We’re used to working in places
where the government is corrupt and where they don’t always behave in a
legitimate manner.”


The
waitress set our drinks on the table. She blew her bangs out of her face as she
pulled a notepad from her apron. “Okay, do you know what you’d like to eat?”


A
huge smile spread across my face. “I’d like the TBM.” I glanced at Rafael and spoke
as innocently as I could. “Will you help me eat dessert if I order the
chocolate mousse?”


Rafael
choked on his coffee. 


I
tried not to laugh as he reached for a napkin.


His
eyes raked over my body. A wicked smile danced across his face. “That depends
on whether you want to eat it here or save it for later.”


I
laughed as I continued torturing him. “Oh, I definitely want to eat it here.” I
looked up at the waitress. “Actually, I’d like to eat my dessert first.”


Sammi
drew in a sharp breath. “I like that idea! I want my dessert first too. I’ll
take the crème brûlée cheesecake and the Tandoori chicken sandwich.”


Shae
eyed me curiously, but she rose to the challenge. “I’ll have my dessert first
too. I’d like the Cosi bread pudding. I’d also like the TBM.”


Cory
looked baffled. He ran his hand over his short black hair. “I don’t know what
just happened, but I’m not about to be the odd man out. I’ll start with the
Mississippi mud pie. I’d also like the Cosi club sandwich, but hold the mayo,
please.”


Rafael
looked thoroughly amused by the developments. “Well… evidently, I’ll be helping
the lady eat chocolate mousse. I’d also like a TBM when we’re done with
dessert.”


The
waitress stared at us, completely dumbfounded. “You all want to eat your
dessert first?”


I
laughed. “Why would we have it any other way?”


She
shook her head as she walked away. She returned with our dessert a few minutes
later. “Let me know when you’re ready for your sandwiches."


Rafael
hooked his arm around my neck as I picked up the plate and handed him a fork. “You’re
going to pay for this later,” he whispered playfully.


I
laughed as I dug my fork into the mousse. “I was sort of banking on that.” 


*
* * * * *


I
was sitting on a bench in the center of Rafael’s gym, wondering where the last
two weeks of my life had gone. Rafael and I had stayed close to home so I could
study for final exams. If I wasn’t falling asleep at my computer, then I was
buried in bed under a pile of books.


Rafael
took it all in stride, either carting me off to bed or digging me out from
under the books so he could hold me while I slept. He also made it a point to
nudge me outside for yoga or to picnic alongside the river when the weather was
nice. 


I
breathed a sigh of relief. I had submitted my final paper this morning. Spring
semester was officially over. Summer semester would begin as soon as I returned
from Ukraine. 


My
pulse quickened. I couldn’t believe I was leaving for Ukraine in four days. This
trip had snuck up on me. There had been an endless list of things to do at
work, and I had been so immersed in finals that I hadn’t really comprehended
how soon we’d be leaving… until now.  


I
twisted the lid off of my water bottle and took a drink as my thoughts returned
to Rafael. I was surprised by how easily he had slid into my crazy life. He
made very few demands on my time and was incredibly supportive while I was
pouring myself into my coursework. We hadn’t spent a single night apart since I’d
shown up on his doorstep. I found it much easier to sleep when Rafael’s body was
wrapped securely around mine. I no longer needed sleeping pills, and I hadn’t suffered
a single nightmare since we’d begun sleeping together again. 


I
tilted my head back as I took another drink of water. Rafael and I had just spent
a good hour working on my self-defense skills. He’d announced that he had a
surprise for me before abandoning me in his gym. 


Bottled
water sprayed from my mouth as I caught sight of him. I wiped my face with the
back of my hand and laughed. “Why are you dressed like a red Stormtrooper?
Halloween is in October.”


I
could barely see his face behind the heavily padded mask. “You leave for
Ukraine in four days. I told you that you’d beat the snot out of me before you
left. Now’s your big chance.”


I
stood and eyed the bright red padded suit, face mask, and helmet that covered
his body. Clearly, he was serious. He was even wearing goggles under the face
mask. My eyes narrowed. “So I can hit you as hard as I can, and you won’t get
hurt?”


He
nodded. Well, he sort of nodded. “You can bite, scratch, kick, and hit. You can
even try to poke out my eyes.” 


I
set my water bottle on the bench. I laughed as he waddled toward the mat. “I
think I should take a picture of you with my cell phone, first.”


Rafael
growled. “Get over here and beat the snot out of me already. It’s hot in here.”


I
circled around him teasingly. I was still cracking up when I reached for his
shoulders and turned him toward the mirror. “Come on. Look in the mirror. Who
wouldn’t want to see you dressed up like that?”


Rafael
chuckled. He shrugged my hands off of his shoulders and slowly began circling
around me. “Okay. So I look funny. Can we focus now?” His voice turned serious
as he stilled. “Look, I’m not stopping until you knock me on the floor and get
down the stairs to the front door. If I fall, I’m going to have a hard time
getting back up and an even harder time getting down those stairs. Don’t hold
back, Kristine. Let everything go… scream, cry, swear. If the memories come
back, embrace them. Use it to your advantage. Draw on that anger and pain.
Ready?”


I
took a deep breath and blew it out. My pulse was already racing. My emotions
scattered as fear raised its ugly head. “Okay.”


Rafael
lunged for me. 


I
reached for his wrist and elbow like Kadyn had shown me, but he threw his
weight against me and broke my hold. I stumbled back a few feet. I immediately
raised my left fist in front of my face. I kept my chest and abdomen angled
away from him. I quickly jabbed him in the neck, then kicked toward his groin. 


He
grabbed my leg and yanked it up, throwing me on my back.


The
fall knocked the wind out of me, but I rolled away as he attempted to pin me in
place with his knee. I quickly scrambled to my feet. I kicked him behind the
knee, then bolted toward the door. 


Rafael
tackled me in the hall, just before I reached the top of the stairs. 


My
forehead hit the floor. “No!” I screamed. Fear and adrenaline coursed through
me. My fingernails clawed at the wood floor as I tried to crawl away. I beat at
his face as he flipped me onto my back. 


He
pinned my hands above my head with one hand while covering my mouth with the
other. “Stop screaming,” he gritted out.


My
pupils dilated as Rafael’s house faded away. I was suddenly staring at an open
beam ceiling built entirely from pine. Justin was suffocating me as he tried to
rape me. “Please, Justin, don’t do this. Please don’t do this,” I
mumbled against his hand. I bucked against his body, struggling to get loose. Then
I closed my eyes and sobbed as I bit his hand. 


He
immediately withdrew his hand. He reached for my hair as he forced me to my
feet. He locked my back against his chest, then wrapped his forearm around my
neck. He dragged me back toward the gym. “Shut up, bitch.”


I
clawed at his arm, then froze. I was suddenly lost in the arms of another man. You
stupid fucking bitch shredded my brain, then echoed through the pieces that
remained. I shook my head as I tried to dislodge Tom’s snarling face. “No,” I
whispered. “You don’t get to hurt me anymore.”


Rafael
continued dragging me backwards down the hall. 


I
bent forward as hard as I could. Then I threw myself back until my head slammed
against his. I turned as he released me. I kneed him in the groin. I kicked him
in the shin as he bent forward. Then I brought my elbows down on his back. I
turned and ran for the stairs as he fell to the floor. 


I
didn’t stop at the front door. I ran to the edge of the river, then fell to my knees.
I curled in on myself and began sobbing as I wrapped my arms around my head. 


My
tears had subsided by the time I heard his voice. “Hey,” he said softly. He
kneeled beside me. “You did it.”


I
removed my arms from my head as I turned to face Rafael. Thankfully, that
horrid suit was gone. He was wearing a pair of blue jeans with a black short
sleeved shirt. I shook my head as he tried to touch me. I narrowed my eyes at
him. “Don’t ever ask me do that again. I’d rather die at someone else’s hands
than relive those moments.”


Rafael
reached for my hand. “But you did so well. You worked through those memories,
and they didn’t leave you frozen in fear.”


I
swiped at my tear stained face. “Promise me you won’t make me do that again.”


Rafael
wrapped me in his arms as he tugged me onto his lap. “I promise.”


I
gradually relaxed into his chest. A few minutes passed before I spoke again. “You
promised you’d never be the cause of my tears,” I whispered accusingly.


Rafael
cupped my face in his hands as he forced me to look at him. “Was I the cause of
those tears?”


I
reflected on what had happened. “No,” I finally conceded. “Justin and Tom
caused those tears.”


Rafael
released the breath he’d been holding. “I’m sorry I scared you. I know those
memories are painful… but for what it’s worth, I think you stand a good chance
of getting away if anyone ever tries to hurt you again.”


My
eyes locked on his. “You really think so?”


He
nodded. “I do. I think we should celebrate. Look at everything you’ve
accomplished this month. You completed your first semester of graduate school.
You finished your Russian immersion course and your self-defense training, and
you finished developing all of the training materials for Ukraine. That’s
huge.”


The
tension in my shoulders eased a little bit more. “I was hoping we could
celebrate the end of finals, although I haven’t given much thought as to what
we should do.”


Rafael
lifted me from his lap. He reached for my hand as he stood. “I know exactly
what we should do.” He led me back toward the townhouses. “Why don’t you change
out of your gym clothes and meet me in my garage in thirty minutes? I need to
take a quick shower.”


We
returned to Rafael’s house so I could retrieve my keys. Rafael gave me a hug
and a quick kiss before I left. I felt gritty and my muscles were already
beginning to ache, so I jumped into the shower as soon as I got home. I contemplated
my clothing options while I toweled off. I had no clue what we were doing, so I
wasn’t sure how to dress. 


I
settled on a soft yellow sundress and strappy white sandals in the end. I thought
the outfit might help lift my spirits. I was feeling down, and I wasn’t sure
whether it was due to my self-defense lesson or the fact that I was leaving for
Ukraine in four days. I suspected it was a combination of the two.


Rafael’s
face brightened when he saw my dress. “You look great.”


I
smiled as I ran my fingers through his damp hair. “And you look… wet.”


His
hands cupped my bottom as he pulled my hips against his. “I bet I can make you
wet too.”


I
swatted at his arm. “Rafael! That’s terrible.”


He
nipped at my bottom lip. “I know just the thing to make you forget all those
bad memories…”


I
swayed toward him as he spun my need. “What?” I whispered breathlessly. 


A
smile tugged at his lips as he loosened his hold on me. “This,” he said,
slipping the keys to his car in my hand. “You drive this, and you won’t be able
to think of anything else.”


I
stared at the keys in my hand, thoroughly confused. I bit back a smile when I
realized he had been toying with me all along. I pasted an innocent look on my
face. “I can’t believe you trust me with this car.”


Rafael
helped me into the driver’s seat. He walked around the car and slid into the
passenger seat. “Well, I trust you with my heart, why wouldn’t I trust you with
my car?”


I
shrugged as I toyed with the paddles on the steering wheel. “Well, I have been
in a number of accidents and earned quite a few speeding tickets…”


Rafael’s
jaw fell open. His eyes suddenly narrowed. “You have not.”


I
laughed as I started the car. “Nope. I’ve never been in an accident, and I have
yet to earn a speeding ticket, but there’s a first time for everything.”


Rafael
hooked his hand behind my neck. He pulled me toward him, then kissed me
forcefully. “You are not wrecking my Ferrari.” 


He
offered brief instructions on how to operate the car before he sat back and
motioned for me to go. My pulse quickened as I put the car in reverse and eased
out of the garage. “So, where are we going?”


He
reached across me and pressed the remote so he could lower the garage door.
“Harper’s Ferry, West Virginia.”


I
shifted into drive and pulled away from the garage. “West Virginia? Why West
Virginia?”


He
laughed as he programmed the GPS on his phone. “Because it’s a fun drive.”


I
shot him a condescending look before turning onto King Street. “What are you
going to do when your primary source of entertainment heads off to Ukraine?”


Rafael
leaned against the passenger door as he turned to face me. “Are you sure I
can’t talk you into letting me tag along?”


I
shook my head. “No. I need to do this on my own. How’s it going to look to the
rest of my colleagues if I drag my boyfriend along on my very first trip? I
told them I was comfortable working in conflict-ridden countries. Now, I have
to prove that I am.”


“You
weren’t nearly this stubborn with Michael,” Rafael noted sourly.


I
burst out laughing. “I resisted Michael’s sexual advances for over two months.
How long did I resist yours… like fifteen minutes?”


A
grin spread slowly across his face. “Are you saying I’m irresistible?”


My
eyes widened. “Oh, yeah. Your photo is probably sitting right next to that word
at Dictionary.com.”


He
folded his arms across his chest. “Then take me to Ukraine.”


I
merged onto GW Parkway. “Your picture probably appears next to the word relentless
too. So, what are you going to do while I’m in Ukraine?”


Rafael
leaned back against his seat and sighed. “I’m going to Paris to speak with
Michael.”


My
heart stalled. I glanced at him as I tried to shift the car into a higher gear.
“About us?”


Rafael
nodded. “He deserves an explanation as to why I’m dating you, and I want to be
clear with him about my intentions. I’m not comfortable doing that on the
phone. I really think that’s a conversation we need to have in person.”


I
shot Rafael an apologetic look as I fought a wave of nausea. “I feel really guilty
about this… for putting you and Michael in this situation. He’s going to be
hurt, and it could cost you your relationship with him. Are you sure you want
to do this?”


Rafael’s
eyes darkened. “Do what? Talk to him or date you?”


I
glanced at him nervously. “I don’t know… both?”


A
fiercely determined look settled over his face. “I want to do far more than just
date you, which means I have no choice but to talk to him.”


My
heart slammed against my ribcage. “What… what exactly are your intentions?”


“You
know my intentions,” he responded softly.


My
heart raced as I reflected on the statements he had made during the negotiations
with Shae. I took a deep breath and slowly blew it out as I merged onto I-495. “You
want to prove that you’re the man I should spend the rest of my life with.”


His
eyes softened. “I’m not dating you to pass the time. I have every intention of
marrying you, Kristine.”


My
voice climbed three octaves. “Are you trying to make me crash the car? We… we
can’t talk about marriage when I’m driving on the beltway!” Cars tore past us
on either side. A semi-truck bore down on us from behind.


Rafael
chuckled as his GPS navigated me onto I-270. “We’ll be exiting off the beltway
shortly. I can wait a few minutes if you’d like.”


“I
think we should change the topic,” I insisted shrilly. 


Rafael
rubbed the stubble along his jawline. “I don’t know. I kind of like the
direction this topic is headed. So, hypothetically speaking…”


“Stop!
You don’t get to ask me that. Not when I’m driving your car.” My knuckles
whitened against the steering wheel as I risked another glance at him.


His
voice gentled. “Then when?”


I
stared at him, thoroughly unnerved. “I don’t know! In a few months?”


He
smiled, seemingly unaffected by my growing hysteria. “We’ve known each other a
year. Actually, I’ve known you for nearly two years now. Don’t you think that’s
long enough?”


I
glanced at him. The man looked completely serious. All of the air rushed from
my lungs. “We haven’t even been dating for two months!”


Rafael
shrugged. “I know what I want.”


I
stared at the road. What was it with the Garcia men? Most guys resisted
marriage as if it were the plague, but not the Garcia brothers. They latched
onto their women and dove in head first. 


Rafael
changed the topic. “Will you e-mail me your itinerary and the names of the
hotels you’ll be staying at in Ukraine? You should probably do the same for
your family, so they can reach you in case of an emergency. You should also make
photocopies of your passport and all of the credit cards you’re taking, just to
be on the safe side.” 


I
nodded, thankful for the reprieve. “Sure. I’ll e-mail the itinerary and the list
of hotels to you first thing on Monday. I’ll leave photocopies of my passport
and credit cards in the top drawer of my desk in case they get lost or stolen
while I’m there.”


He
relaxed into his seat. “Are you going to Simferopol or Sevastopol first?”


I
reduced my speed as I turned onto the exit for I-70. “Actually, we’re spending
our first night in Frankfurt, Germany. We fly to Simferopol the next day. Thankfully,
we have the weekend free so we can get settled in and adjust to the time difference.
We’re teaching in Simferopol that first week. We’ll be teaching in Sevastopol
the second week we’re there. Oh, and we’re stopping in Zurich, Switzerland to
decompress on our way back home. Do you think you can live without me for eighteen
days?” 


Rafael
shook his head. “No. Please tell me you have an international calling plan on
your cell phone.”


I
nodded. “Yes, and I’ve already ensured the calling plan includes Ukraine.”


Rafael
looked visibly relieved. “You’ll need to purchase a SIM card in Ukraine.”


I
smiled. Rafael was beginning to sound a lot like my dad. “Yes, I know. We’re
picking up the SIM cards first thing on Friday.”


“Good,”
he responded. “At least we can talk by phone, maybe even Skype.”


I
shook my head. “I’ve heard Internet service is spotty there. I’m not even sure
how good their cell phone coverage is. We do plan to scout out some Internet cafés,
in case we don’t have good Internet service on our phones.”


Rafael
nodded. “Just watch what you write in your messages and who you send them to. I
wouldn’t be sending any e-mails to your military friends that could be viewed
as suspicious by Ukrainian authorities.”


I
sighed as I stole another glance at him. “Is it really that bad over there?”


He
nodded, then motioned out the window. “Looks like we’re here.”


I
peered over the river at a small cluster of colonial-style buildings. The historic
town was nestled among vibrant green trees on what appeared to be an island in
the middle of a very wide river. Heavily treed mountains flanked the river on
the opposite banks. “Wow,” I breathed. “This place is beautiful!” 


Rafael
reached for his cell phone. “Let’s see what kind of restaurants they have in
town.” 


I
admired the quaint stone buildings and the cobblestone streets as we crossed
the bridge into town. A number of people stood frozen on the sidewalk. They
were gaping at Rafael’s car. “A horse drawn carriage would have blended in a
lot better than this Ferrari.”


Rafael
laughed. “Let’s try the Canal House Café. Their menu looks pretty good,
although we do have to bring our own bottle of wine.”


I
shook my head. “I don’t want wine, not if I’m driving your car back home.”


He
grinned. “Why don’t you pull over here? I’ll run inside the bar and grab a
bottle of wine.”


I
pulled onto a side street that ran alongside the bar. There was no way I was
going to parallel park Rafael’s car so I stopped in the middle of the street.
“I’m going to drive around the block so I don’t have to park.” 


The
passenger door rose as Rafael jumped out of the car. We were already holding up
traffic, so I eased forward as soon as I got the door lowered. I made two trips
around the block.


Rafael
was waiting on the curb with a brown paper bag. I jumped out of the car and
motioned him toward the driver’s seat. I ran around the back of the car and slid
into the passenger side. 


Rafael
lowered the doors. “Sorry that took so long. They actually had a pretty decent
selection of wine.”


I
relaxed into the soft leather seat. “I only gave up the car so I wouldn’t have
to park. I want to drive home, so you’re on your own with that bottle of wine.”


Rafael
laughed. Within minutes he was parking in front of an old masonry style building
that looked more like a house than a restaurant. The door and windows were
framed in a soft yellow color. The windows boasted shutters painted in Cape Cod
blue.


I
glanced at the time on my cell phone. It was just after five o’clock. “Do you
think they’re open for dinner this early?”


Rafael
grabbed the wine as we climbed out of the car. “I guess we’re about to find out.”
His hand settled on the small of my back as he joined me on the sidewalk. 


He
opened the door and followed me inside the restaurant. The place was already
packed with patrons. We waited a few minutes while the waitress cleared a small
table nestled in front of a window. Rafael pulled my chair out for me. He
kissed me on the cheek before taking his seat. 


I
quietly contemplated the narrow planked hardwood floors, antique furniture, and
massive stone fireplace. “This place reminds me of Montana,” I noted admiringly.


The
waitress recited the evening specials while she poured our water. She retrieved
two wine glasses from the kitchen and opened Rafael’s bottle of wine while we studied
the menu. 


Rafael
set his menu down. “Ladies first,” he said with a smile.


I
handed the waitress my menu. “I’d like the honey ginger shrimp with a Caesar
salad, please.” 


“I’ll
have the smoked salmon and a house salad with Italian dressing,” Rafael added.


The
waitress nodded, then walked away. She returned a few minutes later with a wooden
bowl full of warm, crusty rolls.


Rafael
poured our wine, then raised his glass. “Saude.”


“Saude,”
I responded softly. I took a small sip, then set the wine aside. No way was I
drinking if I was driving Rafael’s car. 


“So
admit it...” he urged.


I
glanced at him questioningly. “Admit what?”


He
grinned. “You like driving the car.”


I
laughed. “Who wouldn’t like driving a Ferrari?”


“Don’t
worry about the wine,” he teased. “You’re not driving home tonight.”


I
couldn’t hide my disappointment. “I’m not?”


He
smiled. “Nope. We’re spending the night here.”


My
eyebrows shot up in surprise. “But I didn’t pack anything!”


He
shrugged. “We can pick up a couple of toothbrushes and anything else you might
need at the drug store down the street.”


I
reached for my wine glass. “You really are full of surprises aren’t you?”


Rafael
laughed. “You have no idea.”


The
waitress stopped by to deliver our salads. I thanked her before focusing my
attention on Rafael. “Have you already make a reservation?”


His
soft brown eyes sparkled. “Yes. We’re staying at the Stone Manor bed and
breakfast.” He leaned forward and whispered conspiratorially. “Just so you
know, our room has a two person Jacuzzi.”


I
leaned over the table and kissed him. “I guess I know what we’ll be doing tonight,”
I replied with a smile.


*
* * * * *


I
sat back and stared at my computer screen as I reviewed the e-mail I’d written
to Kadyn for the fifth or sixth time. I had already left two voice messages and
texted him multiple times to check on him over the past few weeks. He wasn’t
returning my calls or text messages. I didn’t want to push him for a response.
I knew he needed time to sort through his feelings and my decision to date
Rafael. Still, I wanted to see him before I left for Ukraine. I needed some
assurance that things were going to be okay between us… that we could still be
friends. My hand hovered over the mouse. I closed my eyes and clicked send.


Shae
popped her head inside my doorway. “Hey. What are you working on?”


I
turned from my computer screen and shrugged. “Nothing much. I just sent Rafael,
my parents, my cousin, Lexie, and Kadyn my itinerary for Ukraine. I don’t
suppose you’ve compiled a list with the names, addresses, and phone numbers for
the hotels we’ll be staying at?”


She
plopped down in the chair across from my desk. “Yes. I’ve already typed up that
list. I’ll e-mail it to you as soon as I return to my office.”


I
reached for my coffee. “Thanks.”


Shae
snatched a piece of chocolate from my candy bowl. “Are you free for lunch
tomorrow?”


I
eyed her suspiciously. “Yes. Why?”


She
popped the chocolate into her mouth and smiled. “The Human Resource Specialist
let it slip that your birthday is tomorrow. So Paul, Cory, Sammi, and I want to
take you out to lunch.”


I
had suspected as much. The same blabbermouth had informed me that Sammi and
Shae would be celebrating their birthdays while we were on our trip. “Okay,” I
conceded with a smile.


She
reached for another piece of candy. “If you don’t mind me asking, how old are
you going to be, anyway?”


“Thirty,”
I replied in disbelief.


Shae’s
eyes grew wide. “Wow. I didn’t realize you were that old.”


I
wadded up a sticky note and threw it at her. “Thirty is not old!”


Shae
laughed. “I thought you were closer to my age.”


My
eyes narrowed. “How old are you?”


“Twenty-five,”
she responded apologetically.


I
rolled my eyes. “Now I feel old.”


Shae
snickered. “You aren’t old. You’re just old… er than me! Does Rafael
know that your birthday is tomorrow?”


I
drank the last of my coffee. “No. I don’t think so. The subject of birthdays
hasn’t really come up.”


She
raised one eyebrow. “So, you don’t know when his birthday is?”


I
shook my head. “I don’t even know how old he is. I should ask.”


Her
head cocked to one side as she studied me. “Do you know how old Kadyn is?”


I
nodded. “He’s twenty-five. He turns twenty-six in September.”


“Has
he responded to any of your messages yet?” she asked softly.


I
sighed heavily. “No… and I really want to see him before we leave for Ukraine.”


Shae
frowned. “I’m sure Kadyn’s hurt that you chose Rafael, especially after only a
week of dating them both.”


I
pressed the heel of my hands against my eyes until stars appeared. “I don’t
blame him for being hurt. I just want to try to salvage our friendship.”


Shae
shook her head. “I don’t know. You’ve chosen Michael and now Rafael over Kadyn.
That’s got to be a huge blow to his ego. I don’t know many guys who would stick
around after that.”


I
sighed, thoroughly discouraged. “I don’t know that I have chosen Rafael
over Kadyn. I told Kadyn that I’m not comfortable choosing until I at least had
some time to date Rafael exclusively. I’ve had that opportunity with Kadyn. I
know how good things can be between us. I haven’t really had an opportunity to
see what a relationship with Rafael would be like. I know it sounds selfish,
but I don’t want to look back and question what could have been. If I walked
away from Rafael now, I think I would look back with regret.”


“But
if you end up losing Kadyn because you chose to date Rafael, then you’re still
going to look back with regret. You may not get another chance with Kadyn,”
Shae noted with some concern.


“I
know,” I replied miserably.


Shae’s
head tilted. “Do you think you might be finding it difficult to trust Kadyn?
Are you worried he’ll change his mind about the relationship and decide you
should just be friends again?”


I
pondered the possibility, then shook my head. “I don’t know. That could be part
of it. I just feel more comfortable with Rafael. He’s very easy to be around.”


Shae
rose from her chair. “Well, you let Kadyn down when you chose Michael. He let
you down when he decided he didn’t want to date you anymore. Rafael hasn’t let
you down... yet. He’s been your protector for the most part. So, I can see why
you would be more comfortable with him.”


I
nodded absently. I was already lost in my own thoughts.


Shae
turned in the doorway. “All relationships require work, Kri. You and Rafael
just haven’t hit that point in your relationship yet. So what if you and Kadyn
have some issues to work through? If the relationship is worth saving, then you
need to work through those issues.”


I
folded my arms across my chest. “You sound entirely too knowledgeable for
someone who’s only twenty-five years old.”


Shae
shrugged. “I’ve been through my fair share of failed relationships.”


I
offered a half-smile. “Wouldn’t it be nice if we could both put an end
to that?”


*
* * * * *


My
colleagues and I celebrated my birthday over lunch at DC Coast. We accomplished
very little after that. It was our last day in the office before we left for
Ukraine. We had already mass produced all of our training materials in English
and Russian and compiled the material into training manuals that we’d be distributing
to our students. We had all agreed to limit ourselves to one suitcase for
clothes, so we could carry a second suitcase filled with training materials. 


Sammi
discovered that it was customary to offer small gifts when visiting people in
Ukraine, so we purchased a variety of Ghirardelli chocolates to offer as gifts.
Since the training manuals would likely crush the chocolate, we were going to
have to stuff massive amounts of candy into the suitcases with our clothes. It
seemed our wardrobe options were getting more limited by the minute.


I
lugged my boxes of training manuals and chocolates home and set them on the
kitchen counter. I dug my phone out of my purse and texted Rafael to see what
he wanted to do for dinner. He had been noncommittal when I asked him this
morning. 


He
rapped on my front door before responding to the text. 


I
flung the door open and smiled. “I didn’t think you’d be home from work this
early.”


He
nudged the door closed behind him. “I was hoping we could catch an early dinner.”


My
toes curled as he pulled me in for a kiss. “You don’t want to stay home and
cook together?”


He
shook his head. “Nope. I thought I’d take my girlfriend out for dinner, since
she’s leaving tomorrow night.” 


I
stepped back and motioned toward my outfit. I was wearing a white silk wrap
shirt and flowing black pants that tied on the side with a bow. “Will this
work?”


Rafael
fingered the bow on my pants. “Sure. You look great.”


I
studied him quizzically. I was a bit surprised he hadn’t tried untying the bow.
“Okay. I’m going upstairs to freshen up. I’ll be right back.”


He
tugged on my pants as he pulled me in for another scorching kiss. “Don’t take
too long. I’m already missing you.”


I
gave him a hug so he wouldn’t see the tears pricking at my eyes. As excited as
I was about the trip, I still didn’t want to leave. Rafael wandered down the
hall toward the kitchen when I walked upstairs. I brushed my teeth, swiped some
mascara over my lashes, and added a bit of lip gloss before walking back
downstairs.


Rafael
was sitting at my center island, texting on his phone. He glanced up from the
phone when I walked into the kitchen. “Ready?”


I
pretended not to see the box of training manuals when I reached for my purse.
“Ready.”


He
slipped the phone into his pocket and reached for my hand as we made our way
down to the garage. 


Rafael
tucked me into his car before claiming the driver’s seat. He was wearing a pair
of black slacks and a gray silk dress shirt. His hair was pulled back neatly,
and he smelled amazing. I breathed in his cologne as I relaxed into the soft
leather seat. “Where do you want to eat?”


He
glanced at me as he backed out of the garage. “I’d like to take you to Jaleo’s
in DC.”


My
eyes widened. “I heard their tapas is amazing.”


He
turned onto King Street. “Do you know how to salsa dance?”


I
shook my head. “No. Why?”


Rafael
smiled. “They have salsa dancing on Tuesday nights.”


“Dancing
has never really been my thing. I’m afraid I was born with two left feet,” I
confessed. A pained look fell over my face.


Rafael
laughed. “That just means you haven’t been dancing with the right person.”


I
rolled my eyes. “I take it you know how to salsa?”


He
grinned. “Yes. I learned how to salsa in Boca Raton, when I was visiting
Michael. If you’d like, I can teach you.”


I
eyed him suspiciously. “You want to teach me? You won’t be wearing any padded
red suits, will you?”


Rafael’s
eyes crinkled with amusement. “No. I don’t see any need for padding, unless of
course you really are a terrible dancer. Do you think I should have worn steel
toe shoes?”


I
punched him in the arm. “I’m not that bad. Just… don’t be surprised if I try to
lead.”


He
shook his head and laughed that wonderful heart-warming laugh of his. “You
won’t get a chance to lead if you’re dancing with me.” Rafael reached for my
hand and kissed it gently. “I’m really going to miss you. Eighteen days seems
like such a long time.”


Tears
welled in my eyes. “I’m going to miss you too. Hopefully, we can talk each
night once I’m settled in at the hotel.”


He
nodded reassuringly before pulling into a parking garage. “That should work,
since you’ll be seven hours ahead of me.” 


Rafael
spoke briefly with the parking attendant, who waved him through to a no parking
space. I nudged his arm. “I’m beginning to think all of the no parking spaces
don’t really mean no parking is allowed. They appear to be VIP parking for
people with sexy sports cars.”


Rafael
laughed as he raised the doors to the car. “Perhaps they are…” He linked his
hand with mine as we walked toward the restaurant. “Do you like tapas?”


I
shrugged. “I’ve never eaten it before. I’ve heard it’s a variety of appetizers
with a Spanish or Mediterranean flare. How can you go wrong with that?”


Rafael
kissed the top of my head before opening the door to the restaurant. “Happy birthday,
love.”


My
breath caught. “How did you know it was my birthday?”


He
shook his head and laughed. “What is it about my training that you don’t
understand?”


“Surprise!”
a rather full table of people cheered as we stepped further inside the
restaurant. 


I
stopped and stared. Shae, Paul, Sammi, and Cory were all sitting there, along
with Cenia, Roger, Phil, Marie, and Kadyn. I looked at Rafael. “You did this?”
I whispered with tears in my eyes.


He
wrapped his arm around me. “I knew you really wanted to see Kadyn before you
left for Ukraine. It took some convincing, but he agreed to come once he
learned it was your thirtieth birthday party.”


I
threw my arms around his neck. “Thank you,” I choked out. I was trying really
hard not to cry. “This is the most amazing gift.”


Rafael
nudged me toward the group. He spoke with the waitress while I took turns
hugging everyone. 


I
saved Kadyn for last. My tears finally fell when our eyes met. “Thank you for
coming, Kadyn. I’m so glad you’re here.” I hugged him for a very long time. “I
really wanted to see you before I left for Ukraine.”


Kadyn
shoved his hands in his front pockets when he released me. “Rafael told me you
leave tomorrow night. How are you holding up?”


I
slowly shook my head. “Don’t tell them…” I nodded toward Shae and my other
colleagues, “but I’m scared to death.”


Kadyn
sighed as he pulled me in for another hug. “Please, just be safe.”


I
smiled shakily as I stepped back and swiped at my cheeks. “I’ll do my best.”


Rafael
joined us. “Are you ready for your birthday present?”


I
motioned toward the table where my friends were gathered. “I thought this was my
birthday present.”


Rafael
shook his head. He smiled as he glanced over my shoulder.


“Surprise!”
my cousin’s voice rang out from behind me.


I
spun around. “Lexie?” 


She
laughed as I flung my arms around her neck. Then we both began to cry. 


I
swiped at my tears as I hugged her husband, Nate. “You came all the way from
Montana for this?”


Lexie
reached for a napkin. She blotted my tear stained cheeks. “Like I would miss
your thirtieth birthday party! Besides, this guy…” she nodded toward Rafael,
“wouldn’t take no for an answer.”


I
chuckled softly. “I’ve noticed that about him.” I gazed adoringly at Rafael.
“You really are amazing.”


“I
just really like to see you smile.” He wrapped his arm around me as he walked me
to my seat. The waitress was already pouring my wine. Rafael settled me in next
to Lexie before claiming the chair on the other side of me. He tapped his fork
against his wine glass as he addressed the group. “I’ve ordered the chef’s
tasting for everyone, so you don’t need to worry about what to order. They’ll bring
a variety of tapas to the table shortly. I’d like to thank everyone for coming
this evening. I know how much Kristine values each and every one of you.” His
eyes settled on Kadyn. “I have to say, it’s nice to see her surrounded by so
many people who truly love her.” Rafael turned to look at me. “Here’s to Kristine.”



“To
Kri!” the group cheered loudly. 


Lexie
took a sip of wine before setting her glass on the table. She hooked her arm
around my neck and pressed her lips to my ear. “You haven’t been keeping me in
the loop, cuz. We have an awful lot of catching up to do before you leave for
Ukraine.”


I
pulled back to look into her bright blue eyes. “I can’t believe I have to leave
tomorrow night. You finally drag your sorry butt to DC, and I have to leave the
country. That’s so unfair.”


She
offered a sympathetic smile. “Rafael said Nate and I could stay with him or we
could stay at your place while you’re gone. Is it okay if we crash at your
place?”


I
shot her a crazed look. “Are you serious? Of course you’re staying at my place.
I wouldn’t have it any other way. I just wish I had more time with you. I would
have liked to take you sightseeing.”


Lexie
laughed. She glanced at Nate as he handed her a plate of tapas. “I’m sure there
will be no shortage of tour guides between Kadyn and Rafael,” she said, handing
me the tapas.


I
took a bacon wrapped date before passing the plate to Rafael. 


He
was beaming at me. “Do you like your present?”


I
looked at Lexie, who didn’t bother hiding the fact that she was eavesdropping.
“Eh. She’s okay.”


Lexie
swatted at my shoulder before handing me a bowl filled with steamed mussels.
“I’m the best present you ever had.” 


The
three of us laughed. 


Rafael
wrapped his arm around me. “I love you,” he whispered as his lips brushed
against my temple.


The
room faded away as I gazed into his soft brown eyes. “I love you too, Rafael.
Thank you for doing all of this… for making my birthday so special.”


He
shrugged as he passed the tapas to Marie. “You only turn thirty once.”


I
narrowed my eyes at him. “How old are you, anyway?”


Rafael
took a sip of wine. “Thirty-two.”


I
accepted another tapas plate from Lexie. I popped a crispy potato ball into my
mouth and was surprised to find it filled with spicy chorizo. I handed the
plate to Rafael. “When’s your birthday?”


Rafael
smiled. “My birthday was in March. Actually, it was the same day you discovered
me in your room.”


My
heart sank. “I wish I’d known. I would have done something special for you.”


Rafael
grinned as he lowered his voice. “We actually did do something quite special
that night. That was the first time we made love.”


My
cheeks flooded with heat. “That was pretty special,” I conceded. 


Rafael
nodded toward Cenia and Roger as they made their way to the dance floor. His
handsome face lit with that panty dropping smile of his. “Let’s join them.”


Lexie
choked on her sparkling water. “You’re salsa dancing with Kri? Now this I’ve
got to see!”


I
glued an innocent look on my face. “Why don’t you and Nate join us on the dance
floor?” I asked in a syrupy sweet tone.


“Yeah,
right,” Lexie snickered.


Nate
folded his arms across his chest. “Are you saying I can’t dance?”


I
tried not to laugh. The four year old in me was thrilled to have gotten Lexie
into trouble. Lord knows she had gotten me into enough trouble over the years. I
was anxious to see her talk her way out of the implied insult, but Rafael tugged
me out of my chair. 


Lexie
shot me a look of pure desperation. “Kri?”


I
winked at her.


She
wadded her napkin into a ball and threw it at me. “You set me up!” 


This
time I laughed. 


Rafael
continued tugging me toward the dance floor. He stood beside me as he showed me
the steps. “Step back with your right foot on one. Lift and lower your left heel
on two. Shift your weight, but don’t move the left foot. Then return the right
foot so it’s even with the left foot on three. Step forward with your left on
five, lift your right heel as you keep your foot in place on six, then return
the left foot so it’s flush with the right on seven. Like this.”


I
tried to follow Rafael while I watched his feet move. “Where’s four?”


He
stopped and stared at me. “What?”


I
walked through the steps as I counted. “One, two, three… five, six, seven.
Where’s four?”


He
shook his head and laughed. “I don’t know where four is.” Rafael rested his
hands on my hips as he moved behind me. “You need to move your hips as you
shift your weight for each step. Keep the steps small, like this.” Rafael
rolled my hips as he counted our steps. “One, two, three… five, six, seven.”


Rafael
moved in front of me once I got the hang of the steps. He placed my left hand
on his shoulder, then held my right hand. “Okay, here we go.” Rafael pushed my
right hand back as he stepped forward, so I automatically stepped back. Then he
pulled me forward as he stepped back. He smiled. “You’ve got it. Now, just
listen to the music as you count your steps. One, two, three… five, six, seven.”


I
glanced over at Cenia and Roger, who were working their way across the dance
floor in a flurry of rotations and spins. Cenia did a little kick with her foot
as she moved through the steps. “Can you turn me like that?”


Rafael’s
eyes glittered with amusement. “Sure.”


He
swung my right arm out, then in, quickly turning me under his arm while he
counted out the steps.


I
grinned. “Again!”


Rafael
laughed as he spun me in his arms again. He pressed on the small of my back as
he navigated me in front of him, rotating our position so we were dancing flush
with Cenia and Roger. Sammi, Cory, Shae, and Kadyn joined us as we danced
through the next two songs.


I
motioned for Lexie to join us. I stuck my tongue out at her when she refused.
Marie and Phil switched seats so they could join Lexie and Nate in watching everyone
on the dance floor. 


Kadyn
tapped Rafael on the shoulder when the song ended. “May I have this next
dance?”


Rafael
placed my hand in Kadyn’s hand and smiled. “She’s all yours.” He offered his
hand to Shae. “Shall we?”


Shae
laughed. “I’d love to!”


I
glanced down at my feet as Kadyn gently moved me through the steps. I smiled sheepishly
when I finally relaxed. “I’m still trying to get the hang of this. I don’t want
to step on your toes.”


Kadyn
smiled as he spun me in his arms. “You’re doing great, Kri.”


I
shook my head at him. “I should have known you could salsa. Is there anything
you can’t do?”


Kadyn
laughed. “There are a few things I have yet to master.”


My
smile faded as I grew serious. “I’m so glad you came. I’ve missed you, Kadyn.”


He
nodded. “I’ve missed you too. I’m still not happy that you’re dating Rafael,
but I can see that he truly cares about you.”


My
feet stalled. The lump in my throat made it impossible to speak.


Kadyn
sighed as we resumed dancing. “I don’t want you to think I’ve given up on us,
because I haven’t.”


I
met his gaze, then nodded in understanding. “Have you decided to stay in the
military or are you separating at the end of the month?” 


Kadyn
strengthened his hold on me as he rotated us on the dance floor. “I decided to
separate from the Air Force. I’ve accepted a position with the Department of
Homeland Security in Customs and Border Protection.”


I
stumbled through my next step. “Will you be staying in DC?”


Kadyn’s
eyes locked on mine. “I’m not going anywhere. I’m staying right here, Kri.”


My
breath rushed out all at once. “I’m glad. Can I call you when I get back from
Ukraine, so we can talk?”


Kadyn
pulled me flush against his chest as the song ended. His voice broke when he
spoke. “I’d like that. If you don’t mind, I’m going to head home now. You be
safe in Ukraine, Kri.”


I
peered up at Kadyn through watery eyes. “I will.”


He
ran his thumb over my lips. His thumb slid away as his lips brushed against
mine. “Happy birthday, Kri.”


I
hugged him as hard as I could. “Thank you, Kadyn.” 


“Be
safe,” he repeated as he turned to walk away.


I
stood motionless on the dance floor as I watched him say goodbye to Lexie. He
glanced at me one last time before he walked out the door. 


“Are
you okay?” Rafael asked as he joined me. 


I
nodded as I wrapped my arm around his lower back and leaned into him. “Thank
you for inviting him.”


Rafael
hooked his finger under my chin and lifted my face toward his. He studied my
face, then brushed away the tears. “I would do anything to see you smile.”


“Anything?”
I asked teasingly.


“Anything,”
he confirmed.


I
glanced over at Lexie. “Would you drive my cousin home so she can ride in your
car? I’ll ride with her husband so he doesn’t get lost.”


Rafael
chuckled softly. “I can do that. I assume they’re staying in your guest room?”


I
nodded. “I want you to spend the night too.” I stared at my hands as they lingered
on his chest. My eyes slid shut when I felt his heart beat against my hand. I
longed to press my chest against his… to feel his heart beat in time with mine.
My fingers clutched at his shirt. “How will I ever leave you?”


His
forehead fell against mine. “I pray you never do.”


*
* * * * *


I
zipped my suitcase, set it upright, then rolled it toward the door. I glanced
over at Lexie, who was sprawled out on top of my bed. “Well, that’s it in a
nutshell.”


Her
bangs fluttered against her forehead as she blew out a long breath. “Wow. I
don’t envy you that decision one bit.” She sat up and fluffed my pillows before
reclining against the headboard. She patted the spot next to her. “You know how
much I like Kadyn. I think he’s a phenomenal guy, but I’ve known him longer
than Rafael.”


I
climbed onto the bed and stretched out next to her. “It should have been easy
for me to slide back into a relationship with Kadyn. I love him, and I know
he’s a good guy, but when we tried dating again, nothing felt right. It seemed
like we were trying too hard and the timing wasn’t right.”


Lexie
sighed. “How do you feel when you’re with Rafael?”


“I
can’t seem to resist Rafael.” I laughed softly. “Not that I’ve really tried. He’s
so easy to be with. For some reason my relationship with him just feels right. I
trust him… I love him… shoot, I think I may even be in love with him. I
don’t know how he did it, but the guy has completely stolen my heart in just
six weeks’ time.”


Lexie
squeezed my hand. “I hope I can get to know Rafael better while I’m here. He
seems like a really good guy, and he’s obviously in love with you. I’m kind of
surprised he’s not going to Ukraine with you, though. Why is that?”


I
rolled over to face her on the bed. “He’s been pushing to go to Ukraine with
me. I told him I need to prove to my coworkers that I can do this on my own.” I
sighed heavily. “He’s going to Paris to talk to Michael while I’m in Ukraine.
He wants to talk to him in person about the two of us dating and his intentions
for our relationship.”


A
single eyebrow arched questioningly over Lexie’s bright blue eyes. “His
intentions?”


I
smiled. “For some crazy reason he wants to spend the rest of his life with me. He
told me he has every intention of marrying me.” 


Lexie
groaned dramatically. Then she giggled. “I’m not surprised. I tried to tell you
the guy was in love with you when he brought you to Great Falls in November,
but would you listen to me? Noooo.” 


I
grabbed the pillow from behind my head and smacked her with it. I laughed at
the stunned look on her face. “You are such a know it all!” 


Lexie
scrambled to her knees as she hit me over the head with the pillow. “Well, if
you’d listen to me, you wouldn’t get into so much trouble!”


I
reached for Lexie’s pillow just as Rafael cleared his throat. “If I’d known you
were having a pillow fight, I would have come up a lot sooner.” 


Lexie
bashed me in the head with the pillow as I turned to face Rafael. I glared at
her. “You don’t fight fair.”


She
shrugged. “Never have. You’ve known me for thirty years, Kri. You should know
that by now.”


Rafael
laughed. “I hate to break this up, but someone has a flight to catch.”


I
grudgingly climbed out of bed. I finger combed the knots out of my hair as I
turned to face Lexie. “Do you want to come to the airport with us?”


She
shook her head. “No way. I’ll cry, then you’ll cry, then your makeup will be a
mess. They’ll make you sit in the back of the plane because you look so hideous,
and then you’ll be mad at me the entire flight.”


I
lunged for Lexie, pinned her to the bed, and whacked her with the pillow
multiple times. 


Rafael
pulled me off of her. “Give her a hug and say goodbye.”


Lexie
eyed me with a bit more respect as she climbed from the bed. “You’ve been
working out.”


I
nodded as I pulled her in for a rib crushing hug. “I love you, cuz.”


“I
love you too,” she responded softly. 


Rafael
glanced at Lexie as he reached for my suitcase. “Are you still up for going out
to dinner tonight?”


Lexie
grinned. “I wouldn’t miss it for the world.”


“You’re
taking my cousin out to dinner without me?” I whined irritably. “Why?”


Rafael
laughed. “I kind of like her. How could I not after she threatened to kick my
ass if I ever hurt you?”


I
narrowed my eyes at Lexie. “You behave yourself while I’m gone. You can use my
jeep, and you can stay here as long as you’d like, but don’t even think about redecorating
my place with that wild, contemporary art you like so much… and don’t try to
negotiate any cows or goats out of Rafael in exchange for my hand in marriage.”


Rafael’s
face lit up. “She can do that?”


Lexie
laughed. “I hold more sway than her dad!”


Rafael’s
eyes met mine. He looked like he’d just won the Super Bowl. “Good to know.”


I
tracked Nate down and gave him a quick hug before following Rafael out to his
SUV, which he’d parked in front of my garage. 


Rafael
shoved both suitcases into the back before pulling the passenger door open for
me. He reached for my arm just before I slid into the seat. “Wait.”


I
tossed my purse onto the passenger seat and turned to face him. “For what?”


His
eyes warmed. “For this.” He gathered me in his arms and gazed into my eyes for
a good six or seven heartbeats. “I love you,” he finally breathed.


My
heart stumbled against my chest as he held my gaze. “I love you too, Rafael.”


He
crushed me against his chest as he pulled me in for a passionate kiss. 


My
lips parted on a sigh. Rafael deepened the kiss. I locked my arms around his
neck. I didn’t want to let him go. He hiked my legs around his hips and
staggered against the side of the SUV. My head fell back as he began kissing my
neck. He nipped at my breasts through my thin cotton shirt. 


Desire
spun through me as he pressed every hard angle of his body into mine. I tangled
my hands in his hair, then gently tugged him from my chest. “You can’t get me
all worked up, then leave me hanging like this… not for eighteen days.”


He
glanced at his watch, then slammed the passenger side door. He locked the
Navigator with his key fob as he carried me toward his garage door. I was still
wrapped around his hips and neck. 


I
giggled as he struggled with the code to his garage. 


He
grew fiercely determined as he typed the code once more. The garage door hummed
as it slid into the ceiling. “You’re lucky Reagan National Airport is ten
minutes up the road,” he growled. 


He
strode through the garage before climbing the stairs to his kitchen. He sat me
on top of the center island, pulled my shirt and bra off, then quickly
unbuttoned my jeans. I kicked my jeans and panties off. He removed his shirt while
I unbuttoned his jeans. I watched as they fell to the floor. 


Rafael
pulled me to the edge of the counter. I wrapped my legs around his hips. His
warm mouth latched onto my breast just before he thrust into me. “Yes,” I
moaned.


Rafael’s
lips made their way to my other breast as he pressed me against the cold
granite countertop. His hands tucked under my back and clamped down on my
shoulders as he drove into me. Stars bit at the back of my eyes. 


His
lips met mine as he pulled me off of the counter. In two short steps, he had me
pinned against the wall. His eyes were dark. His voice was husky, possessive,
and raw. “I want you to remember this… remember how my body feels buried inside
of yours… remember how much I want you… how much I love you, Kristine.”


Rafael
held my hands against the wall as he slowly eased away from me. He plunged
forcefully back inside, then stilled. My fingernails dug into the backs of his
hands as my body quivered. I tightened my legs around his hips, trying to draw
him in as he pulled away from me again. “More,” I whimpered. 


He
drove inside of me in long, hard strokes. I hung suspended with need as he
released my hands. He reached behind me to brace his hands between my back and
the wall before thrusting even harder.


I
braced my elbows on his shoulders and tangled my fingers in his hair. “Yes,” I
whispered. “Harder.”


That
one word was his undoing. Rafael’s lips crashed against mine as he slammed into
me hard and fast… winding me tighter and tighter… then pushing me toward
release. We both stilled as he unleashed the perfect storm. I clung to his neck
as the waves pulled me under, over and over again. 


Rafael
held me against the wall until we caught our breath. I untangled my legs from
his hips and slid down his body until my feet were on the floor. Rafael kissed
me one last time before he released me. 


My
legs shook as I gathered up my clothes. I glanced at Rafael as he pulled his
jeans on. “How am I supposed to live without that for the next eighteen days?”


He
tugged his shirt over his head, then grinned. “I make long distance house
calls. You say the word, and I’m on the next plane to Ukraine.”


I
laughed as I stepped into my jeans. “I just might do that.” I pulled my shirt
back on and grabbed my shoes as we made our way back to the SUV. 


Rafael
helped me into the passenger seat before sliding behind the wheel. He glanced
at me as he turned onto King Street. “Do you have your passport?”


I
pulled the cell phone from my purse and snapped a picture of him. “Yes, I have
my passport.”


He
looked mildly annoyed as he turned onto Route 1. “What are you doing?”


I
shrugged. “I want to be able to look at your handsome face while we’re apart.”


He
chuckled as he reached for his cell phone and snapped a picture of me. “That’s
actually a very good idea.” He glanced at the picture and sighed. “Do you have any
idea how difficult it is for me to let you go?”


My
heart clenched as my eyes met his. “This isn’t easy for me either. Saying
goodbye to you has always been difficult for me.”


 “I
really wish I was going with you,” he noted softly.


I
nodded. I was already regretting the fact that I’d told him not to come. “You
need to talk to Michael. I think that’s far more important than tagging along
with me. Besides, I’ll be teaching all day. The only time we’d get to be
together would be in the evenings.”


He
shrugged. “That’s not so different from the way our schedule works now. I doubt
Michael’s going to want me hanging around in Paris after he hears what I have
to say. What if I meet up with you in Sevastopol or in Zurich near the end of
your trip?”


I
smiled. “You really are determined to join me.”


Rafael
blew out a breath as he merged onto the exit for the airport. “The past six
weeks with you have been the happiest six weeks of my life. I want a future
with you, Kristine. We belong together. I have never been more certain of anything
in my life. I don’t like the idea of being parted from you… especially for
eighteen days.”


“Okay,”
I relented in mock exasperation. “Meet up with me when you’re done in Paris.”


His
jaw fell open. “Really?” 


I
laughed. “Really. I’ll be equally miserable without you, so if nothing more
pressing comes up at work or in Paris, then come. Meet me in Ukraine.”


He
visibly relaxed as he turned into the short term parking lot.


I
shot him a curious look. “Why are you pulling in here?”


Rafael
looked confused. “I’m walking you through to security.”


I
shook my head. “Seriously, Rafael. You don’t need to do that. Why don’t you
just drop me off? God only knows how long that security line is going to be.”


He
smiled as he slid the Navigator into a parking spot. “The longer that line is,
the more time I get to spend with you.” He retrieved my suitcases from the back
of the SUV as I jumped out of the vehicle. He wheeled both suitcases as we made
our way toward the ticket counter for Lufthansa. 


I
checked both suitcases so I’d only have to carry my purse and Kindle onto the
plane. Rafael tucked me against his chest as we joined at least eighty other
people in the security line. “Now, remember what I said. Don’t trust anyone…
not even the authorities. Get a SIM card for Ukraine first thing on Friday.
Check in with the American Embassy in Kiev as soon as you get your SIM card.
Let them know what you’re doing, where you’re going to be, and how long you
plan to be in the country.”


I
rolled my eyes.


He
tightened his hold on me. “Don’t roll your eyes at me! Call me when you get
settled into your hotel each night, so I know you’re safe. Try not to stay out
too late. Stay away from the mafia, and don’t let anyone buy you drinks. Don’t
take your eyes off your drink if you order one. Scratch that. Don’t drink
anything.”


My
eyes widened. “Don’t drink? Anything?”


He
shook his head at my sarcastic tone. “You know what I mean. Don’t drink alcohol.”


I
laughed. “But coffee’s okay?”


Rafael
grinned. “Coffee is fine.”


I
glanced at him as we moved forward in the security line. “Did you know that
we’re not supposed to drink the water unless it’s been boiled? We’re not even
supposed to use it to brush our teeth. We’ve also been advised not to eat any
fruits or vegetables that haven’t been cooked or peeled. No salad. Nothing that
would be rinsed in water.”


He
nodded. “You should buy a case of sparkling water and keep it at the hotel.
Don’t drink any bottled water that isn’t carbonated. Bottles of uncarbonated water
could be filled with tap water. You don’t want to spend your entire trip in bed
sick with some parasite or bacteria your body isn’t used to.”


I
sighed as we approached the TSA agent. I handed him my passport and my plane
ticket before wrapping my arms around Rafael’s neck. “Looks like this is the
end of the road for you. I love you.”


He
lifted me off the floor as he kissed me. “I miss you already,” he said as he
set me back down.


The
TSA agent smiled. He nodded toward Rafael as he stepped away from the line.
“What’s the matter, you couldn’t squeeze him into your purse?”


I
laughed as the guy handed me my plane ticket and passport. “No. Sadly, he
wouldn’t fit.” 


I
waved at Rafael, then blew him a kiss as I joined a short line of people
standing in front of an x-ray machine. I kicked my shoes off, placed them in a
gray container with my purse and Kindle, and set everything on the conveyor
belt. For some unexplained reason, I was chosen for a security pat down. Once I
was cleared, I turned around for one last look at Rafael. 


He
was leaning against the wall with his arms folded across his chest. “Wish it
had been me,” he mouthed with a crooked smile on his face.


I
grinned as I slid my shoes back on. I reached for my purse and Kindle, then blew
him one last kiss. 


Shae,
Sammi, and Cory were already at the gate when I arrived. Shae gave me a hug
when I joined the group. “I was worried you weren’t going to make it in time.
They’re boarding in ten minutes.”


I
eyed Starbucks longingly. “Do I have enough time to grab coffee?”


Sammi
turned toward me and laughed. She was holding a Starbucks cup in her hand. “You
better make it quick.”


I
sprinted toward Starbucks. God only knew what kind of coffee they served in
Ukraine. Thankfully, there was only one person ahead of me in line. I ordered a
venti toffee nut latte, extra hot.


I
breathed in the rich aroma as I approached the gate. Cory chuckled as I joined
them in line. “Are you going to drink it, or do you plan to sniff it the entire
flight?”


I
grinned. “I’ll drink it once it cools off. I ordered it extra hot, so it should
last awhile.”


We
boarded the plane and inched our way toward our seats. I dropped into the seat
next to Shae. Sammi and Cory settled into the seats across the aisle from me. I
leaned my head toward Shae. “Are they an item?”


She
laughed. “You’re just now figuring that out?”


I
tucked my purse under the seat and snapped the seatbelt into place. I leaned
back in the seat, held the coffee to my nose, and inhaled deeply. “I should
have let Rafael join us.”


“If
I had a smoking hot boyfriend with a flexible schedule who wanted to traipse
across the world with me, I would have begged him to come,” Shae responded,
fastening her seatbelt.


“Sometimes
I can be really, really stupid,” I replied sullenly.


Shae
patted my hand. “Don’t worry. I’ll keep you plenty entertained.”











Chapter 7 – Set fire to the rain


We
arrived in Germany early the next morning. I was surprised Frankfurt was such a
metropolitan city. The place had a New York City vibe with its cluster of
skyscrapers tucked along the Main River. I was also surprised by the diversity
of the population. Thankfully, quite a few people spoke English. 


We
dropped our luggage at the hotel so we could go out for breakfast while we
waited for our rooms to become available. Sammi and Cory were sharing a room
together. I was bunking with Shae. 


We
decided to have breakfast at an outdoor café, which we discovered in a large
public market called the Kleinmarkthalle. The weather was crisp and cool. We
sat at the café for hours as we sampled a variety of meats, cheeses, breads,
and jam. Shockingly, German coffee put Starbucks to shame. It was strong, very
rich, but incredibly smooth, with none of the bitterness that I was accustomed
to. If it didn’t rival the coffee in Paris, then it came darn close. I
purchased a bag of coffee to take home to Rafael before we left the café.


We
wandered through the crowded market place after breakfast. I purchased an
international calling card from a convenience store, so I could call Rafael
when we got back to the hotel. He wasn’t expecting me to call until I arrived
in Ukraine, but I was missing him and really wanted to hear his voice.


I
was exhausted by the time we arrived back at the hotel. We were planning to
sleep for four or five hours before taking Sammi out to dinner for her birthday
at the King Kamehameha Club. The waitress at the café had recommended the
Hawaiian themed dance club. She claimed the place had its very own beach.


I
glanced over at Shae, who was already sprawled out on her bed. “Do you mind if
I call Rafael before we go to sleep?”


She
yawned sleepily. “No. I’m sure I’ll be asleep before your call is even over.”
She rolled over and pulled her pillow over her head.


I
smiled as I dialed the international number on the hotel phone. I sank back into
my pillows as I waited to hear his voice. 


“Hello?”


“Hey
handsome! All of Germany is missing you.”


He
laughed. “An entire country is missing me?”


I
nodded even though he couldn’t see me. “It sure feels that way. I’ve looked at
your picture at least a hundred times. I really should have taken more pictures
of you. I’m a little sad you’re wearing a shirt in this one.”


Rafael
chuckled softly. “If you promise to be good, I’ll have your cousin take a
picture of me with my shirt off, and I’ll text it to you.”


I
paused as I thought through his plan.


“Kristine?
Are you still there?”


“Yeah.
I’m here. I’m just weighing how much I want that picture against my cousin
getting to see you with your shirt off,” I explained.


He
laughed. “Your cousin is a happily married woman.”


I
giggled. “I know. Have her take the picture, but tell her I said she’s not
allowed to touch your chest… because I know she’s going to want to. How was
dinner last night? Where did you take them?”


“I
took them to Komi.”


I
flashed to our tryst with the chocolate mousse. “You didn’t eat chocolate
mousse without me, did you?”


“They
didn’t serve chocolate mousse this time. They served crème brûlée instead.”


I
smiled. “So how did they like the synchronized waiters?”


“They
loved them. Your cousin was totally messing with them, though. She kept moving
her glass around when they were pouring the wine.” 


I
laughed. “That sounds like Lexie, always stirring up trouble.” I softened my
voice so Shae could get some sleep. “So, what are they doing today?”


“Kadyn
is giving them a tour of the Pentagon and the 9/11 Memorial. I think he’s
taking them to dinner afterwards. I’m taking them to see the Capitol and a
couple of museums tomorrow. We’re going to a Washington Nationals game tomorrow
night.”


I
yawned as I slid under the covers. “I didn’t know you liked baseball.”


“Baseball’s
okay. I like soccer more,” he confessed.


“When
do you leave for Paris?” I asked, suddenly realizing I didn’t know.


“I’m
leaving next Saturday. I thought I should stick around in case your cousin needs
anything. She and Nate leave on Wednesday. I was going to fly out that same
day, but I picked up an assignment.”


“Really?”
I asked. “Who are you protecting this time?”


“Prince
Harry.”


I
shot up in bed. “The Prince Harry? Dang. I want you to start introducing me to
some of your clients!”


Rafael
laughed. “He’s just like any other guy. Well, he is rather fond of getting into
trouble, but he’s still a very nice guy.”


“You’ve
served on his security detail before?”


 “Yes,
back in February.”


I
glanced at the clock on the nightstand. “I’m using an international calling
card, and my time is nearly up. I head to Sevastopol next Saturday. Let me know
if you want to meet up there or in Zurich, so I can secure another hotel room.”


“Sure
thing, love. Travel safe tomorrow. Call or text when you get your SIM card.”


“I
will. I love you,” I murmured softly.


“I
love you too,” he responded in a husky voice. “Be safe.”


I
sighed heavily as I hung up the phone. No amount of time with Rafael was ever
enough. I couldn’t believe how much I missed him already, and we hadn’t even
been apart for twenty-four hours.


Shae’s
voice called teasingly from under her pillow. “Hey, sister. You got it bad.”


I
pulled the pillow over my head and groaned. “I know.”


*
* * * * *


I
eyed our new hotel room with some serious trepidation. The dingy gray walls
were stained. There were no pictures hanging on the walls, and the place was beyond
tiny. Two single beds were pushed against opposite walls. The narrow space
between the beds couldn’t really accommodate Shae and me at the same time. A
small dresser sat on Shae’s side of the room, and the smallest desk I’d ever
seen was perched precariously at the end of my bed. “This is a far cry from
Frankfurt.”


Shae
nodded. “It looks more like a dorm than a hotel room.” She pointed to a stain
on the carpet. “Do you think that’s blood or red wine?”


My
stomach turned. “I’m going with red wine.” I threw my suitcases on top of the
bed I’d called dibs on, solely because it was furthest from the door. “What is
that God awful smell?”


Shae
leaned down to smell her bedding. “It’s alcohol, body odor, or both.”


I
shuddered. “My skin will not be touching those sheets.”


Shae
rolled her eyes. “What are you going to do… sleep on the floor?” 


I
eyed the red stain again. “Absolutely not.”


She
laughed. “I guess we’ll just have to sleep with our clothes on.”


I
nodded. “Good plan.” I started hanging clothes in the closet next to the
bathroom. “What do you want to do for your birthday tomorrow?”


Shae
unzipped her suitcase. “I was hoping we could go out for dinner and dancing.
I’m curious to see what the dance clubs are like in Ukraine. I wonder what kind
of music they dance to.”


I
still couldn’t believe our birthdays were so close together. “That Hawaiian club
in Frankfurt was a lot of fun. Do you really think it’s safe to go out dancing
here?”


Shae
nodded. “We should be fine as long as we stick close to Cory. We’ll use the
buddy system to make sure none of us are ever alone.” 


I
set my shoes in the bottom of the closet. “I don’t think we should stay out too
late.”


Shae
began piling clothes inside the dresser. The bottom drawer fell apart when she
tried to pull it open. She stood and scowled at the dresser. “What did you
think of Nonna?”


I
shrugged. “She seems nice enough. I’m kind of surprised the university sent the
head of the international relations department to meet us at the airport.”


Shae
shoved her empty suitcase under the bed. “Maybe she felt responsible for us.
She is the professor who invited us to come. I think she and the dean both
signed the letter of invitation that enabled us to enter the country.”


I
plugged my international adaptor into the electrical outlet so I could charge
my cell phone. “It was nice having her here to translate when we checked in,
but I think it’s weird she wouldn’t take us to get SIM cards for our cell
phones. Why would she insist we didn’t need them?”


Shae
tore the comforter from her bed and shoved it under the bed, next to her
suitcase. She sniffed at the dark gray blanket that lie on top of the sheets
before she sat on the bed. “She was kind of dismissive about the SIM cards.”


I
removed my comforter and perched on the edge of the bed. “I know she offered to
let us use her cell phone, but I don’t feel comfortable using her phone for
personal calls, and I told Rafael that I’d check in with him every night so he
would know we’re safe.”


A
knock sounded at the door. “Kri, Shae, it’s Cory.”


Shae
sprang to her feet. She pulled the door open and waved Cory and Sammi inside our
tiny room. “Are you guys done unpacking?”


Sammi
nodded. “Yes. We’re going to go track down SIM cards and an Internet café
before dinner. Do you guys want to join us?”


Shae
and I exchanged looks. “Absolutely!” I responded as I reached for my purse. We
followed Cory and Sammi out the door.


Shae
nudged Cory as we walked toward the stairs. “What’s this dinner about… the one Nonna
said we’re supposed to attend tonight? That wasn’t on our agenda.”


Cory
shrugged. “I don’t know. It wasn’t anything we were given advance notice of. I
think it’s just some sort of welcome dinner. Maybe we’ll get to meet some of
the students.”


We
exited the stairwell and filed into the lobby. Cory approached the clerk at the
front desk to inquire about a cab and a place to purchase SIM cards. 


I
tugged on Sammi’s arm. “Look outside.”


Sammi
looked out the front window. Nonna was still sitting outside the hotel. She was
applying lipstick in her rearview mirror. Shae followed our gaze. “Is that
Nonna?”


I
nodded. “Why do you think she’s still here?”


Cory
joined us. “What are you guys looking at?”


“Nonna,”
we replied simultaneously.


Cory
looked surprised. “Well, if she asks, don’t tell her we’re getting SIM cards.
We’ll just tell her we’re going to the Internet café.”


I
eyed her car nervously as we made our way outside. 


She
stepped out of her car as soon as she spotted us. “Do you need a ride
somewhere?”


Cory
shook his head. “No. We’re just walking to the Internet café. The hotel clerk
said it’s only two blocks from here.”


She
walked around the car and opened the passenger side doors. “I am happy to drive
you.”


I
leaned toward Shae and whispered, “How rude would it be to refuse?”


Shae
sighed. “Just rude enough.” 


We
folded ourselves into the car. Cory sat in front with Nonna. “We really don’t want
to impose. I’m sure you have a lot more important things to do than drive us
around.”


She
waved her hand dismissively. “I cleared my entire schedule for the day.” She
paused as she turned into traffic. “We do not have much time for the Internet
café. We should return to the hotel soon, so you can change for dinner.”


Sammi
squeezed Cory’s shoulder as she leaned toward the front seat. “Will any of our
students be joining us for dinner?”


Nonna
smiled through the rearview mirror. “My two best students will be attending the
dinner.”


“Who
else is coming?” Shae asked curiously.


Nonna
shrugged. “The dean, some professors, and a number of government officials are
attending the dinner. There are a lot of people who want to meet the guests of
honor.” 


I
met Nonna’s gaze in the rearview mirror. “Who are the guests of honor?”


She
laughed as she pulled up to the café. “You are.”


My
cheeks heated. I hadn’t realized we’d draw so much attention. 


Cory
stepped out of the car and opened the back door. “We won’t be long, Nonna. We
can easily find our way back to the hotel, so you don’t need to wait for us.”


“I
would prefer to wait for you,” Nonna responded. She picked up her cell phone
and began texting, effectively ending the conversation. 


Cory
shrugged nonchalantly. “Okay. We’ll be done in thirty minutes.” 


Nonna
nodded absently. It appeared she intended to wait in the car.


The
four of us filed into the café. My eyes widened in disbelief. A number of
prehistoric computers sat on top of long rectangular tables, which ran down the
center of the room and along every available wall. Each computer had a metal
folding chair sitting in front of it. Extension cords were strewn all over the
floor. “There’s no coffee… just computers?”


Shae
laughed. “Were you expecting Starbucks?”


Cory
pulled us into a huddle before I could respond. “Give me your cell phones. I’m
going to find a back entrance, slip out, and go purchase our SIM cards. According
to the hotel clerk, the place is just around the corner. If I’m not back in
thirty minutes, just come up with some excuse to delay Nonna. Don’t tell her
where I’ve gone. I don’t like this tight reign she’s trying to establish, and
I’ll be damned if I let her restrict us from communicating with the outside
world.”


We
handed our cell phones to Cory. He spoke briefly with the sales clerk before disappearing
down the hallway that led to the bathrooms.


Sammi
watched Cory walk away. “I think we should get three computers since we only
have thirty minutes to check our e-mail and send messages back home,” she said,
shifting her attention toward Shae and me.


Shae
nodded. “I agree. These computers will probably run slow.” 


Sammi
spoke as we walked up to the sales clerk. “Tri komp'yutera, tridtsat' minut
kazhdyy, pozhaluysta.” She handed him hryvnia to pay for the
computer time. Thankfully, we had already exchanged our money for hryvnia at
the airport in Kiev.


We
found three available computers sitting next to each other, so we quickly
claimed those seats. I checked my work e-mail and responded to a couple of messages
before typing a note to my boss to let him know we had arrived safely. 


I
logged onto my personal e-mail and typed a message to Rafael, Kadyn, Lexie, Cenia,
and my mom. We’ve arrived in Simferopol. There’s been a bit of delay
in getting SIM cards, but we should have them by the end of the day. I will
text you as soon as I can. Know that I am safe. Love you! Kri. 


I
read and responded to personal e-mail while waiting for Sammi and Shae to
finish up. Shae glanced over at my computer screen. “The Internet is crazy slow
here.”


I
leaned back in my chair and blew out a breath. “I know. The computer is taking
so long to process everything, I’m not even sure these messages are being
sent.”


Sammi
scowled. “Have either of you been able to log onto Facebook? I think maybe it’s
being blocked.”


Cory
walked back into the room. He kneeled next to Sammi and discreetly handed us
our phones. “SIM cards are already in there. Let’s get all of our cell phone
numbers programmed in each other’s phones before we leave. That way, we’ll be
able to call one another if we get separated. Don’t use your phones in front of
Nonna just yet. I’m not sure if she has a hidden agenda or if she’s just
oblivious to the fact that we may need our cell phones for security purposes.”


Shae,
Sammi, and I logged out of our e-mail accounts and programmed our cell phones
while Cory checked his e-mail on Sammi’s computer. 


I
waved at the sales clerk as we filed out of the café. “Spasibo.” 


He
smiled and waved. “Nyezashto!”


Nonna
was on her cell phone. She ended the call when she saw us approaching the car.
She flung her car door open and ran around the front of the car. 


Cory
smiled as he opened the rear passenger door. “I’ve got it, Nonna.”


Nonna
ushered Sammi into the front seat. “Are you ready to go back to the hotel?”


Sammi
slid into the seat. “Sure. That would be great.”


Cory
joined Shae and me in the back seat as Nonna took her place behind the wheel.


“Do
we need to dress up for dinner?” Shae asked as Nonna merged into traffic.


Nonna
eyed Sammi’s pantsuit with obvious disdain. “Yes. You should wear dresses.”


Shae
and I exchanged glances. We were all dressed in nicely tailored pantsuits,
which should have been perfectly acceptable for a business dinner. 


Nonna
glanced at her watch as she pulled in front of the hotel. “Can you be ready in
an hour?”


“Sure,”
Cory replied. “Are you driving us to dinner or should we plan to take a cab to
the restaurant?”


“I’ll
drive you,” Nonna responded a little too cheerfully. “I’m going to run home and
change, but I’ll be back in thirty minutes. I’ll wait for you in the lobby.”


I
glanced back at Nonna as I stepped out of the car. “Spasibo.”


“Nyezashto,”
she replied with an approving smile.


*
* * * * *


The
four of us followed Nonna into the restaurant. I glanced nervously at the two
men standing guard just outside the door. I wondered whether that level of
security was typical for restaurants in Ukraine or if they were there for the
government officials who were attending the event.


Dean
Bykov was standing just inside the door. He was a tall, wiry man. His dark gray
hair blended seamlessly with his charcoal suit. He shook my hand
enthusiastically. “Ms. Stone, thank you for coming. I’m sure you are exhausted
from your travels, so we will try not to keep you too long.” His English was
impeccable.


I
shook his hand and smiled. “Spasibo chto priglasili
nas. Thank you for inviting us, Dean
Bykov. It’s so nice to finally meet you.” I moved to the side as I waited for my
colleagues to shake hands with the dean. I chewed on my lower lip while
studying him. He seemed to know us by sight. Nonna had identified who he was,
but she hadn’t given him any of our names. 


Nonna
nudged me toward the two young people who were standing next to the dean. “This
is Oni and Igor, two of my finest students. They are enrolled in our
international relations program and will be attending your class.”


I
shook Oni’s hand before extending my hand to Igor. “Mne ochen' priyatno s
vami poznakomitca. It’s a pleasure to meet
you both.”


“The
pleasure is mine,” Igor responded cordially. He looked to be in his
mid-twenties. He was nearly six feet tall and quite broad, although he wasn’t
what I would consider muscular by any means. He was wearing a black suit with a
white shirt and a dark red tie. 


Oni
was a willowy blond with light green eyes. Her hair hung perfectly straight in
a sheet that fell halfway down her back. She was wearing a skin tight dress in
lipstick red. I suspected she was an inch or two shorter than me, but she was
wearing five inch stiletto heels, which made it difficult to gauge how tall she
really was. 


I
smoothed my dress over my hips as I waited for Shae to finish shaking Oni and
Igor’s hands. I was wearing a jade lace dress and high heel sandals that were
the color of tiramisu. It was one of the few outfits I had kept from Paris.


Shae
joined me as she finished shaking everyone’s hand. She was wearing a pretty
white dress with a red and black floral print. Sammi was wearing a black sheath
dress with patent leather heels. Cory had chosen a dark gray suit with a crisp white
shirt and a black and gray paisley tie. Nonna rounded out our group with a
bright green fitted dress, which was cinched at the waist with a thin black
belt. Like Oni, she wore five inch heels. 


The
room fell quiet as we entered the main dining area. The center of the restaurant
had been cleared of tables. A round table sat near the center of the far wall
with two rectangular tables flanking either side. The two long tables were
filled with men in a variety of gray and black dress suits. Every one of them
sat facing the center of the room. They rose from their seats as we approached.



Nonna
and Dean Bykov introduced each person by name and title before leading us to
the center table. Every person in attendance appeared to be tied to the
government or the university in some way. Aside from the waitresses, Nonna,
Oni, Shae, Sammi, and I were the only women in the room.


Oni
showed me to my seat. She encouraged Shae to sit next to me as she claimed the
seat to my left. Igor sat next to Oni at the adjoining table. Nonna sat between
Shae and Cory. Sammi sat next to Cory, and Dean Bykov took the chair next to
her. I couldn’t help but notice that the seating arrangement ensured that each
one of us was seated next to someone from Ukraine. 


Two
waitresses approached our table and immediately began pouring bottled water,
wine, and champagne. I was a bit surprised by our place settings. We each had a
drinking glass, a wine glass, a champagne flute, and a shot glass sitting at
the top of our plates. 


The
dean stood once the drinks were poured. He reached for his champagne glass, and
a number of chairs scraped against the floor as everyone around us stood. Nonna
had already instructed us to remain seated and not to drink to the initial
toasts, which would be honoring us specifically. 


The
dean turned to face us. “To our esteemed guests from the United States. We are
honored to have you in our country and hope your stay here will prove so
enjoyable that you will never want to leave.” There was a smattering of
laughter from the far side of the room which drew my attention to a round table
tucked just to the side of the door we had entered through. The dean continued.
“We are pleased to have you working at our universities. We share your
commitment for world peace and look forward to working with you toward this
goal in the coming years. Za vas!”


“Za
vas” sounded around the room. Everyone raised his glass in our direction
and took a drink before returning to his seat.


Shae
and I fidgeted nervously. Neither of us was comfortable with the attention. I
was thankful we didn’t have to reciprocate with our own toast. Cory was not so
lucky. Nonna had instructed him to offer a toast of thanks, directly following
the dean’s toast.


Cory
rose from his seat. This time, everyone else in the room remained seated. He
reached for his wine glass. “My colleagues and I would like to thank Dean Bykov
and Dr. Nonna Tselikova for inviting us to Ukraine. We are honored to be here,
and we are humbled by your hospitality. Thank you for making us feel so
welcome. Za vas.”


Oni
placed her hand on mine as I reached for my water glass. “It is considered
impolite to toast with water. You must toast with wine or champagne.”


Heat
flooded my cheeks as I reached for the champagne glass. I had hoped to avoid
drinking alcohol. I pasted a smile on my face and tapped my champagne flute
against Oni and Igor’s glasses before lightly tapping Shae’s glass. Nonna and
Dean Bykov nodded politely. They weren’t drinking since Cory’s toast had
mentioned them by name. “Za vas,” I repeated before taking a small sip
of champagne.


The
waitresses began pouring vodka all along our table. A man dressed entirely in
black stood from the table near the door. I shuddered when his eyes met mine. It
was eerie how much the guy looked like Michael with his dark wavy hair, hooded brown
eyes, and five o’clock shadow. 


I
inventoried the differences as I continued studying him. This guy was a lot
bigger than Michael, his entire body appeared harder, and there was a dangerous
edge to his gaze that made me feel like a lamb being taken to slaughter. I turned
my attention to the men seated around him. All six men seated at that table
were dressed in black suits with black shirts and ties. 


The
gentleman who was standing reached for his shot glass. Once again, everyone
stood. Oni rested her hand on my shoulder when I attempted to stand, so I
dropped back into my seat. Shae, Cory, and Sammi also remained seated. 


The
man glanced at Shae and Sammi before shifting his attention to Cory. “I too
would like to welcome our guests from America. Despite what the media might
portray, we really are quite fond of your country and your people. We hope this
event marks the beginning of a lifelong friendship. Za vas!” 


“Za
vas!” sounded around the room again. The four of us nodded politely while
everyone drank their shots. The waitresses poured another round of shots while
everyone settled back into his seat.


Once
the drinks were poured, the gentleman who looked like Michael stood again. “I
would like to propose another toast to honor my friend and our most gracious host
Aleksandr Bykov, without whom we would not have had this opportunity to meet.”


I
had no interest in doing vodka shots my first night in Ukraine, especially when
Rafael had warned me not to drink, but Oni shook her head when I attempted to
set my vodka back on the table. She whispered in my ear. “You don’t decline a
drink from the Russian mafia. Ever. You need to drink it now. He’s watching
you.”


I
glanced worriedly at the man who had given the toast. He was watching me with a
mildly amused look on his face. My hand shook as I lifted the shot glass and
raised it in his direction. I vowed it would be my first and last shot in
Ukraine. The vodka slid smoothly down my throat. Warmth flooded every inch of
my body as the liquid hit my empty stomach. 


Shae
reached for my hand. “You okay?” 


I
giggled nervously, then whispered in her ear. “You do realize we’re doing shots
with the Russian mafia?”


Sammi
scooted to the front of the table with a camera. “I want to get a picture of the
three of you,” she announced a little too loudly.


I
thought it was an odd time for a picture, but I understood the point when Cory
wrapped his arms around Shae and me and pulled our heads close to his. “Drink
your water halfway down, conceal your shot glass with your hand, then pour it
in the water glass before you bring the shot glass to your lips,” he instructed
as we posed for the picture.


Six
more toasts ensued once Sammi and Cory returned to their seats. I couldn’t
drink my water fast enough to avoid the next three shots, but I was able to dump
the vodka into the water glass by the fifth shot. I soon realized the effort was
futile. I was already feeling tipsy from the first four shots.


Oni
gave me a disapproving look when she caught me dumping the sixth shot into my
water glass. “You are going to insult someone.”


I
sighed irritably. “I can’t drink any more alcohol. It will make me sick.”


The
waitress delivered our food while three women dressed as belly dancers walked
to the center of the room. They began dancing with their scarves when the music
began to play. The music sounded Moroccan. I glanced at Oni. “What kind of
restaurant is this?”


She
smiled. “This is a traditional Tatar restaurant. Do you like the dancers?”


I
studied the women who were dancing rather provocatively. “The women are quite beautiful.
Is this costume traditional for Tatar women?”


Oni
shook her head. “No, but this is how men prefer to see them dress.”


My
eyes narrowed as I continued studying the women. “Is this a traditional dance?”


 Oni
shook her head again. “No. This dance is strictly for entertainment purposes.”


An
ominous chill ran down my spine. I smiled politely at the dancers as I picked
at my food. I was purposely avoiding the salad.


One
of the waitresses knelt next to me. “You do not like your wine, Ms. Stone?”


I
stared at her, shocked that a waitress who had never met me would address me by
name. “The wine is lovely,” I replied cautiously.


She
looked confused. “But you are not drinking it. Perhaps I can find another wine that
is more suitable for you.”


Shae
and I exchanged glances. “No, thank you. I’m happy with this wine.”


She
nodded politely before leaving the table. I watched as she crossed the room to
speak to the gentleman who had given the toast with the vodka I had attempted
to decline. 


His
eyes locked on mine as she whispered in his ear.


My
heart stalled. 


“Don’t
drink the wine. They refill it when you’re not looking. You’ll have no way to
gauge how much you drink,” Shae warned in a hushed tone. 


I
broke the man’s gaze as I pressed my lips to Shae’s ear. “Someone has taken
notice of the fact that we’re not drinking. Oni said it’s insulting not to
drink.”


Shae
shook her head. “Just pretend or take the smallest of sips.”


I
sighed as I lifted the wine glass to my lips. I took a small sip. The red
liquid that slid through my lips tasted of honey. My stomach turned at the
sickeningly sweet taste.


Oni
stood and reached for my arm. “Would you come with me, please?”


I
glanced up at her in surprise. “Where are we going?”


She
smiled tightly as she nodded toward Shae. “Mr. Markov has requested the two of
you join him at his table.”


I
stood and all four vodka shots rocketed to my head. I steadied myself against
the table as the room tilted. “Who’s Mr. Markov?”


She
nodded toward the table where the Russian mafia was seated. “He’s the gentleman
whose drink you tried to refuse.”


I
tried not to panic, although I was quite certain that an invitation to join the
Russian mafia warranted a full scale panic attack. The vodka helped.


Oni
linked her arm in mine. Igor reached for Shae’s elbow as they escorted us across
the room.


Mr.
Markov stood as we approached his table. He immediately reached for my hand.
“Ms. Stone, we were hoping you would join us.” He kissed the top of my hand
rather gallantly before turning to greet Shae. “Ms. Garlington, it is a
pleasure to meet you.” His English was every bit as good as the dean’s, but his
accent was more pronounced.


A
waitress brought two additional chairs to the table and placed them next to Mr.
Markov’s seat. He motioned toward the chair he had previously been sitting in.
“Ms. Garlington, please sit.”


Igor
nudged Shae forward as discreetly as he could. The gentleman sitting next to
the empty seat rose as she approached. He reached for her hand. “Ms.
Garlington, I am Konstantin Noskov. Thank you for joining us.” He kissed Shae’s
hand before introducing her to the other men at the table. 


Mr.
Markov still hadn’t released my hand. He sat in the chair next to Shae. Then he
gently pulled me into the seat next to him, effectively ensuring that Shae and
I were separated. He waved at Oni and Igor dismissively.


I
turned to address him. “Mr. Markov…”


He
practically purred. “Maxim, please.”


I
stilled as my body responded to the seductive tone. I fought for my composure while
motioning toward the table where Nonna and Dean Bykov were still seated. “Won’t
we offend our sponsors if we sit here instead of our designated seats?”


He
draped his arm over my shoulders. He wound one of the curls in my hair around
his finger before gently releasing it. “You are precisely where you need to be,
kotyonok.” 


I
glanced at him, confused. “Kotyonok?”


He
inhaled deeply as he pressed his lips to my ear. His warm breath caressed my
neck as he spoke. “Da, kotyonok… kitten.” 


My
breath caught. I scrambled for some sort of retort but found I was completely
incapable of thought.


A
waitress approached the table with a dark brown bottle. She handed the bottle
to Maxim while another waitress lined up nine shot glasses. 


A
creamy liquid splashed into the shot glasses as Maxim poured the drinks. 


Konstantin
handed a shot glass to Shae before distributing drinks to the other men. 


Maxim
reached for two shot glasses. He handed one to me before he rose to his feet. He
nodded and smiled at the men who were sitting at the other end of the table
before turning to face me. “To beautiful women, besotted men, and the passions
that bind them.” Boisterous cheers sounded all around the table as the men
clinked their shot glasses together.


My
heart pounded as his eyes captured and held mine. I couldn’t shake the feeling
that I was being seduced by a darker, more dangerous version of Michael. I
raised the shot glass to my lips. I knew there was no way I was getting out of
this one. “Budmo,” I responded softly. 


He
watched the liquid spill through my lips before tossing back his shot. His eyes
fell on my lips before his finger did. He swiped his finger across my bottom
lip, then lifted it to his mouth as he sat beside me. “Heavenly,” he murmured. “Do
you like the taste?”


The
creamy liquid tasted vaguely familiar. I tried to pinpoint why. Hints of
vanilla and coffee still lingered on my tongue. “It tastes like a White Russian,”
I exclaimed softly. I gasped as my brain fled the room.


His
eyes darkened with desire. A wicked smile spread slowly across his face. Alarms
sounded at the dangerous combination, then completely disappeared as he lowered
his lips to mine. His tongue danced across my lips, then swept deep inside my
mouth as he pulled me into a provocative kiss.


I
blinked when he finally released me. My eyebrows furrowed as my fingers rose to
my lips. I stared at Maxim, thoroughly confused. “What just happened?”


A
deep throaty laugh rose from Maxim’s chest. “You tasted a white Russian.”


I
tried to steady myself in the chair as the room spun. I knew I was in serious
trouble. I just couldn’t figure out how to flee the room without causing a
scene. I tried to make eye contact with Shae, but Maxim held me in place as he
refilled our shot glasses. Fear slid through me before the sixth shot did. 


I
sat stiffly as Konstantin made a toast. I didn’t understand a single word he said
although it seemed he was speaking English. I got the distinct impression the
toast was an attempt at one-upmanship.


Cory’s
eyes locked worriedly on mine. 


“Help,”
I breathed. 


“Kristine,”
Maxim purred. He nodded toward my drink. 


I
looked dazedly at the shot glass in my hand. “Za vas,” I responded as his
hooded eyes met mine. My heart took a serious blow when I briefly mistook him for
Michael.


Maxim
smiled as I threw back the shot. He removed the shot glass from my hand and set
it on the table before grasping my thigh. He tangled his other hand in my hair
as he pulled me in for another scorching kiss. His tongue was warm and
seductive as it slid through my lips.


I
whimpered softly as fear collided with desire. 


Maxim
tightened his hold on my hair as he deepened the kiss. His hand slid under the
soft silk lining of my dress.


I
clenched my legs together, then groaned when it heightened my desire.


“Delicious,”
he breathed as he continued ravishing me with his lips. 


I
tried to pull away as my body registered the alarms echoing through my brain,
but Maxim tightened his hold on me. 


He
looked mildly amused by my attempt to get away. His voice was low and seductive
when he spoke. “Do you have a boyfriend, Kristine?”


“Yes,”
I breathed, grateful for the reprieve. “I have a boyfriend.”


He
looked around the room, then raised a single eyebrow mockingly. “Where is he?”


I
glanced around the room, confused. My eyes skimmed over Cory, Igor, Oni, and Nonna.
They appeared to be arguing about something. My eyes locked on them as I
responded absently. “He’s in DC.” 


Maxim
hooked his finger under my chin. He forced me to look at him as his other hand
slid a little further up my leg. “What kind of man would allow his woman to
travel to Ukraine alone?”


My
eyes dilated, then sparked with fire. “Allow?”


Maxim
roared with laughter as he tucked me back under his arm. He turned toward
Konstantin. “I do so love American women.”


Maxim
frowned as Cory and Sammi approached the table. Nonna, Oni, and Igor stood
nervously behind them. Cory’s eyes hardened. “Please remove your hands from my
girlfriend.”


Maxim
started toying with my hair again. “Kristine is not your girlfriend.” He nodded
toward Sammi. “She is.” 


Cory’s
jaw clenched. “Her boyfriend is a very good friend of mine. Please take your
hands off of her.”


Maxim
laughed as he nodded at the waitress. She was approaching the table with
another bottle of alcohol. “Then call him,” he suggested flatly.


Cory’s
jaw fell open. He quickly snapped it closed. “My cell phone doesn’t work here.”


Maxim’s
voice held a warning. “The SIM card you purchased this afternoon doesn’t work?”


Cory’s
face fell as Nonna gasped. 


Maxim
narrowed his eyes at Cory. “Lie to me again and you will spend the rest of your
life regretting it. Apparently, Kristine’s boyfriend is too busy to join her in
Ukraine. Clearly, he has entrusted her to my care.” He turned toward Konstantin.
“Odny noch'yu so mnoy, i ona zabudet shto etot chelovek sushestvoval.”


Every
man at the table laughed. 


Cory’s
eyes met mine. “Do you understand what he just said?”


I
shook my head. 


Cory
sighed. “He said, ‘One night with me and she will forget that man ever existed.’”


A
sudden wave of nausea hit me. My hand flew to my mouth as I stood. “Um, I need
to find a bathroom. Now.” 


Oni
reached for me. “I’ll take her.”


Maxim
rose to his feet. He pulled me into his chest and kissed me roughly before releasing
me. 


My
legs threatened to collapse. My breathing grew erratic as I stumbled toward the
bathroom. I leaned against the wall in the hallway and tried to catch my
breath. 


“Not
here,” Oni hissed. “Keep walking.” She pushed me toward the bathroom, then
followed me inside. 


I
fell back against the cold wall. I slid down the wall until I was crouching
with my chin resting on my knees. “What the hell is going on out there?”


Oni
crouched beside me. “Mr. Markov has a thing for blonds… and American women. Nonna
knew he would be here tonight. He attends all of our government functions. She
was worried he might hit on you after she saw your picture. That’s why I’m
dressed like this.”


I
shook my head. I was trying to dispel the alcohol numbing my brain. “What
picture? Why does everyone seem to know who we are?”


Oni
smiled encouragingly. “Your picture is on the Seeds for Peace website. Besides,
no one enters this country without being thoroughly investigated.”


I
looked at her in surprise. “My picture is posted on our website?”


She
laughed softly. “You didn’t know that?”


I
shook my head. “No. They took my picture for my work ID. I didn’t know they
were going to post it to the website.” I shook my head at my stupidity. I
should have known my picture would be on the website. I had seen everyone
else’s photograph when I researched the organization before my job interview.
“Wait. What does that have to do with the way you’re dressed?”


Oni
blushed as she helped me to my feet. “Nonna thought I could divert attention
from you if I wore this dress.”


A
small smile tugged at the corner of my mouth. “That is a pretty compelling
dress.”


Oni
laughed but quickly grew serious. “Look, I wasn’t kidding. No one tells the
Russian mafia no… especially where Mr. Markov is involved. He ranks pretty high
in our region. If Mr. Markov insisted you go home with him, you would be forced
to go. You can’t go back in there. We need to get you out of here.”


My
heart beat furiously against my chest. “I think I’m going to be sick.” I lunged
for one of the stalls, then froze. “Where’s the toilet?”


Oni’s
head tilted curiously as she poked her head through the door. She pointed to a
porcelain framed hole in the floor. “Right there.” 


“That’s
a toilet?” I gasped. “You can’t be serious.”


Oni
nodded. “Aren’t they like this at your hotel?”


I
shook my head. “No.”


She
shrugged. “They are the same at the university.”


I
stepped back and looked at her shoes. “How in the world do you manage that…” I
pointed to the hole in the floor, “with those?” I pointed to her five inch
heels. 


She
burst out laughing. “Why do you think we wear these? The further we are from
the hole, the better!”


I
shook my head, and the room spun. “I can’t throw up in there. I’ll try to hold
it down until I get outside. Maybe I’ll make it to the hotel.”


Oni
glanced at her cell phone. “Nonna has the car waiting out back for you. I have
to go distract Mr. Markov. He’s going to be mad when he discovers you’re gone.”


I
reached for her arm. “I don’t want you getting hurt. Why don’t you come with
me? Nonna can give him my apologies and tell him I was sick so I had to return
to the hotel.”


She
smiled tightly. “Mr. Markov wants you… bad. He isn’t going to risk losing your
affections by hurting me.”


I
shivered. “Do you think he’ll try to track me down?”


She
nodded. “I’d bet my life on it. Now, let’s get you out of here before he sends someone
into the bathroom.”


“My
purse,” I protested. My purse held my passport. I couldn’t leave it behind.


Oni
shoved me out of the bathroom and navigated me further down the hall. “Sammi
has your purse.”


Igor
popped his head through a door at the end of the hall. “Hurry!”


Oni
pulled me in for a quick hug. “Go with Igor. He will take you back to the hotel
and get you access to your room. Don’t answer the door for anyone. Pretend you
aren’t there. I have to go distract Mr. Markov.”


I
backed toward Igor as Oni ran the opposite way down the hall. Igor reached for
my hand and yanked me out the door. He gentled as he settled me into the front
passenger seat. He ran around the front of the car, then climbed into the
driver’s seat. “Nonna will have the rest of your team at the hotel within the
hour. She’s trying to get Shae away from Konstantin and smooth things over
between Cory and Maxim.”


I
sank down into the seat. “We’re supposed to help resolve conflict, not increase
it.” I sighed heavily. “This is all my fault.”


Igor
glanced at me questioningly. “Why is this your fault? You had no idea what you
were walking into, and it’s not like you can tell Maxim no. None of us can.”


I
shook my head. “I should have brought Rafael.”


Igor’s
eyebrows shot up. “Who is Rafael?”


I
looked out the window and groaned. The storefronts passed by at a dizzying
pace. “My boyfriend.”


Igor
shook his head. “If you had brought your boyfriend, there’s a good
chance he would have ended up dead. Maxim isn’t going to let some random guy stand
in the way of what he wants. My guess is he’s going to want you even more after
tonight because you ducked out of there. You might want to think about catching
the next flight out of the country.”


I
cradled my head in my hands. “God, it never ends.” 


“What
never ends?” Igor asked curiously. He turned to face me as he pulled in front
of the hotel.


“The
endless stream of bad guys who want to rape, kidnap, and murder me,” I
responded dejectedly.


Igor
stepped out of the car. He walked around the front of the car and opened the
door for me. “Maybe you should cut your hair and try not to look so pretty.”


“Wow,”
I breathed as I refused his hand. “Way to blame the victim.”


Igor
shrugged as he waved in my general direction. “You can’t fault men for wanting
you when you look like that.”


“I’ve
flown straight into the Stone Age,” I grumbled irritably.


*
* * * * *


I
carefully opened one eye. I couldn’t bear to move any other muscles. Shae was sleeping
next to me in bed. I glanced over her shoulder while trying not to move my
head. Sammi and Cory were curled together on the other bed. When did
everyone decide to sleep in our room?


Shae
stirred next to me. “You okay?” she inquired softly.


“I
feel like death,” I responded miserably.


She
nodded. “Me too.”


I
winced. As quietly as Shae had spoken, it was still too loud. “Is their alcohol
a hundred proof?” 


“Yes,”
Cory moaned from the other side of the room. 


I
glanced over at him. “Is that why it hit me so hard?”


Shae
pulled the pillow over her head, then promptly removed it. “You’re skinny to
begin with, and you didn’t eat lunch or dinner… not a good combination when you’re
drinking hundred proof vodka.” Her eyes narrowed at me. “How many shots did you
have anyway?” She pulled the pillow back over her face before I could respond.


“I
don’t know. Six, maybe seven shots. I kind of lost track there at the end.”


“I
was sitting next to the dean, so I couldn’t dump my shots into the water
glass,” Sammi moaned miserably.


“I
had to do four more shots with Maxim and Konstantin after you left,” Cory complained.
“It was the only way I could think to make the peace.”


I
lifted Shae’s pillow. “Did Konstantin kiss you?”


She
giggled. “Yes.”


I
shook my head. “I can’t believe I let Maxim kiss me.” 


“He
didn’t exactly give you a choice,” she mused.


I
sat up in bed and nearly cried from the pain that shot through my head. “What
the hell? Why isn’t anyone allowed to tell them no?”


Cory
sat up on the other side of the room. “I think the government officials have
just learned to pick their battles. They look the other way on things like this,
and then use it as leverage when they negotiate on the important stuff.”


I
tucked my knees under my chin. “What are we going to do? What if they come
after Shae and me? Do you think it’s safe for us to stay?”


Sammi
sat up in bed and narrowed her eyes at me. “You said you could handle this.”


I
stared at her incredulously. “This? This was not on your list of things
I’d have to endure.”


She
shrugged. “Wouldn’t you rather be seduced by some guy in the mafia than end up
dead in a back alley?”


My
voice rose at least three octaves. “Who says those are mutually exclusive
things? I’m not sleeping with the guy to maintain the peace. I have a boyfriend.
I’m not going to cheat on him, especially with someone who’s associated with
the Russian mafia.”


Sammi
sighed. “Nonna, Oni, and Igor made it pretty clear last night that no one tells
that guy no. If he propositions you, and you tell him no, then you may very well
end up dead. Maybe you should go out with him. I’m sure he’s just
looking for a challenge. He’ll get bored if you don’t resist.”


I
glared at her. “I have tried the path of least resistance. It does not work
like that.” I threw the pillow against the door. “Arghh! Why does this
keep happening to me?”


A
knock sounded at the door. 


We
exchanged glances. Cory put his finger to his lips and shook his head. 


The
person knocking spoke up. “U menya yest' dostavka.”


I
looked at Cory. “Did he say delivery?” 


Cory
nodded, then climbed out of bed. 


I
held my breath as he cracked open the door. 


Cory
muttered something under his breath as he swung the door open. He pointed
toward Shae and me. “Over there.”


The
delivery guy shot Cory an admiring glance as he eyed the three of us girls
sitting in bed. We were all wearing pajamas. He ducked back into the hallway before
hauling two large vases of white roses into the room. He handed a vase to Shae
and a vase to me. He left the room and carried in two more vases, which he
handed to Sammi and Cory. 


I
peeked around the flowers to look at Shae. 


She
laughed as he brought two more vases into the room. By the time he was finished,
there wasn’t any place left to stand. 


“Holy
crap,” I breathed. “Are these roses for you or me?”


Shae
shifted the vase in her hands to the windowsill. “I don’t know, but this is
already proving to be the best birthday ever!”


*
* * * * *


We
ended up splitting the flowers between our two rooms so Shae and I could clear
a path to the shower. Once we were showered and dressed, we decided to take the
flowers to a nearby children’s hospital. Shae and I sifted through the roses to
ensure there weren’t any thorns. We found a card addressed to Shae and a card
addressed to me in two separate but identical arrangements. 


Shae
read her card first. “Not everything is as it seems. Some men are labeled with ominous
names even though they seek honorable things. I hope to see you soon. Konstantin.”


I
was stunned. “That’s a pretty powerful statement. Why would he write that instead
of something more romantic?”


Shae
shrugged. “Maybe he doesn’t want me judging him or assuming the worst. I don’t
know. The message is very odd. What does yours say?”


I
read the note aloud. “I think, but dare not speak. Maxim.”


Shae’s
eyes widened. “That’s a line from Shakespeare. Macbeth, I think.”


I
studied the card. “What do you think it means?”


She
looked thoughtful. “He’s afraid of scaring you off. He suspects that if you
knew what he was really thinking, you’d probably run screaming in the other
direction.”


I
nodded. “I don’t have a clue what Maxim is thinking, and I still want to run
screaming in the opposite direction.”


Shae
and I tucked the notes into our purses and gathered two vases each. We walked
to the room next door to retrieve Cory and Sammi. I kicked at the door. “You
guys ready?”


Sammi
opened the door. I propped the door open with my foot while she scooped up two additional
vases. “I think this is going to take a couple of trips, but maybe we’ll luck
out and find a van big enough to hold all of these.”


Cory
grabbed two vases. He balanced one on his knee as he locked the door. He trailed
after us as we walked toward the stairs.


Nonna
was sitting in the lobby. Surprise flitted across her face when she saw the
roses. Then her face fell. “Maxim,” she breathed.


“And
Konstantin,” Shae added with a soft smile. 


I
eyed Nonna nervously. I was concerned she might throw a wrench into my plan, so
I hurriedly explained. “There are twenty four vases total, with a dozen roses
in each. Shae and I are each going to keep one vase of roses, so as not to
offend Konstantin and Maxim, but we want to take the remaining flowers to the
children’s hospital down the street. Can you help us?”


Nonna
fisted her hands on her hips. “You are going to insult Maxim if you give those
flowers away.” 


I
waited patiently for her to concede, knowing that silence could be an effective
conflict resolution strategy. 


She
huffed out a breath and threw her hands up dramatically. “Fine. Set those down
here and go get the rest. I’ll load these into the trunk of my car.”


Nonna
came around by the time we arrived at the hospital. The nurses were easily
swayed, once they learned the roses had already been stripped of thorns by the
florist. We wanted to hand individual roses out, so each child could have his
own flower. I was thrilled to discover there were enough flowers for all of the
children in the hospital who were old enough to have one. It took us over two hours
to hand out all two hundred and sixty four flowers. 


Nonna
whisked us off to lunch after we delivered the flowers. She insisted on
ordering for us. The waitress brought sparkling water, soup, salad, and bread. Oni
and Igor showed up a few minutes after the food arrived. Oni settled in next to
me. 


I
pushed my salad plate toward Oni and offered her my fork. I shot Nonna an
apologetic look. “I’m sorry, but I can’t eat the salad. It would be a shame for
it to go to waste.”


Nonna
nodded in understanding.


Oni
immediately dug into the salad. “Thanks!”


Igor
reached for a piece of bread. “What are you guys doing after lunch?”


I
swirled my spoon through the soup and eyed it warily. My stomach was still
feeling queasy. “We were planning to do some sightseeing over the next two
days, since we don’t have to be at the university until Monday, but none of us
are feeling particularly well after drinking all that alcohol.” 


Cory
nodded. “We’re going back to the hotel to sleep after lunch. Hopefully, the
weather will hold so we can go sightseeing tomorrow.” 


Nonna
buttered her bread. “I think you guys should get some rest this afternoon. Do
you want me to have some food delivered to the hotel, or would you like to go
out for dinner this evening?”


I
glanced at Shae. She shook her head. Clearly, she didn’t want Nonna knowing it
was her birthday. I suspected Shae was fighting a losing battle on this front.
If we had been investigated as thoroughly as Oni had suggested, then Nonna already
knew it was Shae’s birthday. 


Sammi
spoke up. “We’re going to stay close to the hotel tonight. There’s a restaurant
right next to the hotel. If we get hungry, we can always eat there. Please
don’t worry about us, Nonna. We are used to fending for ourselves.”


Nonna
looked at us knowingly as she sipped on her Perrier. “You will probably run
into Maxim and Konstantin if you go out tonight. As you learned yesterday, they
already have someone following you.” 


My
eyes skimmed the other patrons in the restaurant. “The guy obviously knows
where we are, since he had flowers delivered to our room. I’m not sure we’re safe
staying at the hotel. Maybe we should switch hotels.”


Nonna
laughed. “That would be pointless.”


My
shoulders fell. “Maybe I should just go home.”


Nonna’s
eyes flared. “You made a commitment to my university and my students.” 


“Yes,
I know,” I responded dejectedly.


Her
eyes locked on mine. “You will stay and you will see that
commitment through.”


I
nodded in understanding. 


Shae
reached for my arm. “I think we should head back to the hotel.”


Nonna
paid the bill. We said goodbye to Oni and Igor, then filed into Nonna’s car.
Not a single word was spoken on the drive back to the hotel.


*
* * * * *


The
sun was down by the time I woke. I glanced at the clock on my cell phone. “It’s
already seven o’clock!”


Shae
rolled over in her bed. She curled back into a ball as she turned to face me. “I
know you’re scared to go out tonight. Why don’t we just stay in?”


I
shook my head as I sat up in bed. “No way am I ruining your birthday. You want
to go out for dinner and dancing? Then we’re going out for dinner and dancing.
Besides, we’re probably safer out in public than we are sitting here at the
hotel.”


Shae
nodded. “Are you going to call Rafael before we go out?”


I
shook my head again. “No. I spoke with him just before we left for dinner last
night, and I texted him when Igor brought me back to the hotel. I’ll text him
again in a few minutes, but I don’t want to call him again… not just yet.”


Shae
walked to the dresser. She glanced at me as she began digging through her
clothes. “Why not?”


I
sighed. “Rafael will pick up on the fact that I’m hiding something when he
hears my voice. I don’t want to lie to him, but I don’t want to tell him what’s
going on with Maxim. Igor said he’d end up dead if he got in Maxim’s way. If Rafael
gets wind that some mafia guy has his sights set on me, he’ll be on the first
plane over here. So I want to hold off talking to him until this thing with
Maxim blows over.”


Shae
nodded. “I understand why you don’t want Rafael here. I wouldn’t want my
boyfriend going up against the Russian mafia, but this may not blow over any
time soon. You may have to talk to Rafael before this thing with Maxim is
resolved.” She offered a sympathetic smile as she set a dress and a pair of
heels at the end of her bed. “I’m going to take a quick shower.”


I
sent text messages to Rafael, Lexie, Kadyn, Cenia, and my mom. Then I pulled
out a pair of blue jeans and a plain white t-shirt and tossed them on my bed. I
slipped into the shower when Shae was done. She had left the bathroom all steamy
and warm. 


I
tied a towel around my chest and opened the door to the bathroom so the steam
would roll out while I dried my hair. I tackled my makeup as soon as the fog
cleared from the mirror. I swiped dark brown eye shadow and plenty of mascara
over my eyes, but I kept my lip gloss and blush light. Then I curled my hair so
it fell down my back in waves. I was planning to dress down, but I didn’t want
to look like a complete wall flower. 


I
tightened the towel around my chest and walked back into the bedroom to
retrieve my clothes. I stopped short of the bed. “Hey, what did you do with my
jeans?”


Shae
glared at me. “You are not wearing jeans. You’re wearing this.” She
pointed to the fitted black dress with the bolero sleeves that I had worn on my
first date with Rafael. She had also dug out my four inch glossy red heels and
the same red, black, and silver beaded bracelet that I had paired with the
dress when I wore it for Rafael. “I know what you’re trying to do, but I want
to go someplace nice, and they may have a dress code.”


I
shook my head as I reflected on Rafael’s reaction to the dress and shoes. “This
is so not going to end well.”


Sammi
rapped on the door. “Are you guys ready?”


“Just
a minute!” Shae called as she fastened the straps on her sandals.


I
cursed under my breath. I dropped the towel, tugged a black lace thong and bra
on, and pulled the dress over my head. I reached for my purse as I stepped into
my heels. I was still tugging the bracelet over my wrist when Shae opened the door.
I smoothed down the dress and fidgeted with the bracelet all the way down to
the lobby. 


Oni
grinned when she saw the four of us file out of the stairwell. Igor rolled his
eyes.


I
smiled at Oni. She was wearing a silver sequined top with a black miniskirt and
black fishnet stockings. “Do you guys take turns hanging out in the lobby just
in case we decide to go somewhere?”


She
laughed. “Pretty much. I heard it was Shae’s birthday, and I figured you guys
would be going out.”


I
looked at Igor, who now appeared to be taking wardrobe instructions from the
mafia. He was dressed entirely in black. “Do you guys want to join us for
dinner?”


He
smiled tightly. “That’s the order we received from Nonna.”


Shae
linked her arm in Igor’s. “Good, then you can be my date.” 


Igor
brightened instantly.


I
linked my arm in Oni’s as Cory tracked down a taxi. The six of us climbed into
the broken down van. Since we had no particular restaurant in mind, we let Oni
choose. We arrived at the restaurant twenty minutes later.


Cory
decided to sit by me at dinner. He thought it might deter dark and sinister men
from approaching me. I questioned the strategy since I wasn’t the only woman in
our group targeted by the mafia. Shae had been targeted too, and she looked breathtaking
in a red wrap dress with strappy red heels. She had worn her hair up last
night, but tonight it hung down her back in beautiful brown waves. Sammi was no
eyesore, either. Her glossy black hair contrasted nicely with her white sheath
dress. She paired the dress with long white boots that were decorated with
chrome buckles and heels. Cory definitely had his work cut out for him. 


We
ate dinner while Oni and Igor argued over which dance club they should take us
to. I wanted to go someplace that would fall under the radar, someplace Maxim
and Konstantin weren’t likely to go. Oni thought we’d be safer in a more
upscale place. Igor thought we should ditch the club scene entirely. His
preferred course of action was to pick up some vodka and party in our hotel room.
Oni won out in the end. I marveled at her powers of persuasion, which really
were quite impressive considering her young age.


We
sang happy birthday to Shae when the dessert torte arrived. Cory settled the
bill. Igor flagged another van, and we left for the dance club.


There
was a long line to get into the club, but Oni spoke to the bouncer, who then
waved us through the red velvet rope. The guy practically drooled on Shae. He
reached out to touch her hair, but Cory didn’t miss a beat. He wrapped his arm
around Shae and escorted her through the door. Oni linked her arm with Sammi,
and Igor did the same for me.


The
dance club boasted a contemporary vibe with white booths circling chrome
tables. An eclectic assortment of neon, black, and strobe lights were scattered
all across the ceiling. The entire bar glowed. 


We
were greeted by a hostess, who looked entirely too young to be in a bar. She
was wearing a low cut blouse, a micro-mini skirt with ruffles, and insanely
high heels. She escorted us to a booth near the dance floor, which was tucked
against a mirrored wall. 


We
ordered sparkling water and one round of shots so we could toast Shae. I eyed
the people on the dance floor while we waited for the waitress to return with
our drinks. The music was pulsing. It really wasn’t all that different from the
erotic techno music played at dance clubs in the United States. I leaned toward
Shae. “Notice anything odd about the people on the dance floor?”


Shae
nodded. “They’re all women.”


I
glanced curiously at the other booths and the tall bar tables that were
interspersed throughout the club. The vast majority of them were filled with
men. 


Sammi
folded her elbows on the table as she studied the dance floor. “Every single
woman is dancing alone and preening in the mirror.”


I
looked at Oni. “Why are all the women dancing alone?”


She
looked confused. “Men don’t dance. They come here to watch the women dance.”


Cory
looked at Igor. “Are all your dance clubs like this?”


Igor
nodded. “What can I say? We like to watch women dance.”


A
slow smile slid acoss Cory’s face. “You have no idea what you’re missing.” He got
a mischievous look in his eyes as his attention shifted to Sammi, Shae, and me.
“Let’s show them what they’re missing.”


The
waitress arrived with our vodka shots. Cory paid her, then lifted his shot
glass. “To Shae!”


“To
Shae!” we cheered before knocking back the shots. Shae reached for my hand as
the four of us filed onto the dance floor. Oni and Igor remained seated with dubious
looks on their faces.


My
heart began to race. I had seen Cory dance in Germany. Every move he made
smacked of sex. I had no doubt this was going to land us in some serious
trouble, maybe even get us kicked out of the club. 


The
other women on the dance floor eyed us curiously as Cory reached for my hips.
He settled his leg between mine as Shae began to dance with Sammi. Cory held
one hand in the air as he began to grind in time to the beat. He stayed a
respectable two inches from my body, which didn’t do much to temper the erotic
moves he made with his hips.


I
closed my eyes and tried to relax into the music while he loosened up my hips. 


Shae
wedged in between us as we rolled into the next song. Sammi sidled up behind
Cory. She circled around him as she dragged her hand provocatively around his
back and chest. Cory flipped her around so she was facing us, then held her in
place as he began grinding against her bottom.


That’s
when I noticed the other women on the dance floor had stopped dancing entirely.
They stood gaping at us instead.


Shae
motioned one of the women over. She smiled nervously as she began dancing with the
two of us. 


Cory
grabbed Shae when the DJ slid into the next song. Sammi danced with me and the
new girl. Two other women joined us. I tried to pull Igor to the dance floor. He
shook his head, then relented as Oni joined me in tugging on his arms. Oni and
I took turns showing Igor how to move his hips as we danced with him.


Cory
reached for my hips as he began dancing behind me, so Sammi joined Igor and Oni.
Shae danced with the new girls. I was breathless and ready to return to my seat
when the music finally slowed, but an unfamiliar arm wrapped possessively around
my waist. I was yanked back against a well-muscled chest. 


I
closed my eyes as Maxim pressed his body into mine and slowly began to move. He
kept my back pinned to his chest as his right hand moved just below my breast.
The other hand wound through my hair until he reached the nape of my neck. He tugged
my head to the side and slowly licked my neck. “You enjoy sex,” he whispered
into my ear. “I can tell by the way you dance.” He kissed me just behind
the ear, then latched onto my neck. He consumed my neck with open mouthed
kisses, then sucked in long hard pulls.


I
whimpered as I felt him harden against me. I tried to put some distance between
us, but he tightened his hold. I couldn’t move an inch. What’s worse is the guy
was actually turning me on. My eyes flitted nervously around the room. Cory was
slow dancing with Sammi. They both had their eyes closed, and neither appeared
to notice that Maxim was holding me. Oni and Igor were making out in the booth,
and Konstantin had Shae pressed against the mirrored wall. A number of the men
who had attended the dinner with Maxim last night were now slow dancing with
the girls who had been dancing with us. “I… I didn’t think Russian men liked to
dance,” I whispered hoarsely.


Maxim
chuckled as he turned me in his arms. His hands slid down to my bottom as he
fit my body to his. There was no stopping the desire that shot through my body.
Maxim’s eyes darkened as my nipples hardened against his chest. “We prefer to
dance in bed,” he murmured as he lowered his lips to mine. His tongue swept
through my mouth. He teased and prodded my tongue as he laid claim to my mouth.


Maxim
deepened the kiss as he backed me up against the mirrored wall. My eyes flew
open when I felt the cold glass against my back. Three men in black stood
between Maxim and the rest of the room. I couldn’t see over them to determine where
everyone else was. 


Maxim’s
hand slid over my breast. He pinched my nipple hard, clearly aware of my
distraction. His hips ground against mine as the kiss turned more consuming. My
heart stalled as my dress inched higher. I was certain he’d be buried inside of
me if it rose any higher, especially considering the thong I was wearing
underneath. “Maxim,” I rasped. “You… you have to stop.”


He
growled in warning. “I could take you right here. There’s not a single person
who could stop me.” He immediately began ravishing my neck.


“I…
I could stop you,” I suggested. I knew the thought was ludicrous, but I
couldn’t think of any other way to distract him.


Maxim
stopped kissing my neck. His hand remained possessively on my breast. He
shifted his weight to hold me in place while he pinned my hands above my head.
“I’d love to see you try,” he taunted as he ground his hips into mine. 


His
next kiss took me by storm. Desire pooled in my lower abdomen, then pulsed between
my legs. I was mortified to find myself suspended on the edge of an orgasm,
when the guy wasn’t even supposed to be touching me. My mind scrambled for some
way to break free. I couldn’t hit him because my hands were pinned above my
head, and my thighs were pressed so firmly against the wall that I couldn’t even
lift my foot. 


Maxim
shifted his hands so a single hand held my wrists above my head. His fingers
swept teasingly between my legs. He groaned when he felt the thong. “You’re so
wet, kotyonok. You want this just as much as I do.” He reached for his
zipper. 


I
opened my mouth in protest, but his lips crashed violently against mine. I
slammed my eyes shut, knowing it was only a matter of seconds before he was buried
deep inside of me. 


I
gasped when Maxim was suddenly pulled off of me. I pulled my dress down, then
stood trembling against the wall. The three men who had been serving as a
protective barrier between us and the room were now conferring with Maxim. They
were motioning toward the other side of the bar where a fight had broken out.
Some man was attempting to drag a woman by the hair as another man flung a bar
stool at him. I slowly slid from behind Maxim and made a run for the bathroom.
I could only hope that one of my friends had seen me. 


My
hands shook as I splashed cold water on my face, neck, and chest. “This is bad…
very, very bad,” I muttered to no one but myself. The other women in the
bathroom eyed me warily. 


Sammi
suddenly pushed through the door. “We have to go!”


I
grabbed the sink. “I know! How are we going to get out of here?” 


She
grabbed my arm. “Come on! The rest of the group is meeting us out back.”


“How
do you know where to go?” I asked breathlessly.


“I’ve
been trying to find a way out of this place ever since I saw Maxim pin you
against that wall. I hope that felt as good as it looked… because it looked
really, really good.”


I
yanked my arm from her hand. “God, Sammi. I have a boyfriend!”


She
shot me an annoyed look as we pushed through the exit door. “If screwing that
guy becomes a matter of survival, then you might as well enjoy it.”


I
scowled at her. “Somehow, I don’t think Rafael is going to see this quite the
same way.”


*
* * * * *


I
had barely gotten my silk camisole and pajama shorts pulled on when someone began
beating on our door. “Kristine, are you in there?”


My
eyes widened as Shae brought her finger to her lips. 


The
pounding continued. “Kristine, open up! I just want to make sure you’re okay.”


I
backed against the desk. “He sounds really upset,” I whispered anxiously. 


Shae
quickly pulled her pajamas on.


The
pounding stopped. 


I
glanced questioningly at Shae. 


She
shrugged.


I
took a step toward her, and the door exploded. 


Shae
ducked as bits and pieces of wood sprayed across the room. 


I
braced myself against the desk as Maxim and Konstantin stormed into the room. Maxim
stopped just short of me. He looked livid. “You have got to stop running away
from me. I was worried someone had gotten a hold of you. I wasn’t even sure you
were alive.” He reached for my arm and yanked me from the desk. His eyes
softened as he pulled me in for an awkward hug.


My
eyes were still wide as he released me. “What did you do to that door?”


“Don’t
worry about the door. I’ll have it replaced,” he growled irritably.


I
stepped around Maxim and peered toward the door. Cory and Sammi stood gaping in
the hallway. Another guy pushed between them as he entered the room. 


Maxim
reached for my arm. “We need to talk… alone.”


My
eyes flitted toward the bed. “Okay, but not in here.”


His
eyes searched mine questioningly. He huffed out a breath. “Fine. We’ll talk in
the lobby.” He immediately pulled me toward the splintered door.


I
dug my heels in. “I can’t go downstairs like this. I need to put clothes on.”


His
eyes swept over my black camisole and shorts. “You look fine. Besides, no one
will be allowed to enter the lobby while we’re down there.” He looked at the
guy who had just entered the room. “Kill the bugs.”


I
stared at Maxim. “Bugs? What bugs?” I asked thoroughly confused. 


Maxim
ignored me as he nodded toward Cory and Sammi. “In their room too.” 


Cory
widened his stance as he attempted to block the doorway. “I’m going downstairs
with you or she doesn’t go.”


Maxim
raised an eyebrow. He glanced from Cory to me. 


I
nodded. 


Maxim
narrowed his eyes at Cory. “Suit yourself, but stay out of my way.”


Cory
squeezed Sammi’s hand. “Stay with Shae until I get back.” He stepped back as
Maxim pulled me into the hallway. 


I
stepped gingerly over the bits and pieces of wood that used to be our door. 


Maxim
turned his attention to another man, who stood just outside the door. “Get
their door fixed. Rip a door off one of the other rooms if you have to.”


The
guy nodded.


Maxim,
Cory, and I walked down to the lobby. I was still in my bare feet, so I was
shivering by the time we made it down the cold cement stairs. 


Maxim
narrowed his eyes at the guy behind the desk. “Prinesi yey odeyalo… Go
get her a blanket… a clean one!” He nodded his acknowledgement to two
men in black who stood with their arms folded just inside the entrance to the
hotel. There was a man standing near the stairwell we had just exited. Another
man stood in the entrance to the far hallway. Each one had a gun strapped to
his chest.


Cory
eyed the guns nervously as Maxim steered me toward the couch. 


Maxim
motioned toward the man standing near the hallway. “Move one of these chairs to
that far corner.” He nodded toward Cory. “He can sit over there.” 


The
guy nodded. He easily lifted the massive chair to the far corner of the lobby. 


Cory
trailed after him. He glared at Maxim as he dropped into the chair.


Maxim
reached for my hand as we sat on the couch. “Look. We aren’t the bad guys here.
Believe it or not we are trying to keep you safe.”


I
rolled my eyes. “Oh. So that’s what you were trying to do when you had me
pressed up against the wall. And here I thought you were trying to have sex
with me.” 


A
small smile teased at the corner of his lips. “I was…” He paused as he searched
for the right word, “… multitasking.”


I
tugged my hand from his. 


The
desk clerk scrambled over and handed me a thick blanket. 


I
offered him an apologetic smile. “Spasibo.”


Maxim
wrapped the blanket around my shoulders as he dismissed the clerk. “Ostav'te
nas byt'.”


The
guy practically sprinted from the room.


Maxim
rested his knee on the couch as he turned to face me. “Look, there are a number
of people following you. I haven’t been able to figure out who all of these men
are yet, but you are not safe in this country unless you align with me. If
people see you with me, they will leave you alone. If you continue to go it
alone, then you will be considered fair game.”


I
turned to face him. “Fair game? For what?”


He
shrugged. “Rape, kidnapping, human trafficking, criminal accusations, you name
it.”


I
silently considered him. 


He
waited patiently for it to sink in.


Finally,
I spoke. “You’re serious? This isn’t an attempt to get me into your bed?”


He
shook his head. “I want you in my bed, but I could not be more serious.”


I
stared at the darkened window. I couldn’t help but wonder who might be lurking
outside. “I take it you weren’t referring to insects when you told that man to
kill the bugs.”


Maxim
waited to speak until my eyes returned to his. “The Ukrainian government
regularly plants listening devices in hotel rooms housing Americans.”


“Why?”
I breathed.     


He
shrugged. “They presume all Americans are spies.”


A
chill slid down my spine. “I’m not a spy. None of us are.”


Maxim
nodded. “I know you’re not a spy. They know you’re not a spy. It doesn’t mean
they won’t accuse you of being one to achieve other objectives.” He sighed
heavily. “When you live in a country where government officials are corrupt…
where they repress poor people, violate human rights, and restrict civil
liberties… you need non-government organizations with enough power and strength
to keep the government in check.”


My
eyes narrowed. “Are you trying to tell me the Russian mafia isn’t an
international crime organization? You’re what… a regional NGO that seeks to
keep corrupt governments in check?”


He
tried not to smile. “Yes. We aren’t all fortunate enough to be born in the
United States. Some of us still have to fight for civil liberties. There are people
in this country and others who need our help accessing medical care, education,
and employment opportunities. And, yes, we do sometimes engage in criminal
activities so we can obtain the funds necessary to achieve these objectives.”


I
shook my head. “Education and medical care are supposed to be free here.”


He
reached for my hand again. “The government would like you to believe those
things are free and available to everyone. But go to any emergency room and you
will see that the only way you get in is with a bribe. The same applies to our
universities. Only those with money can afford to pay the bribes that are
required for education and health care. Worse yet, people are regularly accused
of crimes simply so they will be forced to pay a bribe. Most people in this
country are too poor to pay those bribes. The Russian mafia levels the playing
field for those people.”


I
eyed him skeptically. “With brute force and intimidation?”


He
nodded. “Sometimes… if necessary. We also pressure the government to do the
right thing. We offer enticements that will encourage them to take the right
course of action. We also employ a number of economic strategies.”


“Like
what?” I asked curiously.


He
studied me. “Who do you think is responsible for managing our shadow economy? The
Ukraine’s shadow economy is nearly as strong as the legitimate economy, and
those jobs put food on the table for a lot of Ukrainians who wouldn’t otherwise
have jobs.”


I
blew out a long breath as I relaxed into the couch. “Why do you continue to live
here when things are so bad?”


Maxim
kissed the back of my hand as he settled in next to me. “It would be selfish to
leave. The only person that helps is me. If I stay, I can help a lot more
people overcome these problems. If enough people work toward change, we can reduce
government corruption, reduce poverty, and improve the quality of life in
Ukraine.”


I
glanced questioningly at Cory, who had been listening intently. He studied
Maxim as he leaned forward in his chair. Slowly, he nodded. 


“Not
everything is as it seems,” I murmured softly, recalling Konstantin’s note to Shae.


Maxim
wrapped his arm around me. “No, it’s not.”


“You’re
really one of the good guys?” I asked uncertainly.


He
chuckled softly. “Yes. Well, I tend to think so. Not everyone would agree.”


I
tried to stifle a yawn. Now that my adrenaline was gone, I felt extremely
fatigued. “Where do we go from here?”


He
kissed the top of my head. “Well, you could always come home with me…”


I
punched him in the stomach. Softly. 


He
laughed. “I had to try.”


I
turned to face him. “Look, Maxim, I’m sure you’re a really great guy, but I
have a boyfriend. I’m crazy about him. You’re, ah, very handsome and very good
at, um… multitasking, but I don’t want to cheat on my boyfriend. Is
there any way we can just be friends?”


His
eyes softened as he caressed my cheek. “I would like it if you considered me a
friend. I can’t recall the last time I was able to talk with a woman like this.
Maybe I never have. You’re smart, funny, beautiful, and kind. I still can’t
believe you gave those flowers to the children’s hospital…”


I
winced. “I’m sorry. I did keep a vase for myself.”


He
smiled. “I noticed that. I’m not mad that you shared the flowers with the
children at the hospital. I’m just surprised. Most women would have kept them
for themselves or thrown them away. They wouldn’t have thought to share them
with sick kids.”


I
sighed softly. “The roses really were quite beautiful, but we aren’t spending
much time in our hotel room. Those flowers would have withered away in that
room while we worked. The children really enjoyed your gift. Some of those kids
had never been given a flower before. I had so much fun sharing the flowers
with them, Maxim. For me, that experience was the best part of your gift. So,
thank you for the roses and for the opportunity to share them.”


Maxim
shook his head. “I really wish you didn’t have a boyfriend.”


“If
you promise not to kill him, I’ll introduce the two of you next week,” I
responded teasingly.


His
eyebrows rose. “He’s coming here next week?”


I
nodded. “He’s planning to meet me in Sevastopol.”


Maxim
sighed. “I’ll have to extend some level of protection to him too.”


I
glanced at him in surprise. “Why?”


Maxim’s
eyes met mine. “Because if the guy ends up dead, you’ll think it was me.”


I
tried not to laugh. “I don’t think he’ll need your protection. Rafael is a
pretty resourceful guy. He used to be special ops.”


“Rafael,”
he mused. “That is not a typical American name.”


I
shook my head. “He’s not American.”


Maxim
looked surprised. “He’s not?”


I
shook my head again. “He’s Portuguese.”


Maxim
looked thoughtful. Then he smiled. “Does he look like me?”


I
shook my head. “No. Not really. But the man I used to be engaged to looks a lot
like you, only thinner.” I squeezed his bicep teasingly. “He’s a little softer,
and he doesn’t have all those hard edges you put up in public.”


“Hard
edges?” he asked curiously. 


I
shrugged. “You don’t have any hard edges up now, but there’s an intensity and a
directness about you that is really intimidating when you’re out in public.”


He
laughed. “Hard edges.”     


I
bit back a yawn. “Yeah. I prefer this side of you.”


Maxim
pulled me against his chest. He tugged the blanket around me. 


I
glanced over at Cory, who was now sprawled out in the chair asleep. “I should
go upstairs so we can get some sleep.”


Maxim’s
arm tightened around me. “Please, Kristine. If you are going to deny me the
pleasure of having sex with you, then at least let me sit here and hold you. I would
really like to know what it feels like to hold you in my arms.”


I
relaxed against him. “Okay, but only for a few minutes longer.”


Maxim
glanced over at the guys standing by the door. “Vklyuchite svet vniz tak,
ona mozhet spat'.”


One
of the guys nodded. He flipped some switches by the door, and half of the overhead
lights turned off. 


Maxim
pulled the blanket from around me and adjusted it so that it was draped over both
of us. He slid his arm around me and gently rubbed my arm. “I’d like to at
least pretend we’re dating when we are in public. It’s the only way I can
ensure the SVR and the SBU steer clear of you.”


I
yawned sleepily. “What does SVR and SBU stand for?”


“The
SVR is Russia’s Foreign Intelligence Service. The SBU is Ukraine’s security
forces. Both agencies are firmly entrenched in the former KGB. When you hear
about Americans being accused of spying in our region, those two agencies are
generally involved. They are notorious for false accusations and tortured
confessions.”


I
tried to force my thoughts away from the disturbing images his statement evoked
so I could focus on what he was asking me to do. “They’ll stay away from us if
I date you?”


He
tucked me against his chest as he continued stroking my arm. “Yes, they will.”


I
grew quiet as I considered the options. The room faded to gray, then black, as
my eyes slid closed. “We can just pretend?” I murmured.


He
chuckled softly. “You can pretend.”


My
thoughts faded as I drifted off to sleep.


Maxim
nudged me, seemingly determined to have an answer. 


My
eyes fluttered open briefly, then slid closed again. “Okay.” 


“Kristine?”
he whispered as his fingers traced some obscure pattern down my arm. 


I
sighed contentedly. “Hmm?”


“I’m
still going to try to make love to you.”


“That’s
nice,” I murmured as I drifted back to sleep.


His
voice was soft and low as he continued coaxing information from me. “Tell me
about this man you were engaged to, the one who looks like me.”


A
single tear slid from the corner of my eye as a lump formed in my throat.
“Michael,” I breathed. “He still loves me, but he’s worried he can’t keep me
safe.”


Maxim
stilled. “Safe? From what?”


“The
terrorists,” I murmured, “… and the man who tried to drown me.”


Maxim’s
tone grew dark. “Where is this man now?”


My
eyebrows furrowed. “Rafael killed him, but Michael still sent me away. He’s
worried the terrorists will come for me.” I pulled my feet onto the couch and
tucked into a small ball. I sank further into Maxim’s chest. I was too tired
for this conversation. I didn’t want to think about terrorists. I wanted to go
back to sleep. 


“Why
would terrorists want to hurt you, Kristine?” 


It
didn’t seem to matter whether I was awake, asleep, or suspended somewhere in
between. I still felt like sobbing. “Because Michael loves me.”


“He
broke your heart when he sent you away,” Maxim murmured thoughtfully.


“Yes,”
I whispered. “My heart is still broken. I’m still broken.”


Maxim
rubbed my arm in silent contemplation.


“I
still miss Michael,” I confessed a few minutes later. 


“I’m
sure he misses you too,” Maxim responded.


I
sighed softly, then drifted back to sleep.


*
* * * * *


I
woke up cradled in Maxim’s arms. At some point during the night he had eased us
both onto the couch so he was lying behind me with my back tucked against his
chest. I could see the hotel clerk working silently behind the desk as my eyes
fluttered open. Cory was gone, and different men were standing guard in front
of the door. 


Maxim
nuzzled my neck. “Dobroe utro, angel moy.”


I
rolled over in his arms so I could face him. He pulled me close so I wouldn’t
fall off the couch. I studied him for a few heartbeats. His hair was tousled. His
face looked younger, and his smile was relaxed. There were no hard edges. “Thank
you,” I whispered softly.


His
eyebrows furrowed. “For what?”


I
studied his face a bit more closely. It was truly devastating how much he
looked like Michael. “For being such a gentleman last night.”


He
grinned. “I don’t think anyone has ever called me that before.”


I
ran my hand over the stubble along his jawline. “Why are you trying to keep us
safe, Maxim? What’s in this for you?”


He
sighed as he pressed my hand against his cheek. His eyes softened as they met mine.
“You are like this beautiful tropical oasis in the midst of a never ending
storm. If I can just gain some reprieve from the storm… enjoy something
beautiful and sweet for just a little while… then maybe it will prove easier to
survive the storm.”


Tears
pricked at my eyes. “I think that is the most romantic thing anyone has ever
said to me.” 


A
small smile teased at the corner of his mouth. “I can be a pretty romantic
guy.”


I
smiled. “I’ve noticed.”


His
eyes fell on my lips. “What were you planning to do today?”


I
giggled as he continued staring at my lips. “We were going to do some
sightseeing. Do you know any good tour guides?”


He
grinned. “It so happens that I do.”


I
frowned. 


His
eyes shot toward mine. “What’s wrong?” 


I
sighed. “Well, it’s just that Nonna, Oni, and Igor have been camping out here
pretty regularly. We can’t seem to do anything without them accompanying us.
I’m surprised they aren’t here now. They know we’re planning to go sightseeing
today, and I think they’re planning to escort us.”


Maxim
relaxed. “They may be sitting outside. My men haven’t let anyone enter the
hotel since I arrived last night. I’ll talk to Nonna. I’ll let her know that we
will be accompanying you today. She’ll back off if she knows you guys are with
me.”


Maxim
tightened his arms around me as I tried to sit up. “Your pretend boyfriend
would like to start the day with a kiss, kotyonok.”


 “Just
a kiss?” I asked warily.


He
sat up, snapped his fingers at the desk clerk, and waved him away. “For now.” 


I
shook my head. “What have I gotten myself into with you?”


He
grinned. “If you only knew.” He slid my body beneath his. He held my face in
his hands as he bit at my bottom lip and chin. His eyes flared with desire just
before he fit his lips to mine. His tongue breached my lips and immediately
sought mine. He circled, then stroked my tongue until a small moan escaped my
lips. 


My
heart stalled as he hardened against me. 


A
low growl slid from his chest as he deepened the kiss. His fingers wound
through my hair until he held me tightly at the scalp. He tugged gently as he ground
his hips into mine. My body wound into a tight coil even as I fought the desire
that was now coursing through me. 


I
groaned as his tongue swiped at the sweet spot on my neck. He pulled my head to
the side so he could gain better access to my neck. Then his other hand slid
over my breast. His thumb stroked my nipple through the thin silk camisole until
it hardened. “This is more than a kiss,” I rasped.


My
back arched as he sucked forcefully on my neck. He nudged my legs open and
rocked into me. I tried to wedge my hands between us, but he bit down on my
neck and pinched my breast as he rolled every hard edge of his arousal against
me. My entire body clenched, then shattered forcefully. He stilled as I gasped,
then trembled in his arms. I scrambled to the other side of the couch. “You…
you… how did you do that?!”


A
smug look fell over his face. “I’m a really good kisser.”


“Holy
crap,” I breathed. I yanked the blanket around me. “We cannot do that again.
Ever.”


His
eyes grew hooded as he edged toward me. “Imagine how much better that would
feel if we didn’t have any clothes on.”


I
bolted from the couch and immediately began pacing across the room. “I… I… I
think I just cheated on Rafael. Crap! Crap! Crap! Why did you have to give me
an orgasm? That’s cheating. That’s definitely cheating!”


Maxim
laughed. “It was only a kiss.”


I
stopped pacing so I could stare at him. “That was not a kiss.”


He
looked amused as he rose from the couch. “Then what was it?”


I
backed up as he slowly approached me. “That was sex… with clothes on!”


One
of the guys standing guard in front of the door laughed. 


Maxim
glared at him. His eyes were heated as he slowly stalked me across the room. “That
was a five minute kiss. If you had sex with me, you’d know the difference.
You’d be pinned under me for hours, clawing my back, and sobbing for more.”


All
of the air rushed out of my lungs. 


My
eyes were wild as he reached for my hands. “Calm down,” he said soothingly. “It
wasn’t sex.”


I
bit back a sob. “God! I’m a horrible person.”


His
eyes flared with anger. “Don’t.”


I
stilled, then eyed him cautiously. 


He
took a deep breath. “Look, I don’t know this guy, Rafael, but I can see you want
to remain faithful to him. I don’t understand why you’d feel committed to him
when you are still in love with Michael.” He shrugged. “Maybe neither of them
is the right man for you. Maybe I am… or maybe it’s someone you haven’t even
met yet.” 


He
looked frustrated as he sought the right words. “What I’m trying to say is you
can’t know who you are meant to be with until you’ve dated… and kissed a
handful of people. You weed out the people who feel wrong and you linger with
the people who feel right until the moment your soul recognizes the one it’s
meant to be with. You aren’t a horrible person for kissing another man. You’re
just going through the process of figuring out who you are meant to be with.”


My
eyes welled with tears. 


Maxim
swiped at my eyes before giving me a hug. 


I
started giggling as he pulled away. 


His
expression hovered between amusement and concern. 


I
shook my head. “I can’t believe I’m getting relationship advice from the
Russian mafia.”


Maxim
laughed. “Yeah, well, I’m going to back off on the advice because it appears to
be conflicting with my interests. I’m used to getting what I want… and I can’t
shake the feeling that I’m giving it up instead.”


My
heart clenched. “You are so much like Michael, it’s scary.” 


Maxim’s
eyes hardened. “I am nothing like Michael. If you had agreed to marry me, I
would have never let you go. Michael was a fool to think you’d be safe simply
because he let you go. His actions put you at risk. He should have kept you
with him and had the threat eliminated.”


I
tightened the blanket around me. “Thank you, Maxim, for offering to protect me and
for being so understanding. You really are a very nice guy.”


He
smiled as he glanced around the room. “Don’t tell anyone else that. It could
ruin my reputation,” he whispered conspiratorially.


I
reached for his shoulder, then softly kissed his cheek. “I’m going upstairs to
shower. Do you still want to take us sightseeing?”


He
grinned. “Yes, of course. I’ll have a man stand guard outside your room while I
run home to shower and change. I’ll meet you back here in one hour.” He began
to walk away, then stopped. He turned to face me again. “The government will
make multiple attempts to replace the bugs in your rooms, so don’t be surprised
if my men come by to make regular sweeps. I’ll make sure they knock before
coming into the room.”


I
nodded, then turned toward the stairs.


“Oh,
and Kristine?”


I
slowly turned around. 


Maxim
smiled. “Will you send Konstantin down? Evidently, he slept in your room.”


I
grinned. “Sure. I’ll send him right down.”


I
sprinted up the cold cement stairs, then softly knocked on the door to my room.


Konstantin
opened the door and immediately blushed. 


I
laughed. “Maxim would like to see you downstairs.”


Shae
joined us at the door. She kissed Konstantin between the shoulder blades before
wrapping her arms around his waist.


I
slipped inside the room. I eyed Shae curiously while Konstantin retrieved his
shirt. “I’m not sure if either of you is interested, but Maxim has offered to
take us sightseeing in an hour. Maybe Konstantin can join us…”


Shae’s
face immediately brightened. 


Konstantin
grinned. “I’d love to show you around.” He pulled Shae in for a passionate
kiss, then reached for the door. “I’ll be back soon.”


I
locked the door behind him. “So the door got fixed…”


Shae
laughed. “Yes. Watching them try to replace that door was one of the most
entertaining experiences of my life.”


My
eyes softened. “You’re practically glowing. How did things go with Konstantin
last night?”


She
sighed dreamily. “Last night was amazing.”


I
smiled. “Then it was a good birthday after all?”


She
giggled. “Best birthday ever!”


*
* * * * *


I
reached for my cell phone as soon as I was showered and dressed. I had texted
Rafael the minute we had returned to the hotel, but I was feeling really guilty
about not following up with a phone call. My stomach turned when I saw that I
had missed three calls from him. He had also left a number of text messages. I
grew more nauseous as I read the texts. 


We
need to talk.


Call
me.


 I’m
worried about you. Please call me as soon as you get this message.


I
walked over to the bathroom door and knocked. “Shae, I’m going to step outside
and call Rafael. I don’t want to have this conversation in our room in case
Maxim’s men missed a listening device or planted one of their own. I’ll be
right in front of the hotel.”


I
opened the door and walked straight into a well-muscled chest. “Déjà vu,”
I muttered. I took a step back to examine the guy Maxim had asked to guard our
room. I wondered if his English was as good as Maxim’s. “Vy govorite
po-angliyski?”


He
smiled. “Yes, of course.”


I
nodded. “Okay. I need to step outside and make a phone call. Is that going to
be a problem?”


He
reached for his cell phone, dialed a single number, then began speaking in
Russian. Ten seconds later another man exited the stairwell. I studied the two
of them as he joined us. “Do you guys ever wear anything besides black?” 


They
exchanged looks. “Why?”


I
shrugged. “I don’t know. It’s a bit unnerving how you all dress alike. Don’t you
get bored wearing the same thing day after day?”


The
new guy laughed. The man who had originally been standing outside our door
folded his arms across his chest. “We dress this way so people know who we are.
It helps avoid confusion. If we don’t want people to know who we are, then we
wear something else.”


I
leaned against the wall. “So this is simply a work uniform… standard attire for
the Russian mafia?”


He
nodded. 


I
shrugged as I pushed off from the wall. “Okay.” I thought it odd they were so
blatantly open about who they were, but they obviously considered it an
effective strategy. I began walking toward the stairs. I glanced back at the
guy who was trailing after me. “Do you have a name?”


He
smiled. “Lev.”


I
nodded. “It’s nice to meet you, Lev. My name is Kristine.”


He
chuckled as he opened the door to the stairwell for me. “I know who you are.” 


“Do
you know where I might find a good cup of coffee? I think I’m going to need
three or four cups. Soon.”


Lev
pushed open the door at the bottom of the stairwell. “I’ll have one of our men
bring some coffee by.” 


My
eyebrows shot up. “The Russian mafia makes coffee runs?” 


He
shook his head and laughed as he opened the main door to the hotel. He motioned
toward a bench before walking a few feet away. He immediately began texting on
his phone.


I
took a deep breath and dialed Rafael. 


He
answered on the first ring. “What the hell is going on?”


“You’re
awake?” I gasped in surprise.


“Of
course I’m awake. I’m packing a suitcase so I can catch the next flight out of
here. What the hell happened last night?”


I
glanced nervously at Lev, who was still texting on his phone. “I… I’m sorry.
Someone came by the hotel last night, and things got a little crazy. I didn’t
see that you had called until a few minutes ago.”


“Kristine…”
he growled threateningly.


I
took a deep breath and blew it out.


“I
want to know why some guy had you pressed up against a wall at a dance club.
Who the hell is he, and what were you thinking going to a dance club in Ukraine?”


Lev
glanced at me as I shot to my feet. I immediately began pacing in front of the
bench. “How do you know we went to a dance club? Do you have someone following
me?”


His
voice vibrated menacingly. “Of course I have someone following you. I told you
it wasn’t safe over there. You wouldn’t let me come with you, so I sent two of
my men to watch over you until I could meet up with you in Sevastopol. You
still haven’t answered my question, Kristine. Who the hell had you pressed up
against that wall, and why was his tongue shoved down your throat?”


I
stopped pacing. I didn’t know whether to be pissed off or relieved. I swallowed
nervously before trying to explain. “His name is Maxim Markov. It’s not what
you think… Well, maybe it’s a little of what you think, but he’s trying to keep
us safe. He’s a very powerful man. Other people… far worse people… will leave
us alone if they think I’m dating him.”


I
winced as Rafael yelled, “What?”


My
thoughts rushed out all at once. “We’re being followed by a number of people, and
there were bugs planted in our room. The government is extremely corrupt. They often
accuse Americans of being spies. They’re notorious for false accusations and
tortured confessions. Maxim can keep us safe. If these people think I’m dating
him, they won’t mess with us.”


“Who
the hell is this guy?”


I
collapsed on the bench. “He’s Russian mafia… and he ranks pretty high up.”


Rafael
groaned. “You have been in that country for less than forty-eight hours, and
you’re already involved with the Russian mafia? You have got to be kidding me!”


I
glanced at Lev, who was now watching me intently.


“Start
from the beginning,” Rafael gritted.


I
sighed. “A woman from the university met us at the airport. She insisted on
driving us. She wouldn’t take us to get SIM cards, so Cory had to sneak out of
the Internet café to get them. We barely had time to unpack before she carted
us off to this dinner that was not on our agenda. It was this huge dog and pony
show. The dean was there, along with twenty or more government officials…
people from the ministry of education, the ministry of justice, the ministry of
culture, and the ministry of foreign affairs. God, I can’t even remember them
all. Anyway, Maxim was at this dinner. There was an entire table filled with
Russian mafia. Apparently, they attend all government functions. They don’t try
to hide it. Everyone is very open about the mafia’s role in their governance.”


I
paused as I sifted through what to say next. 


Rafael
huffed impatiently. “Go on.” 


I
pulled my feet up onto the bench. I hugged my knees as I pressed the phone to
my ear. “There was an endless stream of toasts. I tried to avoid drinking, but
I was told it was disrespectful to toast with water. We had to drink the
champagne, and the wine, and multiple shots of vodka. Every time I tried to
avoid the alcohol, I was called out for it. I tried dumping the vodka into my water
glass, but I got caught. I think it insulted Maxim. Evidently, you don’t
decline a drink from the Russian mafia. Anyway, he called Shae and me over to
his table. Then he separated us. He poured a number of shots, then sat there
and watched me drink each time someone made a toast. He kissed me sometime
after the fifth or sixth shot. I was wrecked. I ran to the bathroom with Oni,
because I thought I was going to throw up. She said there was no way I could
refuse Maxim. Nobody tells him no. Ever. So she snuck me out of the restaurant.
Igor brought me back to the hotel.”


“Wait.
Who are Igor and Oni?”


“Igor
and Oni are students from the university. Nonna, the head of the International Relations
Department, invited them to the dinner. They’ll be attending our training next
week.”


“Continue.”


“Cory
and Nonna tried to smooth things over with Maxim. They told him I had to go
back to the hotel because I was sick. Cory and the rest of the team joined me
at the hotel an hour later.”


Rafael
sighed. “Well, that explains why my men couldn’t get into the restaurant that
first night. They were told it was a private party. They saw you leave and
followed you back to the hotel. They became concerned when you were separated
from the rest of your team, so they called me.”


I
closed my eyes and sighed as I curled into my knees.


“What
happened after that?”


“Nothing
more happened that night, but Maxim and his friend, Konstantin, had a bunch of
flowers delivered to Shae and me the next morning. We took them to a children’s
hospital. Then we went to lunch with Nonna, Igor, and Oni. We were still
feeling wrecked from the time difference and all the alcohol from the night
before, so we went back to the hotel to sleep after lunch.”


“So
how is it you ended up in a nightclub?”


“We
went out for dinner and dancing because it was Shae’s birthday. None of us were
interested in drinking, so we only had one shot to toast Shae. I was dancing
with Cory and the girls, then Maxim and Konstantin showed up. Maxim started
dancing with me. He kissed me… and he did press me up against the wall… but
there was a commotion, so I was able to slip away. We ducked out of there when
he wasn’t looking and immediately returned to the hotel. He was worried
something bad had happened to me, so he came to the hotel to make sure we were
okay. We spent nearly the entire night talking in the lobby. Cory was with us.
I didn’t have my phone on me. That’s why I missed your call.”


Rafael
let out a long breath. “I’m catching the next flight out of here. I don’t like
this, Kristine. Not one bit.”


I
bolted upright. “Please don’t. I don’t want you to miss out on that assignment
with Prince Harry, and I want you to go talk to Michael. Just wait and come
next week. Meet me in Sevastopol as soon as you are done in Paris. Please,
Rafael. You have people here watching me. The government is watching us, the
mafia is watching us, everyone is watching us. Nothing is going to happen to me
when there are so many people watching.”


Rafael
growled his frustration. “I don’t like you being involved with the mafia. You
need to stay away from this guy.”


I
sighed. “I know the Russian mafia is notorious for criminal activity, but they
do a lot of good things too. I think they are the lesser of two evils here. I’d
prefer to have their protection than be tortured by a bunch of guys who are
former KGB.”


 The
line went silent.


“Rafael?”


“What’s
your plan, Kristine?”


I
eased back onto the bench. “Maxim is taking us sightseeing today. I think it’s
good for us to be seen in public with him. I believe people will leave us alone
if they think I’m dating him. So, I’d like to proceed with that plan. I don’t intend
to be alone with him, Rafael. I’ve told him I have a boyfriend, and he knows
you’re meeting me here in Ukraine. I start work at the university tomorrow, so
today is my last free day. I won’t see much of Maxim once the training begins.
I’ll see him just enough so that other people steer clear of us. I think that’s
the best course of action… at least until you get here.”


I
hugged my knees, then buried my face in the crook of my arm as I waited for
Rafael to respond. It was some time before he spoke. “I’ll hold off coming, for
now, but I’m telling my men to move in closer to you. I will not trust your
security to the Russian mafia. My men are going to accompany you everywhere you
go. They are going to stand guard outside your hotel room and outside your
classroom. If you cannot agree to that, then I’m getting on the next plane to
Ukraine.”


A
rich accent rolled over me. “Kristine?” 


My
head popped up from my knees. Maxim was standing directly in front of me.
Konstantin and two other men were standing next to Lev with coffee. Maxim knelt
in front of me. His face was etched with concern.


“Maxim,”
I breathed.


Rafael’s
voice drew me back to the phone. “Maxim?”


I
studied Maxim’s face as I spoke to Rafael. “Yes. He left someone to stand guard
over me while he was gone. He just returned.”


“Hand
him the phone. I want to speak with him.”


My
breath caught. “What?”


“You
heard me.”


I
shot Maxim an apologetic look. “Rafael would like to speak with you.”


An
amused look flitted across his face. “Really?” He grinned as he reached for my
phone. His eyes captured and held mine as he stood. “Maxim Markov.” His face
lit with surprise, then hardened as he switched over to Russian. I sat frozen
as he began arguing with Rafael. His jaw clenched… a few times. He grew silent,
then resumed arguing. Eventually, he handed the phone back to me. “Rafael and I
have reached… an understanding.”


My
hand shook as I pressed the phone to my ear. “Rafael?”


“You
should see my men getting out of a gray sedan just to the right of you.”


I
looked up as two men exited a gray car. “I see them.”


“Their
names are Ethan and Brady. They’ll be joining Maxim’s security team. You are
not allowed to leave their sight, do you understand me?”


“Yes,”
I conceded in a small voice.


“You
can continue with the charade until I arrive next week, but you should be aware
that Ethan and Brady will be reporting everything to me. I’m willing to
tolerate Maxim kissing you and putting his arm around you in public for
appearance’s sake but nothing beyond that. Do you understand?”


“Yes,”
I responded miserably.


“I’m
having him thoroughly investigated. If I get even the slightest inkling that he
has some ulterior motive, then I’m flying directly there.”


“Okay.”



Rafael
sighed. “I hate this. I hope you know how much I hate this.”


“I
do,” I conceded hoarsely. I was trying not to cry.


“I
should be there with you.”


I
shook my head. “You have more important things to do.”


“Nothing
is more important than you. I love you, Kristine.”


I
squeezed my eyes shut as a tear stole silently down my cheek. “I love you too.”


Cory,
Shae, and Sammi filed out of the hotel just as I disconnected the call. Two of
Maxim’s men trailed after them. Shae’s eyes widened when she saw the circle of
men who now surrounded me. “What’s going on?”


I
took a deep breath, unfolded my legs, and rose from the bench. “This is Ethan
and Brady. Rafael sent them to watch over me.”


Cory
looked relieved. “I’m glad you’re here.”


Nonna’s
heels clicked across the pavement as she, Oni, and Igor approached the group. Nonna
looked livid. “What is going on here? Maxim, why did you have the hotel locked
down… and who are these two?” She waved irritably toward Ethan and Brady.


Maxim
spoke to Nonna in Russian. Her eyes flitted from me to Ethan and Brady, then
back to Maxim. When Maxim finished speaking, her eyes settled on me. “Well,
this certainly explains a lot. I’ve been trying to identify these two men since
you first arrived.”


Maxim
sized up the two men. “As have I.”


Nonna
narrowed her eyes at Ethan and Brady. “You two have stirred up some serious
trouble. You have raised a lot of red flags with the SBU with your unexplained
presence in our country. You had no letter of invitation and no obvious
business being here.”


“SBU?”
Sammi asked as she edged closer to Cory.


“Ukraine
Security Forces,” I responded softly.


Konstantin
handed me a cup of coffee. 


I
smiled gratefully. “Thanks.” 


“I’ll
smooth things over with the SBU,” Brady responded.


“No.
You won’t. I’ll talk to the SBU. The less interaction you have with them the
better. It’s bad enough you’ve raised their suspicions, but now that you’re
appearing publicly with Kristine, you’ll be drawing even more attention to her,”
Maxim responded irritably.


Ethan
folded his arms across his chest. He shook his head. “I never thought I’d see
the day that special ops would be working with the Russian mafia.”


Maxim
narrowed his eyes at Ethan. “I’m not working with you. I’m merely tolerating
your presence as a courtesy to Kristine. You get in my way, you question me, or
you cross me in any way, you will seriously regret it.”


Brady
moved between Maxim and me. “She’s our responsibility.”


Maxim
glared at Brady. “The only person who can keep her safe in this country is me.
You will be allowed to accompany us as long as you keep your mouth shut and you
don’t interfere in anything I do. I don’t care who you work for or what your
responsibilities are. You get in my way and you’re gone. Have I made myself
clear?”


Brady’s
jaw clenched. Ethan and Brady exchanged looks, then slowly nodded.


Maxim
turned to Nonna. “I understand the three of you had plans to take Kristine and
her friends sightseeing today, but they will be sightseeing with me. I would
like you to secure a letter of invitation for these two,” he waved toward Ethan
and Brady, “identify them as her security detail, and clear them through the
required channels.”


Nonna
nodded.


Maxim
continued. “You do not need to concern yourself with Kristine this evening. She
will be accompanying me to the annual charity ball for the children’s hospital
tonight. Prime Minister Azarov and his wife will be there, along with the usual
press. This will be good publicity for all of us.”


I
cleared my throat as I peeked around Brady’s broad shoulders. “Maxim, I didn’t
pack anything that would be appropriate to wear to a ball.”


Maxim
stepped around Brady and gently tugged me into his arms. “I’ve already picked
out a dress for you, kotyonok. Please say you’ll join me.”


I
suspected that was as close as Maxim had ever come to asking rather than
demanding a date. I was a bit annoyed by his presumptuous behavior, but I’d
seen how dire the conditions were at the children’s hospital. The fundraiser
was sorely needed, and I was curious to see what kind of dress Maxim had chosen
for me. I glanced nervously at my friends before gazing into his surprisingly
vulnerable eyes. “Yes. I would love to attend the charity ball with you.”  


*
* * * * *


We
toured Simferopol in three separate cars. I rode with Maxim. Ethan and Brady
sat in the back seat. Sammi, Cory, and Shae rode with Konstantin, and a number
of Maxim’s men trailed along in a third car. We drew a lot of attention
wherever we went, although I couldn’t be sure whether that was due to the size
of our group or the fact that we were being escorted by the mafia. 


We
visited the Vorontsov Palace first. The massive stone palace was tucked into
the base of the Crimean Mountains. The intricate woodwork, the ornate wallpaper,
and the antique furnishings were stunning, especially for a house built in the
early eighteen hundreds. According to the tour guide, the palace was used as a
summer home by the Soviet secret police. Maxim claimed that Winston Churchill
stayed in the palace during the Yalta conference. We took pictures and strolled
through the botanical gardens for a little over an hour.


We
visited the ruins of Scythian Neapolis next. Konstantin took the lead on this
tour. He explained that Scythia was an ancient city that was built sometime
around 3rd century BC. The city was later destroyed by the Goths,
sometime around 3rd century AD. The ruins contained an ancient tomb.
Konstantin explained that it was the tomb of Skilurus, Scythia’s most famous
king. Goose bumps danced along my arm as I caressed the ancient stone. 


We
spent some time at the Regional Museum of Local Lore. We stopped to take
pictures of Lenin Square before returning to the hotel. We gathered outside the
hotel as everyone sorted through what they were doing for the evening. I was
disappointed to learn that Konstantin and Shae would not be joining us for the
ball. Konstantin was taking Shae, Sammi, and Cory out to dinner instead. 


Ethan
and Brady were planning to join Maxim and me for the ball, but they were
struggling with the requirements. The ball was a black tie affair, so Ethan and
Brady had to either line up their own tuxes or dress entirely in black. Maxim
explained that an exception was made at black tie events for members of the
mafia as long as they were dressed entirely in black. Ethan refused to dress
like the mafia, so he went to track down tuxes while Brady accompanied me to
Maxim’s house. Maxim insisted that we dress there.


My
hands began trembling the moment I left my friends. I tried sitting on them so
Maxim wouldn’t notice. I was relieved that he was allowing Brady to join us,
but I didn’t like being separated from the rest of my friends. I began
questioning my decision to trust Maxim. 


Maxim
reached for my hand as we pulled into a gated community. “You’re shaking. Are
you nervous?”


I
nodded.


Maxim’s
thumb caressed the back of my hand. “I’m not going to hurt you.”


I
glanced at Brady as I turned to face Maxim. “I know you won’t hurt me.” 


“Then
why are you nervous?”


My
eyes widened as he pulled into a driveway. “It’s just so personal… you taking
me to your home.”


He
smiled. “Are you afraid you’ll discover I’m human?”


“Maybe,”
I whispered. “Maybe I’m just afraid I’ll like what it reveals about you.”


His
lips brushed over my hand. “I hope that you do.” He stepped from the car,
walked to the passenger side, and opened the door for me. Brady trailed behind us
as Maxim led me toward the house. 


An
incredibly stocky man stood just outside the front door. He opened the door as
Maxim approached. “Good evening, Mr. Markov, Ms. Stone.”


I
glanced at Maxim in surprise. “Does everyone who works for you speak English?”


He
nodded. “The people I hire full time are required to speak English, but some of
the individuals I contract with from the local mafias don’t speak English...
like the man who was guarding the door to the lobby last night. We don’t often
speak English. We just do it as a courtesy when we are conducting business with
people from the United States or certain parts of the EU. I find people are
more comfortable and less suspicious when they know what is being said in their
presence.”


Two
young women met us just inside the door. Maxim put his hand on the small of my
back as he introduced us. “Kristine, this is Nika and Oksana. They work for one
of the local spas. I’ve invited them here to help you get ready for the ball.”


I
nodded politely at Nika and Oksana before turning to face Maxim. “Why… why do I
need help getting ready?”


Maxim
smiled as he reached for my hand. He pulled me toward a sitting room with a beautifully
carved mahogany bar. “You’ll see.” 


I
looked around the room as he poured two glasses of red wine. Brown leather
furniture sat anchored around a beautiful oriental rug. I studied Maxim with
renewed interest. “Your place is decorated a lot like mine.”


He
smiled as he handed me a glass of wine. “I think you will find this much more
to your liking than the wine they served at the restaurant the other night.”


I
glanced nervously at Brady. 


Maxim
rubbed my back. “I want you to take the wine upstairs with you. It will help
calm your nerves.”


I
nodded, then raised the glass. “Za vas.”


Maxim
tapped his glass against mine. “Za vas.”


I
took a sip and smiled. “This is much better. Thank you.”


He
laughed. “I thought you’d like it. Now, follow Nika and Oksana upstairs. I’m
going to take a shower and get dressed.” He looked at Brady. “You can follow
them upstairs, but you are not allowed inside the room.” Maxim snapped his
fingers toward a man who had been standing just inside the front door. “You
will go with him to ensure he doesn’t enter that room.”


Brady
looked annoyed, but he nodded. The two men followed us upstairs. They both settled
into chairs in a small sitting area in the middle of the hallway. Nika motioned
me through an intricately carved wood door. 


Nika
closed the door as I stood gaping at the room. “Is this Maxim’s bedroom?”


She
motioned me toward the bathroom. “Yes.”


I
ran my hand along the suede comforter on his bed. Like the sitting room, this
room was decorated in rich shades of brown, tan, and ivory. “It’s beautiful.”


Oksana
followed us into the bathroom. “I’ve already run your bath.”


Steam
rolled lazily along the edge of the tub. “I didn’t know I was taking a bath,” I
responded hesitantly.


Nika
smiled. “Mr. Markov said he wanted you relaxed. It’s an aromatherapy bath. I’ve
added eucalyptus and lavender oils.”


I
eyed the bathtub longingly. The tiny shower in our hotel room made the scented
bath all the more appealing. I glanced at the two women. “Do I really have time
for this?”


Oksana
nodded. “The charity ball begins in two hours. We have plenty of time.”


Nika
dimmed the lights. She pointed toward a thick white towel folded on top of the
vanity. “Be careful when you lift the towel from that tray. There are heated
rocks underneath.”


Both
women walked toward the door. Nika glanced back at me and smiled. “We’ll be in the
bedroom in case you need us.”


Oksana
nodded toward the glass I had left sitting on top of the vanity. “Don’t forget
your wine.”


I
swirled my hand through the silky water as they closed the door. The eucalyptus
and lavender smelled amazing. I stripped down, grabbed my wine, and stepped
into the bathtub. Soft music began playing from the other room as I sank into
the warm water. I set the wine glass on the tile ledge surrounding the tub,
then completely immersed myself so I could get my hair wet. I took a sip of
wine, closed my eyes, and sighed contentedly as the silky water caressed my
skin.


My
eyes flew open as small but strong hands began massaging my shoulders and neck.
“It’s just me,” Nika whispered. “I’m going to wash your hair.”


I
opened my mouth to object, but Nika had already begun massaging my head. I
closed my eyes and moaned instead. I couldn’t even remember the last time
someone had massaged my head. Lavender perfumed the air as she massaged shampoo
into my hair. She nudged me into a sitting position, then slowly began pouring
water over my head. She leaned me back against the tub as she resumed the head
massage, this time with conditioner. She rinsed my hair, then offered me the
towel.


I
sighed when the warm towel hit my skin. “This feels amazing.”


She
smiled. “If you would like, you can keep the towel on during the massage.” 


I
followed her into Maxim’s bedroom. The lights and the bed had been turned down.
She waved toward the bed. “We will do your massage here.”


My
eyes widened. “In Maxim’s bed?”


Oksana
was placing bottles of lotion on either side of the bed. She glanced at me
questioningly. “Why not?”


My
eyebrows furrowed. “Does Maxim know you’re massaging me in his bed?”


They
both nodded. Nika’s hand settled on my back as she walked me toward the bed. “Mr.
Markov asked that we massage you in the bed. This will be far more comfortable
than our massage table.”


I
was pretty certain that rolling around naked in Maxim’s bed wasn’t on the list
of things Rafael was willing to tolerate. I took a step back from the bed. “I
think I’d prefer the massage table.”


Oksana
offered an apologetic look. “We didn’t bring the massage table. We left it at
the spa because Mr. Markov specifically requested we use the bed. This is not
all that unusual. People often make this request when they receive spa services
in their homes.”


I
glanced at Nika uncertainly as I perched on the edge of the bed. 


She
smiled. “Why don’t you lie on your stomach?” 


I
clutched the towel to my chest as I climbed onto the bed. My mind was immediately
bombarded with images of Maxim. Deeply erotic images. I forced the images aside
as I sank into his bed. The bed was so much more comfortable than the broken
down mattress at the hotel, I immediately relaxed.


Oksana
began rubbing lavender scented lotion onto my legs, while Nika towel dried and
combed out my hair. Nika pulled my arms over the side of the bed when she
finished combing out my hair. She massaged my hands and arms while Oksana massaged
my feet. 


My
entire body hummed. 


Nika
nudged the towel down so it covered only my bottom. She slathered the hot rocks
that had warmed the towel with oil, then gently worked them into my back. 


I
melted into the bed. My eyes slid closed as I drifted off to sleep. 


Nika
pressed wet, hot towels against my back to soak up the excess oil before she whispered
in my ear. “You can roll over now.” She helped me adjust the towel. 


Oksana
resumed the leg massage while Nika began massaging my shoulders and neck. She
slowly made her way down my chest, stopping just short of my breasts. 


Nika
whispered in my ear again. “We need to do your hair and makeup now.” Both women
walked into the bathroom to wash their hands. 


I
wrapped the towel around me as I eased out of bed. 


Nika
motioned me toward a small sitting area near the window. The table held a
variety of makeup products and a curling iron that was already plugged in.
Oksana began painting my toenails a dark metallic gray while Nika curled my
hair. Nika finished my hair and applied makeup while Oksana painted my
fingernails. 


Eventually,
the two women stood back and stared at me. They smiled as they admired their
work. Nika turned to face Oksana. “Do you think he will be pleased?”


She
nodded her head as she continued staring at me. “Yes,” she whispered
breathlessly.


Nika
ducked inside the closet. She returned with a dark gray gown. Chunky silver
sequins and sparkling rhinestones adorned the fitted bodice, then dripped a bit
more sparsely along the dark gray fabric that fell to the floor. Oksana handed
me a set of silver bangle bracelets, a pair of strappy gray heels, and a small shopping
bag. 


I
peeked inside the bag and gasped. “I’m supposed to wear this?”


Oksana
nodded. With a straight face!


I
set the shoes down and tugged the bracelets over my wrist so I could pull the black
lace g-string from the bag. I gaped at the silver beads that formed the string.
“This is supposed to go between my legs?”


Nika
giggled.


I
eyed the dress again, then sighed. “I can’t wear a bra with this dress.”


Oksana
shook her head as she motioned for me to put the g-string on. My cheeks heated
as I slid it on under the towel. I groaned when I felt the beads settle between
my legs. 


Nika
eased the dress over my head. The thin silk fabric dipped dangerously low against
my back. Nika tied the strings that crisscrossed over the back and adjusted the
dress so it didn’t reveal the top of the g-string. The dress skimmed my breasts
and hips seductively before falling to the floor. A long slit ran down the
right side of the dress.  


Oksana
slid my heels on before the two women pulled me toward the mirror. 


I
took two steps and froze. The beads from the g-string rolled against me with
each step I took. I looked down in horror as my nipples hardened against the
dress. Maxim was clearly determined to give me another orgasm.


I
fought for my composure as I walked gingerly toward the mirror. I took one look
in the mirror and gasped. The woman staring back at me looked like she belonged
on the cover of a fashion magazine. The dress was breathtaking, the makeup was
flawless, and my blue eyes had turned a stormy gray in the beautifully beaded
gown. I turned and glanced over my shoulder as I examined the back of the
dress. The strings that tied across the open back were clearly designed to
seduce. The back was cut very low, but at least the g-string didn’t show. My
hair hung halfway down my back in glossy blond waves. 


The
two girls grinned. “Do you like it?” Oksana asked.


I
turned to face her. “How could I not? You two did an amazing job. Thank you.”


“Let’s
see if Mr. Markov approves,” Nika said as she nudged me toward the door.


Ethan
was standing outside the door with Brady. They had already changed into their tuxes.
Ethan’s eyes widened as some expletive fell from Brady’s mouth. Maxim’s
security guard reached for his crotch as he adjusted himself. 


I
looked at Nika and Oksana, who were now giggling. “This cannot be good.”


I
stepped carefully down the stairs. Everyone hung back in the foyer when I
entered the sitting room. Maxim was standing at the bar with his back to me. He
turned when I entered the room. 


My
breath caught. The man looked devastating in a tux. 


Maxim’s
eyes turned black. The wine glass shattered in his hand. He didn’t even notice.
Shards of glass scattered across the floor as he walked toward me. 


I
didn’t breathe a word as Maxim walked around me, examining the dress. My heart
clenched. Michael had walked that same walk a million times. I squeezed my eyes
closed, so I wouldn’t see Michael when I looked at him. My heart began to race
even as it began to ache. 


Maxim
ran his hands down my arms as he stood behind me. Goose bumps danced along my skin.
He traced the edge of the dress until he reached my lower back. His fingers dipped
beneath the fabric until they touched the top of the g-string. He pulled
gently. Pleasure tore through me as the beads rolled against me. “How do you
like the lingerie?” he whispered silkily. 


I
swayed against him. “It feels… interesting.” 


He
pushed my hair to one shoulder, then gently kissed my neck. His hands skimmed
my breasts as they ran down my sides. “You make me feel… interesting.” 


I
looked down at my hardened nipples, completely mortified. “That’s going to be a
problem.”


He
didn’t bother hiding his arousal as he pulled my bottom against his hips. “The
dress is meant to show off your body. I think it looks amazing on you. Do you
like it?” 


“Yes,”
I grudgingly confessed.


He
slowly turned me in his arms. “I want you to be with me tonight. I don’t want
you thinking or pretending I’m anyone else. See only me when you look at me.”


I
sighed softly. I wondered how he could have possibly known I’d been thinking of
Michael. I straightened the tie on his tux, then smoothed my hands against his
jacket. “Kind of hard not to, given how you look in this tux.” 


Maxim’s
eyes softened as his hands cupped my face. His lips captured mine in a kiss so
tender it brought tears to my eyes.


I
stared at him, thoroughly confused. How could such a dangerous man have this
effect on me? Was it his resemblance to Michael or something more? I shook my
head as I tried to force Michael from my mind.


Maxim
settled his hand on the small of my back as he steered me toward the door. “Thank
you for being my date for the fundraiser.”


I
tried not to smile as I shot him a sidelong glance. “Did I really have a choice?”


He
chuckled. “No.”


Maxim’s
eyes flared when he helped me into the car. The long slit was already proving
problematic.


Ethan
and Brady looked miserable as they folded themselves into the back seat of the car,
but neither man said a word. Maxim’s security team followed in a second car.


Maxim
pulled next to the curb in front of the hospital a few minutes later. He hadn’t
overstated the importance of the event. The hospital was offering valet
parking. The media was set up alongside the sidewalk that led into the building,
and the sidewalk was now covered with a long royal blue rug.


Maxim
reached for my hand as he helped me step out of the car. I was nearly blinded
by the bulbs that went off. A few members of the media shouted at Maxim in
Russian. He eventually responded, “Kristine Annabelle Stone.”


I
leaned toward his ear as he tucked my hand in the crook of his arm. “You’ve
done your research if you know my middle name.”


His
eyes captured and held mine. “I know you better than you know yourself.” He
paused in the middle of the sidewalk and pulled me in for a sultry kiss. The
bulbs began flashing all over again. “That should make the front page,” he
whispered mischievously. 


Ethan,
Brady, and four other men trailed behind us as we entered the hospital. Maxim
navigated us toward a large conference room at the end of the hall. 


The
conference room had been converted into a ball room. Endless reams of black,
white, and silver fabric were draped along every wall. Three large chandeliers
hung across the massive room. Maxim steered us toward a table near the dance
floor. Elegant place cards marked our seats. I studied the card that held my
name. I couldn’t believe they’d made the effort to print my name on the card
when I was obviously a last minute addition.


Ethan
and Brady stood against the wall directly behind our table. A waitress
approached with flutes of champagne. Maxim handed me a glass, then took one for
himself. 


“Spasibo,”
I whispered softly. 


He
smiled. “Budmo.”


I
tapped my glass against his. “Budmo.”


A
number of people came by the table to greet Maxim. They always began their
conversations in Russian but switched to English when he introduced me. “This
is Kristine Stone. She’s visiting from the United States. She will be teaching
peacekeeping at the Tavrida National Vernadsky University next week.” 


This
would spark a number of questions about my life in the United States. A crowd
gathered when I began sharing stories from the Great Urban Race, which had
benefitted St. Jude’s Children’s Hospital.


I
found it fascinating that so many people approached Maxim. He had no need to
work the room or to seek out acquaintances because everyone came to him. 


Eventually,
Prime Minister Azarov made his way to our table. Every person at our table
stood, including me. The Prime Minister spoke in Russian as he extended his
hand to Maxim. He was an older gentleman with a kind face and snow white hair.
His attention quickly shifted to me. 


Maxim
put his arm around me. “Prime Minister Azarov, I would like you to meet Kristine
Annabelle Stone.”


I
extended my hand. “Eto bol'shaya
chest's vami poznakomitca, ser…
It’s
an honor to meet you, sir.”


The
prime minister’s brown eyes glinted with amusement as he shook my hand. “Maxim
tells me you will be teaching peacekeeping at the Tavrida National Vernadsky
University this week.”


I
nodded, relieved that he had switched to English. “Yes, sir. I’m grateful for
the opportunity to teach at your universities. You have a beautiful country,
and I’ve found the people here very kind.”


He
stroked his jaw as he studied me. “Tell me, Ms. Stone, what do you think of
President Medvedev’s refusal to back sanctions against Iran?”


I
swallowed nervously as Maxim tightened his hold on me. I met the prime
minister’s gaze head on. “I respect the need for all political leaders to do
what they feel is in the best interest of their people.”


Maxim
relaxed as the prime minister gave me an appraising look. “Spoken like a true
diplomat. What do you think of the Ukraine’s application to join NATO?”


I
smiled. Sammi had thoroughly briefed our team on this issue. “I think the
Ukraine’s acceptance into NATO would prove beneficial to all NATO countries. Our
countries share a love of peace and human security. NATO membership would also
strengthen the Ukraine’s economy as it is sure to increase trade with European
partners, especially if you proceed with plans to extend the Odessa-Brody
pipeline to Plock.”


The
prime minister stepped back in surprise. He looked at Maxim, who was now
beaming at me. “She is beautiful and smart. You must keep this one, Maxim. Find
her a permanent position at the university.”


My
breath caught as the prime minister reached for my hand. “It was truly a
pleasure to meet you, Ms. Stone.” He kissed my hand, then walked away.


Maxim
pulled me into his arms. He looked utterly besotted as he rested his forehead
against mine. “Thank you,” he breathed.


I
stared at him a bit dazedly. “For what?”


He
smiled. “For being you.” He lifted my chin, then gently kissed me on the lips.
“Dance with me, Kristine. I want to feel you in my arms.” 


I
studied his handsome face. Something had changed for Maxim, but I couldn’t
quite tell what it was. Slowly I nodded. 


He
settled his hand on the small of my back as he steered me toward the center of
the dance floor. A string quartet was playing a soft, romantic tune. He placed my
left hand on his shoulder and held my right hand against his chest as he began
to sway. “You fit in so effortlessly,” he murmured in my ear. “Would you
consider it?”


I
glanced up at him, confused. “Consider what?”


His
eyes softened. “Stay here with me. Teach permanently at the university.”


My
mouth opened, but I couldn’t respond. I slowly shook my head. “I’m sorry,
Maxim, but I don’t think I would be happy here. I feel safer in the United States,
and I would miss my family and friends terribly.”


His
face fell, but he nodded in understanding. He gazed at me as he pulled me more
firmly against his chest. 


I
sighed as I rested my head against his chest. “I’m flattered that you would ask
me, Maxim. I’m going to miss you when I leave.”


Maxim
caressed my back as we continued dancing. “Your skin feels so soft,” he
murmured into my hair.


I
looked up at him and smiled. “Nika and Oksana were amazing. The bath, the
massage, everything was such a treat, Maxim. Thank you.”


He
backed away from me as he spun me under his arm. “I’m glad you enjoyed it. You seem
considerably more relaxed.”


I
smiled sheepishly. “I hope we didn’t get any lotion on your bed.”


His
eyes heated as he held my gaze. “I really wanted you in my bed. I just wish I
had been there too.” He looked thoughtful as his eyes surveyed the room. “At
least my bed will smell like you.”


I
wrinkled my nose. “You should smell the bed at the hotel. It’s awful.”


He
shook his head as he spun me around again. “Sadly, that is considered our
finest hotel.”


I
shrugged. “I’ve slept in worse places.”


He
studied me with renewed interest. “Like where?”


A
number of images flashed through my mind, then flitted away. “I used to sleep
on the bathroom floor. A lot.”


He
stilled. “Why?”


I
tried to meet his piercing gaze but found I had to look away. “My ex-husband
used to beat me. The bathroom door was the only door in the house that locked, so
I felt safest sleeping in there.”


His
eyes darkened. “You were beat?”


I
nodded, then wondered whether it would make him think less of me. “For nine
years.”


Maxim’s
jaw clenched as he released me. “I assume this man is dead?”


I
glanced up at him in surprise. “No. He’s still alive.”


“He
should be dead,” he responded through gritted teeth.


I
moved closer to Maxim. My hand caressed his shoulder as I tried to entice him into
dancing again. “Let’s talk about something else. I don’t want to think about
him anymore.” 


Maxim
tucked me back into his arms as we resumed dancing. “I know how I can take your
mind off of him.”


I
narrowed my eyes at him. “How?” 


He
held my gaze as he lowered his lips to mine. “Like this…” he breathed. His lips
hovered over mine until my eyes fell closed. Then, like a thief, he stole every
last thought from my mind. 


*
* * * * *


I
chatted excitedly about the ball while Shae and I got ready to leave for the
university. “Maxim gave a sizeable donation to the children’s hospital. They
brought some of the kids down from the cancer floor so they could speak at the
fundraiser. Some of them stopped by our table and gave me a hug. They
remembered the flowers!”


Shae
sighed. “That sounds wonderful. I really wish Konstantin and I could have joined
you.”


I
nodded. “Me too. I still can’t believe I met the prime minister. I was so
thankful that Sammi had briefed us on the NATO issue. He seemed pleased with my
response. He told Maxim to find me a permanent position at the university!”


Shae’s
eyes widened as we wheeled the training manuals out of our room. “You wouldn’t
move to the Ukraine, would you?”


I
smiled at Ethan. “Is Brady still sleeping?”


He
pushed off from the wall. “Yes. We’re switching off at ten. He’ll take my place
at the university so I can come back and get some rest.”


I
nodded. “Good. Thanks for coming last night. Maxim was much better behaved with
the two of you around.”


He
reached for my suitcase and carried it down the stairs. “Did you call Rafael
when you got in?”


I
nodded. “Yes. He’s still threatening to come.”


He
glanced at me as he opened the door to the lobby. “You do realize that he could
care less about Prince Harry. The only reason he isn’t here is because he’s trying
to respect your wishes.”


I
shook my head. “The guy has to work sometime. He can’t turn down important
assignments just so he can babysit me. Clients would stop coming to him, and I
think he really enjoys that line of work.”


Nonna
was standing in the lobby. “Dobroe utro.”


“Dobryy
den',” Shae and I both responded. 


Sammi
and Cory joined us in the lobby a few minutes later. Shae and I decided to ride
with Ethan, since there wasn’t enough room in Nonna’s car for all of us.


Within
minutes, we were pulling into a parking lot next to a very contemporary looking
building. We wheeled our training manuals across a red and white brick sidewalk
before entering the school. Ethan rammed into me when I froze just inside the
door. There were a number of young women openly primping in front of a rather
large mirror. Nonna had joined them.


Shae
and I exchanged glances. Ethan nudged me forward. “That’s interesting,” he
commented with a hint of amusement in his voice. “You sure you don’t want to
join them?”


I
shook my head. “No thanks.” I studied the women clustered around the mirror.
They were all wearing short skirts, tight shirts, and five inch stiletto heels.
Some of them were wearing fishnet stockings. Nonna greeted a number of people before
returning to our group. 


Shae
nudged me. “I can’t tell the difference between the female faculty and the
students… they’re all dressed so provocatively.”


I
nodded. 


Nonna
eyed us curiously. “Don’t you want to freshen up?”


Sammi
gave her an odd look. “For what? We just came from the hotel.”


Nonna
shrugged. “Okay. Follow me.”


Cory
reached for my suitcase as Ethan began lugging it up the stairs. “Here, let me
carry that. It’s the least I can do, considering those are our training manuals.”


I
wrote our names and the agenda on half of the chalkboard while the rest of the
team set chocolates and the training materials on top of the students’ desks. Sammi
set up a large Post-it board and easel, so we could take notes and stick them
around the room during the simulations. 


Nonna
ushered us out of the classroom as soon as we finished setting up. She introduced
us to a number of other faculty members and took us to see Dean Bykov before
walking us back to our classroom. 


The
room was filled with students when we returned. The students immediately
stopped talking and rose from their seats when we entered the room.


Shae,
Sammi, and I exchanged glances. 


Nonna
made introductions in Russian, then repeated them in English. “This is the
perfect opportunity for you to practice your English, so I’d like everyone to
speak English during this seminar. Please treat our guests with the utmost
respect.” She nodded at us before turning toward the door. Her heels clicked
across the floor as she walked out of the room. 


I
stared at her in shock. I couldn’t believe she wasn’t staying to observe.


The
entire classroom remained standing. 


Cory
addressed the class first. “Please make yourselves comfortable.” 


No
one moved.


Sammi
looked at Cory and shrugged.


I
looked at Oni, who was standing next to a desk in the front row. “Why is
everyone still standing?”


“Because
you are,” she responded with a curious smile.


My
eyes widened. “You won’t sit unless we do?” 


She
shook her head. “It is considered disrespectful to sit when your professor is
standing.”


Shae
edged toward Oni. “Do all of your professors sit during their lectures?”


She
nodded. 


Shae,
Cory, Sammi and I perched on the front edge of the teacher’s desk.


The
students exchanged curious glances, but they all sat.


Sammi
smiled. “We would like to get to know you before we review the materials. I’d
like everyone to introduce himself. State your name, identify your area of
study, and share something we might find surprising to know about you. I’ll
begin. I’m Samantha Roberts. You can call me Sammi. I have a master’s degree in
international peacekeeping. I have worked for Seeds for Peace for three years.
You might find it surprising to know that I once competed in figure skating.” Sammi
looked at me and smiled. 


I
cleared my throat. “I’m Kristine Stone.” There was a smattering of noise around
the classroom, so I glanced nervously at Oni. 


She
bit her bottom lip as she nudged a newspaper across her desk. I got the
distinct impression that she was trying not to laugh.


I
reached over and picked up the newspaper. The front page sported a large
photograph of Maxim kissing me at the ball. 


Heat
flooded my cheeks as I handed the paper to Shae. I tried to pull myself
together as I finished my introduction. “I’m currently in graduate school
working on a degree in conflict analysis and resolution. I’ve been working for
Seeds for Peace for six weeks.” I pulled the paper from Shae’s hand and waved
it in the air. “I can see you won’t be surprised to hear that I’m dating Maxim
Markov, but you might be surprised to know that I used to host my own
television show.”


A
number of students chuckled. 


Shae
began her introduction. “I’m Shae Garlington. I’m attending graduate school
with Kristine. I just started working with Seeds for Peace two months ago. You
might be surprised to learn that I’m terrified to speak in front of people.”


A
few of the students looked surprised. I gave her an incredulous look. “I never
would have guessed that about you.” 


Cory
stood, then froze when the entire class jumped to their feet.


He
sighed as he sat back on the desk. 


The
students slowly dropped into their seats.


Cory
cleared his throat. “I’m Cory Davis. I have a degree in International
Relations. I have worked for Seeds for Peace for five years now. You might be
surprised to learn that I’m madly in love with this woman.” He nudged Sammi in
the shoulder.


Sammi
gasped. “That’s a little personal don’t you think?”


Cory
grinned as Shae and I laughed. “Everyone might as well get used to it, because
we’re all going to share something personal over the next few days.”


Sammi
turned toward the students. “Okay, who wants to go next?”


No
one said a word.


“No
one?” she asked.


I
glanced at Oni again. 


She
shook her head. “Students are not allowed to speak in class.”


My
mouth fell open. “You don’t speak at all, not even to ask questions?”


She
shook her head again. “If we ask a question or voice an opinion, we will be
kicked out of class and quite possibly expelled from the program.”


My
eyes raked over the students. Quite a few of them nodded their heads. I leaned toward
Cory. “We need to get rid of the desks, or we’ll never get past these rules.”


Cory
nodded. All four of us stood. 


The
entire class rose to their feet. 


Cory
glanced at Sammi. “Will you track down Nonna and see if she can line up some
more comfortable chairs? Maybe some recliners from the student and teacher
lounges?”


Sammi
nodded. “Sure.” She disappeared into the hallway.


“Okay,”
Cory warned, “I’d like all of the desks moved against the back wall.” 


The
students’ jaws fell open. They just stood there gaping at us, so Shae, Cory,
and I began pushing desks against the wall. A couple of students eventually helped
move the desks.


Oni
looked somewhat distraught as she approached me. “You can’t do this.”


I
glanced at her as I shoved another desk against the wall. “Why not?”


“We
will get into trouble.”


I
shook my head. “We can’t teach like this. We need to make sure people feel
comfortable enough to talk, to join in the dialogue, and to participate in the
simulations. The standard rules don’t apply to our classes.”


Nonna
burst into the room. “What is going on?”


Cory
approached Nonna. “The training and the simulations will not work if the
students are sitting at their desks. We need comfortable chairs. If you don’t
have any, then we’ll just sit in a circle on the floor.”


Nonna’s
eyes widened. “You don’t want them in desks?”


I
shook my head. “No. We can help pull in chairs if you’d like.”


She
shook her head. “This is not how we run our classrooms.”


Cory
folded his arms across his chest as our entire team fell silent.


“Fine,”
Nonna huffed. “I’ll have maintenance bring chairs from the lounges.”


Within
twenty minutes we had everyone seated in tattered recliners and other
comfortably worn chairs, which we positioned in a circle around the room. 


I
leaned forward in my chair as I addressed the students. “Look, we want you to
speak up. We want you to voice your opinion, and we want you to participate in
a dialogue with us. We are going to practice a number of communication and
conflict resolution strategies over the next five days, and we can’t do that
unless you participate. No one is going to get into trouble for speaking up or
for disagreeing with something we say. We will be discussing some conflicts
that you know better than we do. We will gain a better understanding of these
conflicts if everyone shares what they know. We are all teachers here.”


A
few of the students nodded in understanding. Some appeared excited about the
changes. Others looked extremely uncomfortable.


Sammi
smiled. “Let’s begin with introductions. Igor, will you please get us started?”


*
* * * * *


Shae,
Sammi, Cory and I remained in the classroom after the students went home. Cory
was scribbling notes on his note pad. “I think that went really well.”


I
nodded. “I agree. It was exciting to see the students open up. They seemed
comfortable debating each other at the end.”


Shae
looked thoughtful as she tapped a pen against her chin. “I think they had a
good grasp of the theories and the conflict resolution models. Do you think
they’ll be ready to participate in simulations tomorrow?”


Sammi
perched on the arm of Cory’s chair. “If the four of us run through a simulation
first thing in the morning and model some of the strategies for them, I think
they’ll be ready to break into small groups and manage their own simulations by
noon.”


I
stood. “Let’s arrange the room like a fish bowl.” Shae joined me as I pulled
four chairs to the center of the room. Sammi and Cory adjusted the chairs in
the outer circle so the gaps were closed. 


Cory
eyed the room. “This is perfect. Are you guys ready to grab some dinner?”


I
nodded as I reached for my purse. “I’m starving.” I followed Shae into the hallway
but stopped short when I saw Maxim talking to Brady. “I’m sorry, Maxim. I
didn’t realize you were waiting on me.”


He
smiled as he strode toward me. “I came to negotiate with the dean for your new teaching
position.”


My
jaw fell open.


He
laughed as he pulled me into his arms. “I’m joking.” He kissed the top of my
head before turning his attention to Shae. “Konstantin is outside. We’d like to
take you and Kristine out for dinner.” 


Shae
smiled. “Do you mind if Cory and Sammi tag along?”


Cory
wrapped his arm around Sammi. “I appreciate the invitation, Shae, but I’d like
some time alone with Sammi.”


Brady
stood next to me. “Ethan will be here any minute. I’m sorry, Cory, but we’re
assigned to Kristine. We have orders to stick with her when you guys are
separated.”


Maxim
linked his fingers with mine as he addressed Cory. “I already have a couple of
men assigned to you. I’ll make sure they maintain a respectable distance.”


Cory
nodded. “Thanks.”


The
six of us filed downstairs as we made our way outside. We found Ethan and
Konstantin talking just outside the front door. 


Konstantin
brightened when he saw Shae. He reached for her hand before kissing her on the cheek.
“How did it go?”


She
smiled. “The students were a bit surprised by our teaching style, but they were
enjoying themselves by the end of the day.”


He
tucked Shae under his arm. “Good. Do you ladies like Chinese food?”


My
eyes widened. “I love Chinese food.”


Shae
laughed. “Me too.”


Konstantin
beamed. “I know just the place.” 


I
glanced at Ethan and Brady. “Are you guys okay with Chinese food?”


Brady
rolled back on his heels and shrugged. “Chinese food sounds great.”            


Ethan
nodded. “That’s fine with me.” He nudged Brady as we walked toward the parking
lot. “The six of us aren’t going to fit in one car. Why don’t you ride with
Maxim and Kristine? Konstantin and Shae can ride with me.”


Brady
nodded. “Sounds good.”


Shae
and Konstantin climbed into the back of Ethan’s car. Maxim held the front
passenger door open for me as Brady slid into the back seat. He pulled me
against his chest as I slid past him. “Not so fast, kotyonok.”


My
heart stalled. “What’s wrong?”


He
smiled. “It is customary for a man to kiss the woman he is dating when he picks
her up from work.” An amused look fell over his face when I opened my mouth to
object. He silenced me with a deep, sensuous kiss. 


I
tried to end the kiss in a reasonable amount of time, but Maxim crushed me
against his chest. His kiss grew fierce as he fought for my submission. I grew
mindless as I relaxed into his arms.  


I
fell back against the car when he finally released me. I touched my fingers to
my swollen lips. “You have to stop kissing me like that,” I whispered hoarsely.


His
eyes were hooded and filled with lust. His entire body vibrated with need.
“Like what?”


“Like
you want to have sex,” I whispered.


He
lowered his voice as he leaned closer to me. Testosterone rolled off him in
huge overpowering waves. “One night, Kristine… one night with me and all other
men would cease to exist for you.”


My
heart skipped three or four beats. “That’s what I’m afraid of,” I whispered
brokenly. 


Maxim
looked conflicted as he studied me. His eyes darkened as he engaged in some
internal debate. 


I
slid into the front passenger seat without breathing another word.


We
met Ethan, Shae, and Konstantin at the restaurant a few minutes later. I still felt
shaken by the kiss, so I reached for Brady’s arm as Maxim ushered us through
the door. “Why don’t you and Ethan join us?”


“Kristine,
this should at least look like a date,” Maxim grumbled irritably.


Brady’s
eyes flitted between Maxim and me. “Maxim’s right. If you want others to
believe the two of you are dating, then Ethan and I shouldn’t join you. We’ll
sit at the table directly behind you.” 


The
waitress greeted Maxim and Konstantin by name. She ducked into the kitchen and
returned with a bottle of wine. Maxim had already chosen a table by the time
she returned. He smiled as he pulled a chair out for me. 


The
waitress opened the bottle of wine while conversing with Maxim and Konstantin
in Russian. She glanced curiously at me while Maxim was speaking. She nodded,
then smiled as she handed Maxim the bottle of wine.


Maxim
poured all four glasses of wine. He handed each of us a glass before raising
his own glass for a toast. “To an old friend… a new friend… and to the woman
who holds my heart.” 


I
smiled and gently shook my head. How someone in the mafia could speak so
eloquently was completely beyond me. The four of us tapped our wine glasses
together before raising them to our lips.


Maxim
pulled my chair closer to his the second I set my wine glass down. He wrapped
his arm around me and immediately began playing with my hair. He drew a handful
of hair to his nose and inhaled deeply. “I loved waking up to the smell of you
this morning.”


I
glanced at Shae, whose eyes had grown wide. “It’s not what you think,” I
protested a little too loudly.


Maxim
laughed as he continued teasing me. “I’d like to take you home with me tonight.
I want you to roll around in my sheets again, so they’ll smell like you.”


I
elbowed him in the ribs. “You behave.” 


Konstantin
looked thoroughly entertained by the ribbing. He draped his arm around Shae’s
shoulders as he shifted his attention to her. “When do you have to leave for
Sevastopol?”


She
set her wine glass on the table and frowned. “We leave on Saturday.”


“In
five days?” Konstantin asked. His disappointment was obvious. 


Shae’s
eyes met mine. “Sadly, yes.”


Maxim’s
face fell as he looked at me. “I won’t be able to join you in Sevastopol until
Sunday. Prime Minister Azarov has requested my presence for a meeting between
Russia’s Foreign Minister Lavrov and our Foreign Minister Kozhara on Saturday.
We are renegotiating the presence of Russia’s Black Sea Fleet in Sevastopol.”


Shae’s
face lit with interest. “Russia has a naval fleet in Sevastopol?”


He
nodded, but his eyes remained on me. “I should be able to join you for dinner
Sunday night. When do you expect Rafael to arrive in Sevastopol? I still want
to meet him.”


Shae
narrowed her eyes at Maxim. “Why do you want to meet Rafael when you so obviously
want to steal his girl?”


Maxim
chuckled as he reached for his wine. “I want to meet him so I can size up my
competition.” 


I
stared at Maxim. I couldn’t tell if he was joking. “I’m not sure when Rafael
will arrive. It depends on how long he stays in Paris.”


Maxim
studied me as he refilled Konstantin’s wine. “Does he have business in Paris?”


I
shook my head. “No. He’s going to talk to Michael.” I cringed when I realized my
mistake. 


Maxim
stilled. “Why?”


Shae’s
eyes glinted with mischief as she reached for her wine. She chuckled softly. “You
haven’t told him.”


Maxim
glanced questioningly at Shae. He raised a single eyebrow as his attention
returned to me. “Told me what?”


Shae
giggled. “Rafael and Michael are brothers.”


I
scowled at Shae. I snatched the wine glass from her hand. “No more wine for you.”


Maxim
took the wine glass away from me and handed it back to Shae. He crooked his
finger under my chin as he turned my face toward his. “Your boyfriend and your
ex-fiancé are brothers?”


My
heart came to a screeching stop. “Yes.”


He
smiled as a smug look settled over his face. “Now I know.”


“Know
what?” I asked nervously.


His
eyes flared with desire. “You should not be with either of those men.”


I
kicked Shae under the table before collapsing against the back of my chair.


Shae
narrowed her eyes at me. “Ow!”


Maxim
yanked me against his chest. “Kiss me,” he demanded gruffly.


“Wha…”



His
lips crashed forcefully against mine. His tongue swept through my mouth in long
overpowering strokes. I clutched at his shirt, and suddenly my control slipped.



He
coaxed my mouth and mind into an erotic dance that left little doubt as to where
Maxim’s true skills really lie. I fought against the searing desire now
threatening to consume me. My breath came hard and fast as carnal images filled
my mind. 


My
eyes flew open when I felt a light flash against my cheek.


He
kissed my neck, then nuzzled my ear. “Looks like the press has finally arrived.”
His voice was thick and filled with lust.


I
was still trying to catch my breath. I narrowed my eyes at him as I slowly
released his shirt. “You did that on purpose.”


He
tried to appear unaffected by the kiss. He looked shaken, but he shrugged.
“It’s good press… for both of us.”


The
waitress stopped by the table to deliver our food. Maxim spooned a couple of
dishes onto my plate as I sat staring at him. 


He
glanced at me and smiled. “Prime Minister Azarov had a message for you.”


My
eyes widened. “For me?”


He
nodded. “He said if you don’t want to teach at the university, he will find a
position for you at the Ministry of Foreign Affairs.”


My
jaw fell slack.


Shae’s
fork hung suspended in mid-air. “Prime Minister Azarov wants to hire Kri?”


Maxim
nodded. “Yes… and now that I know her relationship with Rafael will fail, I’m
going to do everything within my power to convince her to stay in Ukraine.”


My
heart slammed against my ribcage. “I don’t want to live in Ukraine.”


He
stared at me incredulously. “Why not? The Ukrainian people love you.”


“They
love… me?”


“Everyone
is completely enthralled with you. The media is circulating stories about how you
delivered flowers to the children’s hospital, how you attended the fundraiser
and hugged all those cancer kids, and how you’re training our university
students in peacekeeping.”


I
glanced at Shae. “But Shae...”


Maxim
shook his head. “She wasn’t at the fundraiser, and she’s not the one who
captured the prime minister’s affections with her witty foreign policy
remarks.”


Konstantin
nodded. “I’ve heard the dress Maxim purchased for you has completely sold out.
Every woman in Ukraine tried to purchase that dress after seeing your picture
on the front page of the newspaper this morning.”


I
looked at Maxim. “Did you set this all up?”


He
slowly shook his head. “It wasn’t my idea to take the flowers to the children’s
hospital, and you’re the one who decided to hug all of those children last
night. All I did was purchase the dress.”


I
stared at him in disbelief. “The prime minister does realize that I’m an
American?”


Maxim
laughed. “Of course he does. He also knows you worked as a policy advisor for
Senator Rockefeller.”


My
eyes widened. “How does he know that?”


“I
may have mentioned it in passing,” he noted unapologetically. He dug his fork
into a pile of noodles, seemingly unaffected by the developments.


I
shook my head as I tried to piece everything together. “So how would he go
about hiring me? Would he offer me a work visa?”


“He
could offer you a work visa, but he suggested an alternative course of action,”
Maxim responded with a wry smile.


I
bit my lip. I was almost too afraid to ask. “What did he recommend?”


Maxim
pressed his lips to my ear and whispered, “He told me to marry you.”


*
* * * * *


Hundreds
of teddy bears were delivered to my room in every shape, size, and color
imaginable. Ethan and Brady helped me load them into their car so I could take
them to the children’s hospital before we headed over to the university. 


Shae
joined us. “You do realize he’s setting you up? He sent these teddy bears
knowing full well you would deliver them to the hospital.”


My
jaw clenched. “Yes, I realize he’s setting me up, but I can’t not do
this… not after seeing how those kids responded to the flowers.”


Shae
sighed. “You know, Kri… I’m beginning to think it really does suck to be you.”


I
nodded in complete agreement, although the acknowledgement seemed a bit
misplaced considering we were both crammed into a car with a gazillion teddy
bears.


The
four of us handed out teddy bears for well over an hour. The kids were
ecstatic. I was relieved to find that Maxim hadn’t leaked anything to the
media. I was afraid I might run into them at the hospital. Thankfully, the only
people taking pictures were parents and nurses. 


Most
of the students were in class with Sammi and Cory by the time Shae and I
arrived. A young girl named Natasha spoke up the second I entered the room.
“Ms. Stone, is it true you delivered over two hundred teddy bears to the children’s
hospital this morning?”


I
stopped abruptly. I narrowed my eyes at Sammi and Cory. “Did you tell them?”


Cory
and Sammi shook their heads. “No.” 


The
guy sitting next to Natasha raised his cell phone. “It’s all over social media.
There are pictures and everything.”


I
sank into the closest chair. A student named Galina was sitting next to me. She
practically swooned. “Is it true that Mr. Markov has asked you to marry him?”


I
buried my face in my hands. 


Shae
deflected the remaining questions so Cory could explain the simulation we were
supposed to be modeling for them.


I
spent the next three hours negotiating a settlement agreement between Shae,
Cory, and Sammi, who acted as foreign policy advisors from Ukraine, Azerbaijan,
and Georgia on the expansion of the Odessa-Brody oil pipeline.


Maxim
popped his head inside the room, just as the simulation came to an end. He was
holding a dozen red roses in his hand. “I thought I would take my future bride
to lunch.”


The
entire class cheered and immediately began snapping pictures with their cell
phones. 


I
grabbed his arm and tugged him into the hallway. “What are you doing?” I hissed
irritably.


He
pulled me in for a heated kiss. “I believe this is what Americans call a full
court press.”


I
eyed Brady as I pulled away. “Teddy bears? Really? You did that on
purpose. You knew I’d feel compelled to take them to the hospital and it would
end up drawing more press. Do you know people are actually pulling for us to
get married? How do they even know that topic came up?”


He
shrugged. “Maybe Prime Minister Azarov leaked it to the media.”


I
punched him in the arm.


He
laughed. “You do realize you’re hitting a member of the Russian mafia?”


I
began pacing in front of him. “Is this all just part of the show? You can’t be
serious, Maxim. You’ve only known me for three and a half days! I can’t do
this. I can’t get involved with another man who proposes on the fourth date.”


Maxim
leaned against the wall. He studied the flowers in his hand. “Who proposed on
the fourth date?” he asked a little too casually.


I
shot him an annoyed look. “Michael!”


Maxim
abandoned the casual facade. His eyes raked over me as he stalked toward me. “Why
did it take him so long?” 


I
stumbled backwards as a number of alarms sounded in my head. 


He
backed me up against the wall and immediately boxed me in. “I can keep you safe
here. I can give you a life you’ve never even dreamed possible. You are perfect
for me, Kristine. We balance each other… beautifully. And I know you
feel something for me.”


He
placed his finger on my lips as I began to protest. He gradually moved his
finger to my temple. He tapped gently. “You’re denying it up here, but your
body doesn’t lie.” His eyes captured and held mine as his lips hovered over my
mouth. Our breath mingled as my pulse quickened. He held us both suspended in
time as he waited for some sign. His eyes gleamed triumphantly when my
composure slipped. I could no longer hide the desire coursing through my blood.
He completely consumed me as his lips collided with mine.


Brady
cleared his throat as Maxim pressed me into the wall. 


I
tried to catch my breath as Maxim pulled away. My brain was hazy. I felt
intoxicated, deeply unsettled, and confused. I reached for the wall as I began
to shake. “I… I can’t go to lunch. I’m working through lunch.”


Maxim
pressed the flowers into my hand. “Dinner then. I’ll pick you up at seven
o’clock.” He walked away before I could even respond.


Brady
lunged for me as I slid down the wall.


*
* * * * *


I
pushed through the rest of the afternoon. We guided our students through three
small group simulations. I was thrilled to see how quickly they were picking up
on the negotiation strategies. The four of us stayed inside the classroom to
debrief after the students left. 


I
decided it was time to offer my friends an apology. “I’m really sorry about the
disruption this afternoon… and for all of the other distractions. This thing
with Maxim has taken on a life of its own. I don’t know if he’s doing this
because he thinks the press will keep us safe or if he’s actually serious about
me moving here.” I threw myself into one of the chairs. “This is insane.”


Cory
cleared his throat. “For what it’s worth, I don’t think you’re distracting the
students. I think they’re bonding with you. Your relationship with Maxim
represents some sort of modern day fairytale. They like the idea that you could
come here from America and fall in love with their country.”


Sammi
nodded. “Look at how many Russian and Ukrainian women flee this region. Look at
how many come to the United States as mail order brides. What kind of message
does that send? Now you come along and send an entirely different message.
You’re the American woman who travels to Ukraine and falls in love with a
Russian man. You offer evidence that their country and their people are
desirable. Why wouldn’t they want you to stay and marry Maxim?”


I
sighed. “I don’t need an entire country pressuring me to move here. I don’t
want to live in Ukraine. I want to live in the United States… and I’m not in
love with Maxim. I’m in love with Rafael.” 


Sammi
shrugged. “That’s not the message they’re being fed by the media.”


I
glanced pleadingly at Shae. “What should I do?”


Shae
looked thoughtful. “I don’t think you have much of a choice, Kri. I think you
need to ride this out until Rafael gets here. Maybe things will calm down once
we get to Sevastopol. Just give it a few more days.”


I
rolled my eyes. “At the rate this is going, I’ll be married and pregnant with
Maxim’s child by the end of the week.”


*
* * * * *


The
rest of the week continued in much the same way. The training at the university
went remarkably well, but my relationship with Maxim grew more complicated with
each passing day. I could no longer write off his interest as a passing fancy
or a publicity stunt, although we did make the news every single day. 


I
tried to keep Rafael apprised as best I could without sounding off too many
alarms. He was receiving regular reports from Ethan and Brady, so I always had
some explaining to do. We spoke every night, once I was settled in at the
hotel. The lengthy phone calls seemed to help both of us cope with the
separation and the chaos surrounding me.


The
media started camping out in front of our hotel once they got wind of the teddy
bears. They snapped pictures and pleaded for interviews when Maxim picked me up
for dinner and when he escorted me back inside the hotel after our dates. 


They
went nuts every time they captured me carting out the gifts that Maxim had delivered
to my room. They would snap off a couple of pictures while I loaded the car.
Then they’d jump into their cars and race to the hospital so they could take
more pictures of me unloading the car. 


I
threw them for a loop Thursday morning when I drove the gifts to a local orphanage
instead. I was wrecked by the time I finished distributing the music boxes. I
was heart sick over the conditions and had been sorely tempted to gather up
every last dime that Michael had given me so I could personally adopt those
kids. Shae had to talk me down from that one. I vowed to make a donation
instead.


Sammi
and Cory decided to join us at the orphanage Friday morning when I delivered
the Matryoshka nesting dolls that Maxim had delivered to me. They were
equally shaken by the experience.


Friday
marked the end of our training for the Tavrida National Vernadsky University.
We spent the first half of the morning quizzing our students. Then we asked
them to share their thoughts about the training. The students offered
testimonies about the conflicts they had endured and the conflicts they hoped
to resolve with their new skills.


We
broke for lunch. Then we invited the dean and a number of faculty to observe
the students as they ran through a simulation. I was surprised when Maxim
showed up for the event. The press pushed their way into the classroom near the
end of the day. We tried to ignore the cameramen and reporters as we awarded
our students with certificates of achievement. We gave each student a gift bag containing
Ghirardelli chocolates, our business cards, and magnets sporting the peace
sign. A number of students cried, and everyone hugged as we parted ways. I was
humbled by the transformation the students had made in five short days. 


The
students weren’t the only ones transformed by the experience. Word got out
about the changes we had made to the classroom. A number of faculty had stopped
by the classroom to observe our teaching style earlier in the week, and the
dean had indicated they would be adopting a number of these techniques. 


As
our award ceremony drew to an end, the dean offered all four of us permanent teaching
positions at the university… in front of the media. We thanked him profusely
and agreed to consider his offer while we were working in Sevastopol.


Maxim
pulled me aside to let me know that he had something special planned for the
evening, since it was our last night together in Simferopol. He told me that Konstantin
was planning to take Shae out to dinner, but they would not be joining us. He
was a bit evasive about where we were going but asked that I be ready by six
o’clock. He garnered all kinds of attention when he kissed me goodbye.


I
found a large gift box sitting on my bed when Shae and I returned to the hotel.
 


Shae
laughed. “What did he send this time?”


I
kicked my shoes off and sank onto the bed. I reached for the box, tugged the
ribbon aside, and removed the wrapping paper. I melted when I saw the lavender
dress. I stood as I lifted it out of the box. 


The
dress was strapless. A crystal pave brooch gathered the fabric between the
breasts and cinched the material into an empire waist. The remaining fabric
fell in a beautiful cascade of silk all the way to the floor. “It’s beautiful,”
I breathed. 


Shae
ran her hand over the silk. “It feels amazing.”


I
draped the dress over the desk and ducked inside the bathroom to touch up my
makeup and hair. 


Shae
had changed into a black sheath dress and heels by the time I finished in the
bathroom. She let her hair down and disappeared into the bathroom to touch up
her makeup while I slipped into the lavender dress. 


I
reached into the gift box to retrieve the strappy silver heels that Maxim had
included with the dress. I eyed the five inch heels. “What is it with these Ukrainians
and their five inch heels?” I muttered as I wound the straps around my ankles.


Shae
laughed when she saw the shoes. “Good luck walking in those!”


I
tugged the bangle bracelets Maxim had given me for the charity ball over my
wrist. “Do I look okay?” I took a few steps in the shoes.


“You
look beautiful, but you might want to practice walking in those shoes a bit
more before we tackle the stairs,” she responded teasingly.


I
rolled my eyes as I walked across the room again. I glanced at Shae as she
reached for her purse. “You look amazing in that dress. Do you know where
Konstantin is taking you?”


She
shook her head. “He said it’s a surprise.” 


I
laughed as I followed her into the hallway. “That’s exactly what Maxim said.”


Maxim
and Konstantin rose from the couch when we entered the lobby. Maxim was wearing
a black suit with a crisp white shirt and a white tie. He looked annoyed to see
Brady and Ethan trailing after us, but his eyes softened when he looked at me.
“Krasivo,” he breathed as he gently kissed my cheek.


I
smiled as I smoothed my hands over his suit jacket. “You have exceptional taste
in clothes, Maxim. Thank you for the dress, the shoes, and the Matryoshka
dolls. The children at the orphanage have really enjoyed your gifts.”


He
sifted my hair through his fingers. “Did you keep a doll for yourself?”


I
kissed his cheek. “Yes. I’ve kept one gift from each delivery you’ve sent to
the hotel. It’s a good thing I have an extra suitcase, now that I’ve given away
all of my training manuals.”


Shae
and Konstantin waved as they walked out the door. 


Maxim
wrapped his arm around me as we followed them outside. A number of
photographers immediately snapped our picture. Maxim answered a few questions
before helping me into the car. I glanced at Brady, who had already climbed
into the back seat. “Where’s Ethan?”


He
looked up from his phone. “He’s planning to follow in our car.”


I
shifted my attention to Maxim when he slid into the driver’s seat. “I hope the
media loses interest when I go to Sevastopol.”


He
glanced at me as he backed the car out of the parking space. “Things should be
fairly quiet the first few days you’re there, but there could be some media
backlash when they start seeing you with Rafael… especially considering the rumors
about us getting married.”


I
studied Maxim’s face. It was surprisingly unreadable. “Are you going to miss
the publicity?”


He
shook his head. “I’m going to miss you.”


I
ran my fingers through the hair near his temple where it glimmered with the
tiniest bit of silver. A pained look fell over his face as he leaned into my
hand. I lowered my voice so it fell just above a whisper. “You do realize the
media and the vast majority of Ukrainian women are madly in love with you?”


He
looked at me pointedly, his skepticism clear.


I
laughed. “It’s true. I think every single one of my female students wants to
marry you.”


He
merged onto the highway. “They don’t want to marry me. They just want to be you.”


The
smile fell from my face. “I don’t like it when people say that.”


He
glanced at me in surprise. “Why?”


I
stared out the window at the darkening sky. “I’ve endured some really awful
things. I was beat for nine years, kidnapped twice, nearly raped, nearly
drowned, and I lost a baby when I miscarried from the drowning incident. I
wouldn’t wish my life on anyone.”


His
eyebrows furrowed. “I don’t understand how you can be as kind as you are when
you have been exposed to so much violence.”


I
shrugged. “If I let those experiences harden me, then the bad guys win.”


He
slowly nodded. 


I
reached for his hand. “What drew you to the mafia, Maxim?”


A
cloud fell over his face. “I’m in the mafia because my father and my two older
brothers were in the mafia.”


I
twined my fingers with his. “Were?”


His
jaw clenched. “Every single one of my family members has been killed.”


My
breath caught. “Killed… like purposely murdered… not in an accident?”


He
nodded. 


My
voice was barely a whisper. “Who killed your family?”


His
eyes met mine. “The KGB.”


I
shook my head. “I’m so sorry, Maxim.”


He
tried to shrug it off. “It was a long time ago.”


I
nodded in understanding. I could tell he didn’t want to discuss it any further,
so I changed the topic. “Have you ever been married?”


A
smile tugged at the corners of his lips. He shook his head. “No.”


I
laughed. “Let me guess. You’re a notorious playboy who goes through a different
woman every week.”


He
chuckled softly. “In all honesty, I’ve never met a woman who could hold my
attention, until you.”


I
rolled my eyes. “Please. I bet you say that to all the girls.”


He
frowned. “I’ve never said that to any other woman.”


I
glanced at him in surprise. 


He
sighed. “Kristine, when I said I wanted you to move to Ukraine, to accept a
position at the university or with the foreign ministry, I wasn’t feeding you a
line. I was being completely honest.” 


I
tried removing my hand from his, but he tightened his hold. My heart sank when
my eyes met his.


He
continued. “When the prime minister told me to marry you, I could see myself
married to you. I actually think it’s a very good idea.”


I
shook my head. “I’m not ready to get married… to anyone.”


He
nodded. “I know, kotyonok. I think I have Michael to thank for that. If
I ever have an opportunity to meet that guy, I’m going to wring his neck.”


I
laughed. “I doubt you will cross paths with Michael any time soon. Rafael… yes.
Michael… no.”


He
smiled as he gently kissed my hand. “We’re here.”


I
studied the building sitting at the end of the parking lot. “Where is here?”


Maxim
and Brady stepped from the car. Maxim opened my door. “The Crimean Philharmonic
Hall. The prime minister and his wife invited us to join them for the
symphony.” He reached for my hand as he helped me from the car.


I
placed my hand in his. “He’s going to personally offer me that job at the
foreign ministry, isn’t he?”


Maxim
laughed. “I’m quite certain he’ll be encouraging you to take that job.” 


My
stomach attempted a round-off back handspring before disappearing somewhere in
the vicinity of my toes. My brain slid into overdrive as I sifted through
excuses for turning down the job.


Maxim
wrapped his arm around me as we began walking toward the building. We stopped
in front of a beautifully lit fountain. Maxim motioned for Ethan and Brady to
back away as he encouraged me to sit next to him on the ledge. He shoved his
hand in his pocket as he turned to face me. “I have one last gift for you,
Kristine. You should know that I will be hurt if you decline it or if you attempt
to give it away. This gift is for you… only you… and before you start
worrying… it’s not what you think.” He pulled a small black velvet box from his
pocket and set it in the palm of my hand. His hand folded over mine as he wrapped
my fingers around the box.


My
eyes filled with tears. “Maxim,” I whispered pleadingly. “You’ve already done
far too much.”


His
eyes captured and held mine. “Kotyonok, please.”


I
gently caressed his face. “How will I ever say goodbye to you?” 


He
closed his eyes. “Don’t.”


I
softly kissed each of his cheeks. “I’ll never forget you Maxim Markov.” 


His
eyes met mine as my lips hesitated over his mouth. He pulled me in for a
passionate kiss. Maxim steadied me on the ledge when he finally released me.
“The gift,” he encouraged softly. 


My
gaze shifted to the little black box. I slowly opened the lid. The air rushed
from my lungs when I saw the ring tucked inside. The ring shimmered, then
blurred as tears spilled from my eyes. “What is it?” I finally asked. 


He
took the ring from the box. “This is an alexandrite. Genuine alexandrite stones
are extremely rare.” His eyes met mine. “Much like you. I want you to consider
this a promise ring.”


I
sat spellbound as he slipped the fiery purple and green stone onto my finger.
The alexandrite was completely surrounded by diamonds, which ran down both
sides of the ring. Two heart shaped diamonds were nestled on either side of the
center stone. “A promise? For what?”


Maxim
looked surprisingly shy. “I’ll promise not to push you to marry me before you
leave, and I’ll back off while Rafael is here, if you promise to return to me
when your relationship with him fails.”


I
sighed. “You’re assuming it will fail.”


He
nodded. “I know it will fail. There is no way you can marry that man when you
are in love with his brother… and I know you will never take Michael back. He
has caused you far too much pain. I hear it in your voice every time you talk
about him.”


I
looked down at the ring, which sat sparkling against my right hand. “There is
another man who believes we were meant to be together.”


He
shrugged. “If you were in love with him, you’d be with him now. You’re not,
which means your heart is fair game for me.”


I
shook my head. “I could never live in Ukraine.”


His
head tilted as he studied me. “What if I quit working for the mafia and moved
to the United States?”


My
head shot up in surprise. “You could do that?”


He
nodded. “I would certainly consider it if that were the only thing standing
between the two of us.”


“A
promise,” I murmured uncertainly. 


Maxim
reached for my chin. “You do realize that I have fallen completely, hopelessly,
and irrevocably in love with you?” 


My
heart tripped. A single tear stole silently down my cheek. Our lips hovered,
suspended in time, until they met in an earth shattering kiss.











Chapter 8 - Demons


I
sat in silent contemplation during the drive to Sevastopol. Ethan was driving, Brady
was sitting next to him in the front seat, and I was sitting by myself in the back.
Shae, Sammi, and Cory were in Konstantin’s car. Konstantin had insisted on
overseeing our security until Maxim could join us in Sevastopol tomorrow
afternoon. Maxim had lined up a number of other men from Sevastopol to meet up
with us when we arrived. 


I
felt conflicted about Maxim coming to Sevastopol. I wasn’t convinced that Maxim
would temper his advances with Rafael around. I didn’t even want to think about
how he might respond to Rafael touching me, and Rafael wasn’t likely to hold
back. Rafael wasn’t going to tolerate the kind of touching or kissing that
Maxim had grown accustomed to, either. 


I
studied the ring on my finger. How would the media react to seeing me with
another man? The press had ensured my relationship with Maxim was larger than
life. That strategy may have ensured my safety in Simferopol, but once the
media got wind of the fact that I was with Rafael in Sevastopol, I knew there
would be hell to pay. Never in a million years had I imagined I could get into
so much trouble on a peace-building trip.


I
sighed miserably as I stared out the window. I really missed Rafael. We talked
on the phone for over an hour last night, after I returned from the symphony. I
was both anxious and terrified to see him tomorrow. I glanced at my watch. Rafael’s
plane would soon be landing in Paris. He would be speaking with Michael in just
a few hours. 


I
thought about Maxim’s comments. I couldn’t understand why he thought I was still
in love with Michael. I shook my head. A part of me would always love Michael,
but I wasn’t in love with him… not anymore. 


But
what if Maxim was right? What if my relationship with Rafael was doomed to fail
because of my relationship with Michael? What if Michael asked Rafael to end
his relationship with me? Would Rafael continue dating me if he knew it would
cost him a relationship with his brother?


Ethan
glanced over the seat as I huffed out a breath. I thought I had my feelings for
Kadyn, Rafael, and Michael all figured out. How could I still be so damned
confused? I cursed Maxim for filling me with so much doubt. I looked down at
the ring again. Did Maxim really love me, or had he simply gotten caught up in
the media storm? 


I
continued staring at the ring as I attempted to sort through my feelings for
Maxim. The guy was a complete contradiction, just like Michael. Had I somehow
transferred my feelings for Michael onto him? I couldn’t move to Ukraine, work
for the foreign ministry, enter into a serious relationship with Maxim, and
immerse myself in the Russian mafia! How could I even consider such a thing?


I
looked up in surprise when the car came to a stop. 


Brady
leaned over the seat. “Looks like this is the hotel.” 


I
slid my shoes back on while Ethan parked the car.


Shae
and Konstantin joined us as we pulled our luggage from the trunk. They were
holding hands. Seeing them together made me miss Maxim, and the fact that I
missed him depressed me even more. 


Shae’s
eyebrows knit with concern. “Are you okay?”


I
shook my head as I bit back tears. “I feel wrecked.”


She
released Konstantin’s hand and pulled me in for a hug. “Konstantin said the
Chersonesus ruins aren’t far from here. They’re located right along the Black
Sea. Let’s go visit the ruins after we get checked in. That way we can walk
around and get some fresh air while we talk.”


Ethan
and Brady began rolling our suitcases toward the hotel. Konstantin grabbed
Shae’s suitcase as we fell in behind them. Konstantin glanced worriedly at
Shae. “We should wait for the rest of our security team to get here.”


My
eyebrows furrowed. “I’m not sure I understand how this all works. Why didn’t
Maxim just send the same security team that was watching over us in Simferopol?”


Konstantin’s
soft brown eyes shifted to me. “Most of those men were from the Simferopol mafia.
Maxim, Lev, and I work more at the national level. We coordinate with the local
mafia whenever we are in their territory. So, now that we are in Sevastopol, we
need to coordinate with the mafia that manages this territory.”


I
shot him a curious look. “So there are multiple levels of authority?”


Konstantin
nodded. “Exactly. We alert them to our presence as a professional courtesy, and
they provide assistance while we are in their territory.”


Shae
and I exchanged glances. “Their organizational structure is quite fascinating
when you think about it,” Shae remarked.


I
nodded. “It sounds complicated, and I bet we don’t even know the half of it.”


Konstantin
reviewed some text messages on his phone while the rest of us got checked into
our rooms. I wondered whether he’d end up bunking with Shae and me or if he’d
be staying someplace else. I made a mental note to ask Shae. If she wanted to sleep
with him, I could get my own room. I’d be sharing a room with Rafael soon,
anyway.


Konstantin
followed us upstairs. We dumped the luggage in our rooms before gathering in the
center of the hallway. 


“Kri,
Konstantin, and I are going out to the Chersonesus ruins. I think Kri needs a
diversion and some fresh air. Do you guys want to join us?” Shae asked Sammi
and Cory.


Sammi
shook her head. “No. I’m beat.”


“I’d
really like to get unpacked, and I’d prefer to stay here with Sammi,” Cory
responded as he wrapped his arm around Sammi.


I
glanced at Ethan and Brady. “Are you guys up for this?”


“Sure.
I’d like to see the ruins,” Brady replied.


Ethan
pushed off from the wall. “I think we should both go, especially since the rest
of Maxim’s security team isn’t here yet.” Ethan looked at Konstantin as he
nodded toward Sammi and Cory. “Can they send someone here to watch over these
two and send a couple of men to meet up with us at the ruins?”


Konstantin
immediately began texting on his phone. “That shouldn’t be a problem. I’m sure
the guys are anxious to meet Kristine given all the press surrounding her and
Maxim.”


I
glanced at Cory. “Would you like us to wait until they get here?”


Cory
waved his hand dismissively. “We’ll be fine. Go. Enjoy the ruins.”


Shae
linked her arm in mine. “Let’s go then!” We followed Konstantin back
downstairs.


“I’ll
drive,” Ethan offered as we walked out of the hotel. Ethan and Brady slid into
the front seats. Shae, Konstantin, and I climbed into the back. 


Konstantin
gave Ethan directions before answering a phone call. Ethan backed out of the
parking place and turned onto the road. We had only been driving for ten or
fifteen minutes when Konstantin pointed out the window. “That’s the Saint
Vladimir Cathedral. Let’s start there.” 


Ethan
pulled into a gravel parking lot. There were only three other cars parked in
the lot. “I was expecting more tourists,” I confessed as we climbed out of the
car.


Konstantin
shrugged. “These ruins have never really drawn a lot of tourists.” He reached
for Shae’s hand as we began walking toward the cathedral.


The
five of us stepped inside the cathedral. The inside of the building boasted a
soft blue tile, an enormous amount of gold embellishments, and a number of
beautiful murals. Everything was gleaming. “It’s breathtaking,” I whispered. Shae
and I snapped a couple of pictures with our cell phones while everyone quietly
walked around.


Ethan
and Shae lit candles near the front of the cathedral before we went outside to
explore the ruins. The few columns that remained standing looked like they
belonged in ancient Greece. I snapped a number of pictures of the tall white columns,
which stood holding nothing. 


As
I wound through the columns, I stumbled across a partial wall that held a
doorway with no door. The doorway had me intrigued. I wondered who had walked
through that door, what type of building it had led to, and what kinds of
things might have transpired inside. I snapped a number of pictures of the open
doorway. 


Shae
joined me. “That doorway makes for a very compelling picture.”


I
nodded, then looked around. “Where’s Konstantin?”


She
smiled as she tried to gather her wind whipped hair into a scrunchy. “I asked
him to grab us some bottled water from the car. I thought we could use some
time alone, so we can talk about what’s going on between you and Maxim.” She
nodded toward my hand. “Don’t think I didn’t notice the ring.”


I
sighed. “I’m so confused right now, it’s not even funny. I cried when we said
goodbye last night. I’m crazy in love with Rafael, and I cried when I said
goodbye to Maxim. What the hell’s wrong with me?”


Shae
sat on one of the columns that lay strewn haphazardly across the ground. “I
don’t know, Kri. Maxim seems like a really nice guy. Kadyn’s a nice guy,
Rafael’s a nice guy… all three of them are genuinely good guys, but I think you
find it difficult to resist men who are nice to you. Your ex-husband beat you
for nine years, Kri… not just physically but emotionally. You aren’t used to
men being nice to you. Then Kadyn, Rafael, and Maxim come along and you have no
clue what to do with them. You can’t choose between them because you’re in
shock. You can’t believe any man would actually be nice to you.”


I
sat next to her on the column. I thought about what she said as I watched a
small brown bird hop across the rocks. One wing hung brokenly at his side. I
wondered how long he’d survive being broken in Ukraine. I tore my eyes from the
wounded bird as I responded to Shae. “I’m in shock because they’re nice to me? So,
really, I’m not in love with any of them… I’m just drawn to them because they’re
being nice?”


Shae
sighed. “I think you may be mistaking kindness for love.”


I
ran my fingers through my windblown hair. “I don’t understand. Those aren’t
mutually exclusive things.”


Shae
shook her head. “They aren’t mutually exclusive things, but when you’re in love
with someone, that relationship extends far beyond kindness. You value that
relationship above everything else. You’d sacrifice anything for that relationship.
You can’t even bear the thought of losing that person, because you love him so
much.”


My
heart sank as tears filled my eyes. “That’s how I felt about Michael.”


Shae
wrapped her arm around me. “I know.”


Tears
spilled down my cheeks. “But I can’t be with Michael. I begged, Shae. I fell to
my knees and begged, and he still sent me away. I can’t still love him. I just
can’t.”


She
rubbed my back, then gently patted me on the leg. “Then you need to find a way
to move past that relationship. You can’t really give your heart to Rafael or to
anyone else when Michael still holds so much of it.”


I
stared at her, completely stunned. “Maxim said the same exact thing.”


Shae
studied me. “Konstantin told me that Maxim is crazy about you. He’s never seen
him like this with any other woman. He really likes you, Kri. Is he still
pushing for you to move here?”


I
sighed. “Yes. He asked me to move here again last night, as did the prime
minister. He personally offered me a job in the foreign ministry. So now I have
two job offers I’m supposed to consider.”


Shae
chuckled softly. “Maybe the two of us can move to Ukraine together. I know it
sounds crazy, given his connections to the mafia, but I really like Konstantin.”
Shae grew quiet as she fidgeted with her phone. “He wants me to accept the
teaching position at the university and move to Ukraine.”


My
eyes widened. “You’d move here? Wouldn’t you be scared to live here with all
the government corruption? Aren’t you worried about being associated with the
Russian mafia?”


Shae
shook her head. “I can’t reconcile the mafia’s image against what I’ve observed
and experienced firsthand. No one here seems to mind their presence. In fact,
they seem to rely on the mafia for a lot of things.”


I
glanced over my shoulder at Ethan and Brady, who were studying a bell that was
suspended between two large stone columns. Four men were approaching them.
Their long black coats whipped in the wind. “I think our new security team just
arrived.”


Shae
glanced over at Ethan and Brady as we both stood. 


I
wandered toward the edge of the cliff, inexplicably drawn by the sound of angry
waves. Storm clouds formed an ominous barrier against the sun, making the sea
look nearly black. “This is the Black Sea, isn’t it?”


Shae
joined me at the edge of the cliff. She took a step back when she saw the
jagged rocks below. “Yes. That’s what Konstantin said.”


I
nudged her arm as I pointed toward a cluster of gray ships. “I wonder if that’s
the Russian naval fleet… the one Maxim and Foreign Minister Kozhara are negotiating
on today!” 


Shae
followed my gaze. “Those are Russian ships. Look at the writing on the side.” She
pulled out her cell phone and snapped a couple of pictures. 


“Ostanovit'!”


Shae
and I both spun around. 


Two
men in long black coats walked briskly toward us. “Ostanovit'!” one of
the men yelled as he pointed at us.


I
glanced nervously at Shae. “I don’t think that’s Maxim’s security team.”


Shae
couldn’t take her eyes off of them. “Ostanovit' means stop, but what do
they want us to stop? What were we doing wrong?”


I
pulled my eyes away from the two men so I could find Ethan and Brady. My pulse
quickened. “Shae, where are Ethan and Brady?”


Shae
nearly sobbed. “I don’t know. I don’t see Konstantin either.”


I
bit back my own tears. “This cannot be good.”


The
two men looked furious by the time they reached us. One of the men spoke
rapidly in Russian as he thrust his hand toward Shae. 


She
fidgeted nervously as she glanced at me. “God, Kri. What do you think he wants?”


I
stared wide eyed at the man. “I think he wants your phone.”


Shae
slowly handed him the phone. “This?” she asked.


The
guy snatched the phone out of her hand. He immediately began messing with the
phone. He held up the picture of the naval ships as he began yelling at Shae.


Two
other men approached us as the second man demanded my phone. All four of them were
dressed in the same long black coats. I handed the man my phone. That’s when it
hit me. Without our phones, we had no way to call for help.


Shae’s
eyes raked over the ruins. “Where the hell is Konstantin?” she asked through
gritted teeth.


I
shifted nervously in front of the man who held my phone. He was sifting through
my photographs even though I hadn’t taken any pictures of the ships. The man
who held Shae’s phone was speaking rapidly to the two new guys. I cleared my
throat. “Vy govorite po-angliyski?”


They
ignored me. The man with my phone got visibly upset. He grabbed the other three
men. They walked a short distance away from us as they studied a picture on my
phone. 


Adrenaline
surged through me as I began to panic. I grabbed Shae’s arm. “We have to run, now!”


Shae’s
mouth fell open. “But they have our phones! Besides, where would we go? I don’t
have the keys to the car, do you?”


I
looked around frantically. “Where are the other tourists? Where are Konstantin,
Brady, and Ethan? Everyone just disappeared.”


Shae
grabbed my shoulders. She took a deep breath and blew it out. “Calm down. We
can do this. We’ll just answer whatever questions they have. They’ll see we
have nothing to hide, and they’ll let us go.”


I
shook my head. “Something’s not right about this. Our security detail is
missing, Shae. Something is bad wrong.”


“Just
stay cool,” she breathed. “If we run, they’ll assume we’re guilty of
something.”


The
four men turned to stare at us. One of the men hung back to make a call on his cell
phone while the other three stalked toward us. 


“Vy
govorite po-angliyski?” I repeated. “Do any of you speak English?”


One
of the men nodded. “Yes. I speak English.” His accent was thick, almost
sluggish, and nothing like Maxim’s.


I
breathed a sigh of relief. “Can you please explain what’s wrong? Why did you
take our phones? We don’t understand what we did wrong.”


He
narrowed his eyes at me. “It is illegal to take picture of Russian naval fleet.”


Shae
and I exchanged glances. She shook her head. “I had no idea that it was illegal
to take pictures of the ships. You can delete the pictures. You can keep my
phone if you want.”


All
four men were now glaring at me. 


I
shook my head. “I didn’t take any pictures.” I waved toward my phone. “You can
see for yourself. I didn’t take any pictures of the ships.”


The
man holding my phone shoved it in my face. “Do you work for the American
government? Are you military?”


I
looked at the picture on the phone. It was the picture of me with Kadyn and the
rest of my Air Force friends at Mason’s pinning on ceremony. I shook my head.
“No. Those are my friends… moi druz'ya. I do not work for the government
or the military.”


The
four men immediately began conferring again. They appeared to be arguing about
something. Two of the men suddenly grabbed Shae and me by the arm. 


I
jerked my arm out of his hand. “Don’t touch me! I have no idea who you are. You
haven’t identified yourself. You haven’t shown us any kind of badge. You take
our phones, start yelling at us, then grab us? I want to know who you are. I
want to see some ID!”


The
man pulled a black handgun from inside his coat. He shoved the gun against my
forehead. “This is my ID.”


I
put my hands up as I took a couple of steps back. I glanced nervously at the
cliff behind me. “This is all just a big misunderstanding. If you want the
phones, take the phones. We won’t take any more pictures. We’re not here to cause
any trouble. We’re teachers… uchitelya. We’re working at the National
Technical University.”


One
of the other men took a step toward me. “How long have you been teaching at the
university?”


I
shook my head. “We’re supposed to begin on Monday. We just arrived from
Simferopol. We were teaching at the Taurida National Vernadsky University. Ask
Dean Bykov. He’ll explain who we are.”


Shae
tried to pull away from the guy who held her by the arm. She looked around
frantically. “Konstantin!” she screamed as a single tear stole down her face.


The
man standing in front of me slapped her across the face. Hard.


I
shoved him in the chest. “Don’t you dare hit her!” I tugged at the other man’s
arm. “Get your hands off of her!”


Someone
grabbed me by both arms. He yanked them forcefully behind my back. I bent my
knees and threw myself back as hard as I could. He pulled me with him as he
fell backwards. I scrambled out of his grasp as his head hit the ground. I
glanced over my shoulder at Shae. “Kick him in the knee and run!”


Stars
bit at my eyes as I was yanked by my hair. I kicked my foot back against his
shin as the man reached for my arm. “Let me go!” 


“You
are under arrest,” he spit into my ear.


My
heart slammed into my chest. “Under arrest? For what?”


“For
spying on the Russian government.”


I
bit back a sob. “This is a terrible misunderstanding.” 


The
man pinned me in place while another man snapped handcuffs onto my wrists. I
glanced at Shae, who was now sobbing. She, too, was in handcuffs. 


The
four men held us by our arms as they forced us to walk through the ruins.


I
stumbled, then fell to my knees when I saw Ethan and Brady lying on the ground
just on the other side of the bell. Their legs were twisted at odd angles, and
they weren’t moving. I started vomiting.


“Oh
my God. They’re dead,” Shae rasped. She began sobbing even harder.


I
cried out as someone lifted me by the hair. I was shoved forward as the men
forced us to continue walking. I saw Konstantin the second we hit the parking
lot. He was sprawled face down next to the car. A small pool of blood saturated
the ground near his head.


A
horrifying sound escaped Shae’s chest. She fought to break away as she lunged
toward Konstantin. Her screams echoed off the side of the cathedral. She went
limp when the men wouldn’t release her, then burst into tears.


I
stared at Shae, numbly at first. My blood boiled, then scalded my veins. The
skin tore from my knuckles as I worked the handcuff off of my right hand. The
sky darkened, as did the ground. My muscles coiled as I breathed in every vile
word… every bit of pain… and every violent act that I had ever endured. Anger,
hate, and vengeance beckoned me like old friends. In a storm of fury and fear,
I turned toward the man who held me and raged.











Chapter 9 – Dark horse


Rafael
stood glowering at Michael. “I’m not discussing this here.”


Michael
huffed out a breath irritably. “Why? What could you possibly have against my
office?”


Rafael’s
eyes hardened. “Every time I walk into this room, I see Kristine on her knees
sobbing, begging you to let her stay. Right there, Michael… in the exact spot
where you are now standing!”


 Michael
looked down at the floor. His jaw clenched as his gaze returned to Rafael. He
stalked toward the door. “Fine.”


Rafael
followed Michael to the terrace overlooking the gardens. He groaned when he saw
the fountain where Kristine had nearly died… the same fountain that now
memorialized the child she and Michael had lost. He turned his back against the
fountain so he wouldn’t have to look at it. 


Michael
crossed his arms over his chest. “Why are you here?”


Rafael’s
eyes narrowed. “I’m here because I’m in love with Kristine. Since you are my
brother and the two of you were previously engaged, I felt I should tell you
this in person. Michael, I intend to marry her.”


Michael’s
eyes filled with rage. “You couldn’t keep your hands off of her. You couldn’t respect
the fact that she belongs to me.”


Rafael’s
fists clenched. “She doesn’t belong to you, Michael. She’s not some
acquisition… some piece of property that you own.”


Michael
growled. “You know what I mean.” He unfurled his arms and stalked across the terrace.
He stopped and stared at the sculpture he had installed in the fountain when
Kristine lost the baby. 


He
sighed as he turned toward his brother. “How do you see this all working out,
Rafael? You’re sleeping with the woman I love. Are you going to bring her to
family reunions… expect me to hold your children on my knee when they should
have been mine to begin with? You can’t expect me to stand by and watch you
kiss her… sleep with her… make love to her when you are in my home.”


Rafael
shook his head. “When have we ever had a family reunion? God, Michael, I barely
even know you. You grew up in that stupid boarding school. I only saw you when
you came back to Portugal for the holidays. You were away at university when our
parents were murdered. I had no one, Michael… no one to help me through that.
Sure, you came for the funeral, but then you left just like everyone else.”


Michael
opened his mouth to speak, then quickly snapped it shut.


Rafael
began pacing across the terrace. “You have always been so self-absorbed, so
oblivious to the needs of other people. Then you drag me into this obsession…
this thing you had with Kristine. You asked me to watch over her, to protect
her, while you were here getting this place in order. You led me to believe
that she loved you, that you simply had a falling out. Then you kidnapped her
and brought her here against her will. I didn’t even know you were planning to
kidnap her until the day you did it! I thought you were going to talk
with her, work out your differences, then bring her here willingly. That was
the plan, Michael. That was the sane thing to do, and you screwed it all up.”


Michael
shook his head. “Kristine did love me. She agreed to marry me, and she chose to
stay here.”


Rafael
stopped pacing as he folded his arms across his chest. “You didn’t give her any
other choice. You took her away from everything she knew and loved. You
controlled everything she was exposed to, and you manipulated her until she
relented.” Rafael paused as he reached inside his jacket. His phone was
vibrating against the inside pocket. He glanced at the Caller ID before
accepting the call. “Ethan, this isn’t a good time.”


“You
need to get over here, now.”


Rafael’s
blood turned to ice. He clenched the phone. “What’s going on?”


“Kristine’s
gone. Someone has taken her and her friend, Shae. Brady and I are both stuck in
the hospital. Four men approached us at the ruins in Sevastopol. That’s the
last thing I remember. They hit us with tranquilizers. Then they broke both of
our legs. We were out for hours, Rafael. She’s been missing for hours, and we
have no friggin’ clue where she’s at.” Ethan paused as he tried to calm down.
Then he lost it. “For Christ’s sake, Rafael. Get your ass over here!”


Rafael’s
eyes locked on Michael, who was now watching him intently. “Do you have Maxim’s
phone number or the number to any of his men?”


Ethan
sighed in frustration. “No. They were constantly around. We never had a reason
to exchange phone numbers.”


Rafael
froze. “Where are they now?”


Ethan
groaned. “I have no clue. Maxim had some foreign policy meeting in Simferopol
that he couldn’t get out of, so he sent Konstantin with us. There were some
jurisdictional issues, so they couldn’t use the same security detail they had
in Simferopol. They had to involve the mafia in Sevastopol. The new security
detail was supposed to meet us at the ruins, but this went down before anyone
showed up. Konstantin was with us at the ruins, but I have no idea where he is
now. He could be the one who has them, he could be here in the hospital, or he
could be dead for all I know.”


Rafael’s
jaw clenched. “Do what you can from the hospital. Try to track down Maxim. Ask
the hospital staff if they can put you in touch with someone from the mafia.
Get Brady on it too. Call me as soon as you get a number.” Rafael disconnected
the call. He glowered at Michael. “I want the jet fueled and a flight plan
cleared for Sevastopol, Ukraine. Now.”


He
turned his back on Michael as he began dialing his phone. “Kadyn. Rafael. I’m on
my way to Ukraine. Kristine’s missing. I had security on her, but they’ve been
disabled. I think she’s been kidnapped. Can you meet me in Sevastopol?”


The
line was silent. 


“Kadyn!”


“I
heard you. Give me two seconds to process what you said. I need to think this
through!”


“What
the hell do you need to think through? Kristine’s missing. In Ukraine! The
mafia has been all over her since she arrived, her room was bugged, and the
government has been monitoring her. Do you have any idea what they could be
doing to her?”


“I
need to clear my schedule with my superiors. I’m military. I have a chain of
command to answer to. I can’t just drop everything and go. I’ll get it done. I
just need a few minutes to do it. I’ll call you as soon as I lock in a flight
to Ukraine.” Kadyn didn’t wait for a response. He simply disconnected the call.


Michael
stood slack-jawed in front of Rafael. His face was void of all color. “The
Russian mafia has Kristine?”


Rafael
glared at Michael. “I need that plane, now!”


Michael
pulled the phone from his pocket. He scrolled through his list of contacts and
hit send. “Have the jet fueled and a flight plan cleared for Sevastopol,
Ukraine immediately. I want the plane ready to depart in twenty minutes.” 


Rafael
followed Michael back through the house. He started toward the front door, then
turned in confusion when Michael disappeared inside his office. Rafael followed
him into the office. His eyes narrowed when he saw Michael shoving his passport
and laptop into a briefcase. “What are you doing?”


Michael
began digging through his desk drawers. “I’m going with you.”


Rafael’s
fists clenched. “The hell you are.”


Michael
stilled as he glared at Rafael. “That’s my jet. If you want to use it, then
you’re taking me.”


Rafael’s
voice hardened. “I can handle this more effectively if you’re not there.”


Michael
unlocked a file drawer. He grabbed a couple of folders and shoved them inside
his briefcase. “I’m going. End of discussion.”


Rafael
closed the distance between them. “This is the Russian mafia we’re talking
about. Hell, I don’t even know if it’s the mafia that has her. She could be in
the hands of the KGB for all I know. This is far beyond anything you’re
equipped to deal with, Michael. I’ve been trained for this. I know how to deal
with terrorists.”


Michael
shoved past Rafael as he strode toward the door. “If you knew how to deal with
terrorists, then you would know that you’re going to have to pay an immense amount
of money to get her out of there. As it so happens, I have access to an immense
amount of money… far more than you. You’re going to need access to that money.
So I’m going.”


*
* * * * *


Rafael
and Michael arrived in Sevastopol seven hours later. Rafael listened to his
messages while Michael lined up a rental car. He glanced at Michael when he
returned with the keys. “Kadyn should be here in six hours. He got my message
about buying a SIM card at the airport in Kiev.”


Michael
looked at his watch. “It’s just after midnight, so that should put him here
sometime around six a.m.”


Rafael
nodded as he shoved the phone into his pocket. He reached for his duffel bag.
He swung it over his shoulder as they walked toward the rental lot. “Ethan managed
to track down Maxim. He confirmed that Konstantin was attacked at the ruins. He
sustained a head injury and two broken legs. They’re in the same hospital.
Ethan texted me the address, so I say we head over there.”


Michael
tossed Rafael the keys as they approached the car. 


Rafael
threw his duffel bag in the back before he slid behind the steering wheel. He turned
the key in the ignition and eyed the GPS. “I hope this thing works.” 


Michael
glanced at Rafael in surprise when the GPS accepted the address Rafael typed
in. “Well, that certainly appears promising.”


Rafael
followed the GPS as it navigated them into Sevastopol. He pulled into the hospital
parking lot a few minutes later. He parked the car and dialed Ethan. “We’re out
front. Are they going to let us inside the hospital at this hour?”


“Some
of Maxim’s men are sitting outside waiting for you. You can’t miss them.
They’re dressed entirely in black. They’ll get you inside the hospital and
bring you up to my room.”


Rafael
disconnected the call. He nodded toward a group of men. “They’re the guys who
are going to get us in. Please, let me do the talking.”


Michael’s
eyes glinted with frustration.


Rafael
sighed. “Look, you’re the only family I’ve got left, Michael. I don’t like the
fact that you’re here. I don’t want you getting hurt any more than I want
Kristine getting hurt. I’ve already seen too many people I love get killed.
Please, just let me handle this.”


Michael’s
eyes softened as he relented. “Fine. You take the lead for now, but when it’s
time to talk money, you let me handle it.”


Rafael
nodded his agreement. They stepped out of the car and walked toward four men
who were smoking cigarettes in front of the hospital. Rafael stopped just short
of the men. “Dlya Maksima Markova vy rabotaete?”


The
men silently studied Michael and Rafael. One of them stepped forward. He
snuffed his cigarette on the pavement with his boot. “You must be Rafael.
Maxim’s been expecting you.”


Rafael
crooked his head as he examined the guy. “Do you have a name?”


 “I’m
Lev… and this is?” He nodded toward Michael.


Rafael
widened his stance. “This is my brother, Michael.”    


Michael’s
face was passive. He nodded once.


Rafael
studied the other men. “Is Maxim here?”


Lev
shook his head. “No. He had some business to tend to. He’ll be here in a few
hours. He wants you to stay here until he gets back. He should have some
information on Kristine and Shae by the time he returns.”


Rafael’s
jaw clenched. “How do I know Maxim isn’t responsible for this?”


Lev
shook his head. “Maxim doesn’t have her. He was in a foreign policy meeting in
Simferopol when she was taken. I was with him when he heard she was missing…
and it wasn’t pretty.”


Rafael
exchanged glances with Michael. “I’d like to talk to my men.”


Lev
nodded. “I’ll take you up to see them.” He turned to the other three men. “Continue
monitoring the entrance. If anyone tries to gain access to the building,
photograph his ID and text it to me.” 


Rafael
and Michael followed Lev up to the third floor. The hospital staff didn’t say a
word as they passed by. A number of men, who were dressed like Lev, were
standing in the lobby and near the stairwells. Rafael counted eight additional
men in black when they exited the stairwell to the third floor. They walked by
a room where four men stood guard. The men studied them curiously. 


Lev
nodded toward the room. “One of ours was injured.”


Rafael
nodded. “Konstantin?”


Lev
glanced at him in surprise. “Yes.”


“Ethan
told me he was at the ruins with them. Is he going to be okay?” Rafael asked,
pausing outside the door.


Lev
looked perplexed, as if he wasn’t quite certain what to make of Rafael’s
concern for Konstantin. “Both of his legs are broken. He was hit in the head
and hasn’t regained consciousness yet,” he responded as they continued walking down
the hallway.


“I
hope he makes it,” Rafael replied. “Kristine spoke highly of him, and I
understand he’s been dating her friend, Shae.”


 


“Yes.
He’s not going to handle the news of her disappearance very well when he wakes
up, especially since he was in charge of their security.” Lev stopped just
outside a room where two men stood guard. “Ethan is in there. Brady is down the
hall, where those other two men are standing guard.”


Rafael
nodded. “Thanks.”


Lev
stayed in the hallway when Michael and Rafael entered the room. 


Rafael
catalogued his friend’s injuries. His face was bruised and scraped along one
side. Both of his legs were in casts and elevated in slings that hung suspended
from the ceiling. “You look like shit.”


Ethan
smiled. “It’s about time you got here.”


Rafael
approached the bed. “What did Maxim say when you talked to him?”


Ethan
tried to sit up. “He thinks it’s the SVR, but no one’s claiming
responsibility.”


Michael
set his briefcase on the chair before approaching the bed. “The SVR?”


Ethan
glanced questioningly at Rafael. 


Rafael
adjusted Ethan’s pillows and helped him sit up. “It’s fine. Michael’s my
brother.”


Ethan
nodded as he shifted his attention to Michael. “The SVR is Russia’s Foreign
Intelligence Service... essentially they’re KGB.”


Michael’s
jaw clenched. “If the KGB has her…”


Ethan
nodded. “Then she’s in a world of hurt.”


*
* * * * *


Lev
had just gotten Brady moved into Ethan’s room when Kadyn arrived. 


Rafael
shook his hand. “Thanks for coming, Kadyn.” He motioned toward the two beds. “That’s
Ethan and this is Brady. They work for my security firm. I assigned them to
Kristine when she left for Ukraine.”


Kadyn
nodded politely. He studied Ethan and Brady. “What happened?”


“They
were attacked when Kristine and Shae were taken,” Rafael responded. He nodded
toward Michael. “That’s Michael.”


Kadyn
froze. “Michael… as in your brother, Michael? The one who kidnapped Kri?”


Ethan
and Brady exchanged glances. 


Rafael
stood between Kadyn and Michael. “Yes.”


Kadyn’s
eyes hardened. “What the hell is he doing here?”


Michael
scowled as he rose from the chair. “I…”


“He’s
here to help negotiate Kristine’s release,” Rafael interjected.


Kadyn
glared at Michael. “Give me one good reason why I shouldn’t kill you for what
you did to Kri.”


Rafael
widened his stance. “You’re not killing him, not if you want Kristine to leave this
country alive.”


“So,
which one of you is the boyfriend?” Maxim asked as he leaned against the frame
of the door.


“I
am,” all three men replied.


Maxim
looked up from his cell phone. He silently studied the three men. A small smile
tugged at the corner of his mouth. “Now this is interesting.” He rubbed his jaw
in mock concentration. “Now, let’s see here. You’re the boyfriend,” he nodded
toward Rafael, “you’re the ex-fiancé,” he nodded toward Michael, “and you
are... hmm. You appear to be the dark horse.” 


Kadyn
folded his arms across his chest. “I’m Kadyn Rand.”


Maxim
looked amused. “Funny how Kristine never mentioned you, Kadyn Rand.”


Kadyn’s
jaw clenched. “And you are?”


Maxim
laughed. “Maxim Markov.” He slid his phone into his pocket as he shifted his
attention to Michael. “So you’re Michael, the man who broke Kristine’s heart…
the man who’s ruined her for everyone else.”


Rafael’s
eyes remained locked on Maxim as he raised his hand to silence Michael. “We
don’t have time to debate Kristine’s relationship with Michael. She has been
missing for seventeen hours. We need to find out who has her and negotiate her
release.” He folded his arms across his chest. “Do you know who took Kristine?”


The
smile slid from Maxim’s face. “Yes. The SVR has taken Kristine and Shae to an
undisclosed location for questioning. They’re trying to get the SBU to press
charges against them.”


Kadyn’s
eyebrows furrowed. “What do those acronyms stand for?”


Every
man in the room responded. “KGB.” 


Kadyn
stilled. “The Russian mafia doesn’t have her?” 


Maxim
gave him an incredulous look. “You aren’t very bright are you? I am the
Russian mafia… and no, I don’t have her.”


Kadyn’s
fists clenched. “What would the KGB want with Kristine?”


Maxim
walked to the window. He stared out at the early morning sun. “The SVR has been
following Kristine and her team since they first arrived in Ukraine. They’ve
been looking for an excuse to detain them. According to my sources in the SBU, Shae
was taking pictures of the Russian Naval Fleet when they were at the ruins. The
SVR seized their cell phones and discovered a picture of Kristine surrounded by
U.S. military personnel. They are now claiming the two women are American
spies.”


Michael
joined him at the window. He glanced outside before staring intently at Maxim. “That’s
ridiculous. Kristine isn’t a spy.”


“The
SVR knows these women aren’t spies,” Maxim responded without turning from the
window.


Kadyn
met Maxim’s gaze in the window. “Then why are they doing this?”


Maxim
sighed. “My guess is they’re trying to further some political agenda for
Russia. Tensions have been high between Russia and Ukraine. Russia is deeply
opposed to Ukraine’s efforts to join NATO. Ukraine is expanding an oil pipeline
that will threaten the Russian economy, and we are renegotiating the presence
of their naval fleet in the Black Sea, which could compromise Russia’s military
power.”


Michael
raked his hand over his face. “What does any of this have to do with Kristine?”


Maxim
turned to face Michael. “I think the SVR will use this kidnapping to force our
prime minister and our minister of foreign affairs to adjust Ukraine’s position
on one of these issues.”


Kadyn
stared slack jawed at Maxim. “Why would they revise their foreign policy in
exchange for Kri’s release?”


Maxim
glanced at Ethan and Brady before responding. “Kristine has become quite
popular since arriving in Ukraine. The prime minister met Kristine at a
fundraiser and developed a fondness for her. He recently offered her a position
with the ministry of foreign affairs, and this offer made the news. Her visits
to the children’s hospital and the orphanage in Simferopol made the news, and her
work at the university made the news. The Ukrainian people will be outraged if
anything happens to her, and if this kidnapping makes international news, it
will make Ukraine look very bad.”


“I’ve
been collecting the news articles. Lev retrieved them from the car. They’re
sitting right here.” Brady nodded toward a pile of papers sitting on the
nightstand near his bed. 


Kadyn
walked over to the nightstand to look through the newspapers. He studied the
photographs, since he wasn’t able to read the accompanying news stories. 


Rafael
joined Maxim at the window. “What do we have to do to get them released?”


Maxim’s
face grew somber. “We’re going to have to do a number of things. I don’t think
the SBU will align with the SVR on this one, so they may be willing to serve as
an intermediary. Our foreign policy minister has already been in contact with
the Russian government to demand their release.”


Michael
retrieved a newspaper from the nightstand. “And if that doesn’t work?”


Maxim
sighed. “Then this is going to cost a great deal of money.”


Kadyn
shoved a newspaper toward Rafael as he walked up to Maxim. Tension rolled off of
him in waves. “Who are you to Kristine?”


A
smile spread slowly across Maxim’s face. “I’m her new boyfriend.”  











Chapter 10 - Brave


“Wake
up, Kri. Please wake up.”


I
forced my eyes open, then immediately slammed them shut. “It hurts too much.”


Shae
ran her hand down my back. “You have to wake up, Kri. Please. We have to find a
way out of here.”


Pain
shot through my left arm as I pushed against the cold cement floor. “How long have
I been out?”


Shae
shook her head. “I have no idea. They knocked both of us out. Are you okay,
Kri? They really beat you.”


I
slowly eased against the wall. “Everything hurts.”


Shae
gently squeezed my legs as she assessed my injuries. “For a minute there, I
thought you might actually escape. You really lit into those guys.” 


My
breath caught sharply when she attempted to lift my left arm. “Stop. Please, Shae.
Stop messing with my arm.” Tears pricked at my eyes as I tucked my arm across
my stomach. “God, I’m thirsty. Aren’t you thirsty? Have they brought any
water?”


Shae
shook her head. “We can’t drink the water. Remember? We’ll get sick if we drink
tap water, and I seriously doubt they’re going to offer us bottled water.”


I
ran my right hand through my hair and winced at all the knots. “Did they come by
to check on us? Have they said anything more about what’s going on?”


Shae
sat next to me. “They’ve checked on us twice since I woke up, but they didn’t
say a word.”


Fear
shredded me as a blood curdling scream rent the air. “What was that?”


Shae’s
eyes filled with tears. “I don’t know, but that’s the second time that’s
happened.”


The
room spun as I stood. Gruesome images of Konstantin, Ethan, and Brady shimmered
in front of me. “They killed them,” I whispered. “I can’t believe they killed
them.”


Shae
choked back a sob. “It’s my fault, Kri. They’re dead because of me.”


I
reached for her hand as she tried to stand. “This is not your fault.”


She
shook her head. “If I hadn’t taken those pictures…”


I
tugged her arm as I forced her to look at me. “Don’t be ridiculous. Those men
were attacked before you snapped the first picture. Think about it, Shae. They
yelled at us the second you took that picture, and every one of those guys was
already down.”


Relief
slowly eased over her face. “It’s not my fault?”


I
wrapped my arm around her. “No, it’s not.” 


We
both froze as footsteps sounded down the hall.


My
heart beat in time with each step I heard. I pulled Shae against me as I
prayed. “Please, God. Don’t let them hurt us. Please protect us. Please keep us
safe.”


“Put
your hands through the bars.”


Shae
shook her head as we backed against the wall. 


I
reached for Shae’s hand as we studied the two men who were standing on the
other side of the bars. They were both dressed entirely in black, but their
clothes looked different from the clothes I’d seen on Maxim’s men. “Are you
from the Russian mafia?”


The
two men exchanged glances, then laughed. 


Shae
trembled violently. “Then why are you dressed like that?”


“Because
it hides the blood,” the smaller of the two men responded with a sickening
smile.


Shae’s
knees buckled. I caught her just before she hit the floor. I tried to ignore
the vile look on his face. I focused my attention on the other man, instead.
“Why do we need to be handcuffed? Where are you taking us?”


Both
men turned as another man’s voice echoed down the hall. Their faces hardened as
they unlocked the door. 


I
whispered to Shae. “Let’s separate. Try to get past them and make a run for
it.” 


Shae’s
eyes flitted between me and the two men as I crossed the room with my back
against the wall. 


The
two men froze just inside the door. They eyed us warily. Then the smaller man
nudged his partner. He nodded toward Shae. 


I
screamed, “Run!” as I sprinted straight for the man who was lunging at Shae. 


The
guy fell back against the bars as I rammed into his chest. He looked shocked
that I had run into him instead of trying to escape. 


I
punched him in the face as Shae ran through the door. The smaller of the two
men was so busy trying to get me off of his partner that he forgot about Shae. She
disappeared in a dead run down the hall. 


I
bent forward then head-butted the man who was now wrenching my arms behind me. I
screamed when he pulled on my left arm. I stomped on his foot then attempted to
knee the guy in front of me in the groin as he reached for me. 


The
man behind me threw me against the wall. 


Pain
shot through my shoulder just before my forehead hit the wall. I tried to duck
under the man’s arms as he reached for me, but he kneed me in the stomach. I collapsed
in a heap on the floor. 


Shae’s
scream echoed down the hall. The guy wrenched me to my feet by the hair. His
face was red. He looked livid as he pulled me toward him. “I’m going to really
enjoy hurting you,” he hissed in my face.


He
held me at the scalp while the other guy slammed handcuffs over my wrists. They
shoved me out the door and forced me down a wide hallway. 


Shae
stood at the far end of the hall. She was already handcuffed and was being held
by two other men. Her hair was wild, and tears streamed down her face. 


I
passed three other cells before I reached Shae. Each cell was separated by
thick cement walls, with bars facing the hall. They looked identical to our
cell. They were bare, with no beds, no toilets, cement walls, and a cement
floor with a drain. Two of the cells held other people. A man gripped the bars
of his cell. He muttered something in Russian when we walked by. A woman sat
curled into a tight ball against the far wall of her cell. She was completely
naked. She watched us walk by through vacant eyes.


Shae
and I were shoved inside a room with no windows or bars. Two men stood talking near
a table with a couple of briefcases. Two chairs sat facing each other in front
of the table. They were positioned a good five feet apart. 


The
men immediately stopped talking. They turned toward us as we were shoved across
the floor. The taller of the two men narrowed his eyes at the men standing behind
us. He grabbed me by the face. He pointed to my forehead as he spoke irritably in
Russian. The longer he spoke, the louder his voice got. He pointed to the
bruise on Shae’s cheek and began yelling. The guy clearly didn’t like the fact
that we had been hit on the face.


I
shifted my feet nervously as his eyes met mine. “Vy govorite po-angliyski?
Do you speak English?” 


He
slowly released my face. “Yes.”


“Thank
God,” I breathed. Then I began to cry. I tried to pull myself together as I spoke.
“Can you please tell us who you are… and what we’re doing here? We were told we
were being arrested for taking pictures of the ships, but this doesn’t appear
to be a police department. I think there’s been some sort of misunderstanding.
We’re teachers. We were invited to teach at the National Technical University.
We were invited by the dean. We have a letter of invitation. If you call him, I’m
sure he’ll confirm our reason for being here.”


The
man listened intently, but he didn’t say a word. He nudged me into one of the chairs.
Then he walked back to the table and opened one of the briefcases.


I
glanced over my shoulder as the other man approached the back of my chair.


One
of the men led Shae to the other chair. He sat her down, then stood behind her.



I
gasped as the man digging in the briefcase pulled out a syringe. 


Shae’s
eyes widened. She scrambled out of her chair when he approached her, but the
man standing behind her forced her back onto the chair. He pinned her down when
she continued thrashing around. “No,” she pleaded. “Please, God, no.” 


I
lunged from my chair, but I was shoved back down. I grew frantic. “Stop! What
is that? What are you doing to her?”


The
man standing behind me spoke. “That is ethyl alcohol. It won’t hurt her. It
just ensures she tells the truth.”


I
winced as he shoved the needle into her bicep. 


Shae
looked horrified. She started crying. Then she began to laugh. 


I
watched the transformation, completely mortified. “Shae? What’s going on? Are
you okay?” I winced as a needle punctured my arm. The room spun. Suddenly, I
felt drunk. Very, very drunk. “Crap!”


Shae
giggled. “I love it when you say crap. You’re so cute when you have a potty
mouth, Kri.”


I
tried to focus on the men surrounding us. I grew nauseous as they faded in and
out of focus. “I think I’m going to be sick.”


One
of the men walked up to me and injected me with another needle. I tried
swatting his hand away. I winced as pain shot through my left arm. I had
forgotten I was still handcuffed. “Ouch! Stop doing that!” 


The
nausea faded. I immediately perked up. “Wow. That’s nice. That was really nice.”


The
man who had previously grabbed my face positioned a chair between Shae and me.
He glanced at his watch before sitting in the chair.


Shae
squealed excitedly. “Cool trick. Where did that chair come from?”


I
started laughing. “Shae, you’re so funny. That’s your chair.”


Shae
turned to look at her chair. “Kri, I think I’m still sitting in my chair.”


I
blinked as I tried to focus on the man sitting between us. “Why are we here
again?”


He
folded all six of his arms across his chest. “We are here to talk about you,
Ms. Stone. Who do you work for?”


Shae
bounced in her chair. “Oh. Pick me! Pick me! I know that one.”


He
groaned. “Go ahead.”


Shae
smiled. “She works for Seeds for Peace, same as me. Although, I’m not sure how
long we’ll be working there. I think we may get fired for hanging out with the
Russian mafia.”


He
stared at Shae. “Why are you here, in Ukraine?”


Shae
giggled again. “I’m here for the sex. Ukrainian men really rock in bed. Konstantin
is amazing… like really amazing. Can I take him home with me? Do you
think he’d be willing to live in the United States?”


I
sobered with sorrow. “Shae, Konstantin’s dead.” 


Shae
stilled. “He’s not dead, Kri. Why would you say that? That’s so mean. He’s not
dead…” Her voice faded as realization crept through her eyes. She gasped. “Oh
my God. Konstantin’s dead.” Her face twisted with pain as she began to cry.


The
man turned to look at me. His face remained void of all expression. “What about
you, Ms. Stone? Why are you in Ukraine?”


I
narrowed my eyes at him. “I’m teaching… teee… ching. God! How
many times do I have to tell you that?”


“You’re
teaching,” he mused. “Then what have you been doing with the prime minister?”


My
brain fired into a million different directions at once. I shook my head and
nearly fell from the chair. Someone steadied me. I tried to focus on the prime
minister. “The prime minister is... nice. He looks like my grandpa… the one on
my mom’s side, not my dad’s dad’s dad.” I looked at Shae. “Did I say that
right?”


Shae
sniffled as she looked up at me. She slowly shook her head. “I don’t think so.
That’s a lot of dads.”


My
eyes shifted to the man sitting between us. He looked irritated. I tried to
focus on the question. “The prime minister helps sick kids, and he really likes
the symphony. You should go with him sometime. You should help sick kids too.
The cancer floor is too small, it’s overcrowded, and they need a playroom.”


The
legs of his metal chair scraped loudly against the cement floor as he rose to
his feet. He slowly walked around me. “Did you tell the prime minister that it
would be in the best interest of Ukraine to join NATO?”


My
neck grew tired from trying to watch him walk around me, so I faced forward
again. My eyebrows furrowed as I thought about the question. “Yes. I did tell
him that. Ukraine should join NATO. Why? Don’t you think Ukraine should join
NATO?”


He
shook his head. “Did you tell him he should expand the Odessa-Brody oil
pipeline up to Poland?”


I
smiled. “Yes. Yes, I did. You should definitely expand the pipeline. Think of
all the money you could make if you sold your oil to the EU. You could build a
whole new children’s hospital and a research center. You’d have enough money to
buy real toilets for the university so women don’t have to crouch over those
holes in the floor.” I shook my head. “I’d like to see you try that in
five inch heels!”


Shae
laughed. “I almost fell in, and I was only wearing two inch heels.”


“Shut
up!” the man screamed.


Shae
and I jumped in our seats. “You’re the one who asked,” I muttered irritably.


He
braced his arms on either side of my legs as he leaned into my face. His breath
smelled like coffee and cigarettes. “You have been in Ukraine for nine days.
You have been in their children’s hospital and their orphanages. You have been
in their universities teaching young people to question authority. You advise
the prime minister on foreign policy, and you seek protection from the Russian mafia…”
he paused as if waiting for a response, then screamed, “Who the hell are you?”


My
heart slammed into my chest. My voice grew pleading as tears welled in my eyes.
“I’m Kristine Annabelle Stone. I swear. I’m nobody.”


His
eyes hardened. “Are you or are you not an American spy?”


I
shook my head as tears streamed down my face. “I’m not a spy.”


He
growled as he pushed off my chair. He snatched my cell phone from the table, scrolled
through the pictures, then shoved the phone in front of my face. “If you’re not
a spy, then what are you doing with these people?”


I
blinked my eyes multiple times, trying to see through my tears. Eventually, the
image came together. I stared at the picture from Mason’s pinning on ceremony.
“Those are my friends.” 


His
eyes narrowed as he slowly backed away from me. Then he turned on Shae. He
leaned against the seat of her chair as he got in her face. “Are you working
for the United States government?”


Shae
shook her head. “No. I’ve never worked for the U.S. government.”


“Then
why were you taking pictures of the Russian naval fleet on the same day that
her lover was threatening Russia’s foreign policy leaders with the termination of
Russia’s lease on that navy base?” 


Shae
trembled violently. “I didn’t know it was illegal to take pictures of the ships,
and I didn’t know what Maxim was doing in that meeting.”


The
man huffed out a breath irritably. He turned toward the men who had brought us
into the room. “Get them sobered up, strip them down, then bring them back here.
I want them back within the next two hours!”


*
* * * * *


Kadyn
stood outside the hospital with Rafael and Michael. “I don’t believe Markov is
going to secure Kristine’s release. If the SVR is doing this to further Russian
interests, then why would the Russian mafia do something that conflicts with
those interests?”


Rafael
stopped pacing. He glanced at Michael and Kadyn. “There are over six thousand
organizations within the Russian mafia. Each organization has its own agenda…
its own interests. They collaborate in areas that further their interests, but
they often act independently. Their interests may or may not align with the
governments within their region. Maxim’s organization appears to be more
aligned with the Ukrainian government than it is with the Russian government.
Besides, these governments don’t control the mafia. In most instances, the
mafia controls them.”


Kadyn
raked his hand over his unshaven head. “You saw that picture and those news
articles. You don’t think this is some ploy by Markov to keep Kri here?”


Rafael
shook his head. “No. I don’t.”


Michael
sat on the cold metal bench. He glanced at Rafael as he pulled the laptop from
his briefcase. “Kristine wasn’t really dating that man, was she?”


Rafael
sighed. “I have no doubt that Maxim was interested in Kristine. I’m sure he
manipulated the situation to some extent, but she was dating him as a security
precaution. He offered her protection when he learned she was being followed by
the SVR and the SBU. You know how often people, especially Americans, are
accused of being spies in this region, and you know what happens when they’re
taken into custody.”


Michael
suddenly looked wrecked. “They’re tortured.”


Rafael
nodded. “Her relationship with Maxim and the publicity surrounding them was
supposed to keep her safe.”


Kadyn
kicked a pebble into the parking lot. “If the SVR is using this kidnapping to
manipulate Ukraine’s foreign policy, then Markov’s strategy made her an even
bigger target.” He scowled. “If Markov was protecting her, then how did the SVR
get their hands on her?”


Rafael
met his gaze. “The SVR kidnapped those women the minute they were outside
Maxim’s reach. They knew he’d be tied up in that foreign policy meeting. They
saw a lapse in the security when Kristine arrived in Sevastopol, and they
seized on that opportunity. If Maxim Markov had been with Kristine in
Sevastopol, I don’t think they would have attempted to take her. I’ve done my
research on this guy. He wields a lot of power in Ukraine, and I still think
he’s the best chance these women have of getting out of this country alive.”


Michael
looked up from his computer. “I’m having a difficult time gaining access to the
Internet, even though my mobile hotspot should work here.”


Rafael
glanced at the computer screen as he joined Michael on the bench. “Brady told
me the Internet service here is unreliable and a bit sporadic, so your hotspot
may not be the problem.”


Kadyn
frowned as he approached the two men. “Why do you need Internet access?”


Michael
shook his head as he closed the laptop. “I want to make sure I can access my
bank accounts in case we have to bribe the SVR to release Kristine… and her
friend.”


Kadyn
sighed. “You don’t think Markov will be able to negotiate her release.”


Michael
shook his head again. “Not without offering a substantial amount of money.” 


Kadyn
looked at Rafael. “Why am I here?”


Rafael
narrowed his eyes at Kadyn. “What do you mean? How can you even ask that?”


Kadyn’s
jaw clenched. “I mean… why did you ask me here? The mafia is handling
negotiations, your brother is paying the bribe, and you’re keeping everyone in
check. It’s not that I don’t want to be here, because I do. I want to be here,
and I want to help Kri. But I want to know why you want me here. What is it you
expect me to do?”


The
anger eased from Rafael’s face as he rose from the bench. “This isn’t the
easiest environment for either of us to engage in hostage negotiations. We need
Maxim, and we need Michael. I don’t know what it’s going to take to get
Kristine out of here. But if Maxim’s negotiations fall through, or the money
isn’t enough, then we’re going to have to try to extract her, or I may have to propose
a hostage exchange. If anything happens to me, or if I have to offer myself in
exchange for Kristine’s release, then you’re the only person I know… the only
person I trust to get her out of here.”


Kadyn
slowly nodded. “I’ll do everything within my power to get her out of this
country, but, just for the record, a hostage exchange is about the stupidest
idea I’ve ever heard. I’m going to pretend you never said that.” He patted Rafael
on the back.


Rafael
tried not to smile. “Thanks, Kadyn.” 


Michael
shoved his laptop in his briefcase. “So how long are we going to sit here and
wait for Maxim to secure her release?”


Rafael
shook his head. That was not a decision he wanted to make.


Kadyn’s
gaze flitted between the two men. “I say we give him until the end of the day.”


Rafael
shook his head again. “Then what? What exactly are our options here?”


Kadyn
looked thoughtful. “If Markov can’t secure her release, and he can’t pinpoint
where she is for an extraction, then we need to pull in the U.S. government. We
should contact the U.S. Embassy in Kiev. I can talk to the Secretary of Defense
and the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, since I work closely with both
men. If our political leaders can exert enough pressure on Russia’s political
leaders, they’ll force the SVR to release the women.”


Michael
stood. “That could take weeks. I say we give him until the end of the day. Then
we’ll start throwing money at them. I don’t care how much it costs, Rafael. I
want Kristine on my jet and out of this country by tomorrow morning.”


Rafael
sank onto the bench. He braced his elbows against his knees as he peered up at
Michael. “Shae and Kristine have been missing for over twenty-four hours. If
they’re being tortured, I’m not sure they’ll survive another nineteen hours.”


*
* * * * *


I
shook miserably as bucket after bucket of ice water was thrown at us. I clung
to Shae as we huddled together on the cold cement floor. 


Shae’s
teeth chattered as she spoke. “Wh… wh… why do they want us to take our clothes
off?”


My
stomach roiled as I considered the possibilities. “Ma… maybe they want to
humiliate us.”


Shae
ducked her face into my neck as another bucket of frigid water sliced through
us. “Arghh. That hurts!”


I
ran my hand down my face and tried to squeeze the water out of my eyes. I was
so thirsty, I was tempted to drink the water that was dripping down my face. I
had to force myself to keep my mouth closed.


The
two men threw the last of the rusted buckets against the floor. The man who had
threatened me earlier pulled a thin black club from his belt. “Get undressed.”


I
shook my head. “No.”


Shae
scrambled away as he raised the club. 


I
curled in on myself as the thin stick bit into my ribs. 


Shae
screamed. “Stop!” 


He
shoved her to the floor as she lunged for his hand. His face twisted in fury as
he turned toward me. “Get undressed!”


I
braced myself against the wall. “No.”


I
slammed my eyes shut and clenched my teeth as he struck me three times against
my shoulder… my back… my side. I won’t cry, I won’t cry, I won’t cry, echoed
in my mind like some unforgotten memory. I pushed to my feet and spit
blood on the floor as I turned to face him. “My ex-husband hit harder than
that.”


He
dropped the club, reached for my shoulders, and kneed me in the stomach. He began
punching me in the back as I fell to my knees. The other man pulled him off of me.



Shae’s
voice turned pleading. “Look! I’m taking my clothes off. I’m getting undressed.
Kri, come on. Get undressed. Please just get undressed with me, so he’ll stop
beating you.”


I
groaned as I rolled onto my back. I tried to sit back up, but my body wouldn’t
move. I slammed my eyes shut as one of the men began tugging at my wet pants. 


Shae
started crying. “I’ll do it. Please. Just let me do it. I’ll get her
undressed.”


The
two men backed off as Shae began undressing me. 


She
glanced at me apologetically. “We have to do this, Kri. If we don’t do this,
then we’re as good as dead.”


“I
wish we were dead,” I responded numbly.


We
were handcuffed before they took us back to the interrogation room. The man who
had questioned us earlier turned livid as his eyes raked over my body. My knees
slammed into the cement floor as he threw the man who held me against the wall.
He pointed to me as he screamed at him in Russian. 


I
glanced up at the man who pulled me to my feet. “Why is he so angry?”


“He
doesn’t want marks on your bodies. He doesn’t want any evidence of beatings,”
the man holding Shae responded.


I
turned his statement over in my head. If there wasn’t supposed to be any evidence
of beatings, then who exactly was in charge here? I studied the six men who
were standing in the room. They seemed completely unaffected by the fact that Shae
and I were naked, as if interrogating women while they were naked was a normal,
everyday occurrence.


Shae
and I were forced back onto the cold metal chairs. The man who had questioned
us earlier reclaimed the chair that sat between us. Another man approached Shae
with a small black device.


She
shifted nervously in her seat. “What is that?”


He
glanced down at the device. “This is a stun gun.”


My
entire body began trembling. I looked at the man sitting between us. “Why does
he have a stun gun?”


He
smiled tightly. “Because it causes a great deal of pain without leaving any
marks.” He nodded toward the man who had previously held Shae. “Open her legs.”


I
sat suspended in horror as the man asked his first question. “Now, Ms.
Garlington… tell me who you really work for.”


Shae
couldn’t tear her eyes from the man with the device, which was now just inches
away from her pubic bone. “I work for Seeds for Peace,” she responded
breathlessly.


I
slammed my eyes shut as he pressed the device into her crotch. Shae’s scream ripped
through me. “Pass out. Please pass out. God, Shae, please pass out,” I
chanted in a whisper. I slowly opened my eyes. 


Shae
lie sobbing on the floor in front of her chair. She had curled in on herself as
best she could with her hands cuffed behind her back. 


Tears
streamed down my face. I tried to get out of my chair to go to her, but I was
forced back onto the seat by someone standing behind me. 


Shae
was dragged back onto the chair. She pressed her legs together and immediately
curled over her knees.


The
man with the stun gun pushed her upright. The other man forced her knees open
again. 


The
man sitting between us sighed. “Let’s try this again. I want to know which
government agency you’re working for.”


Shae
choked back tears. “I don’t work for the government. I work for Seeds for
Peace… Please, God, no!” She screamed as the device was shoved between
her legs again.


My
blood boiled as I forced myself to watch her body violently convulse. I glared
at the man asking questions as Shae slid to the floor. “You bastard. You know
we aren’t spies. You know we aren’t working for the U.S. government.” I paused,
too furious for words. Every man in the room flinched as I screamed at the top
of my lungs. “Why are you doing this?” 


His
eyes hardened as he turned toward the man with the stun gun. He nodded in my
direction. “Ms. Stone, why don’t you tell us why you are seeking employment
with the Ukrainian government.”


I
clamped my jaw shut and glared at him as my legs were forced open. The room
darkened as an excruciating pain drilled through my lower abdomen. Every nerve
ending in my body exploded as the pain radiated down my arms and legs. I stubbornly
counted through the pain as my entire body convulsed… one, two, three, four,
five, six, seven, eight... My brain stalled. I righted myself. Then I fell. 


I
lie shrouded in darkness. The only sound I could hear was my breathing. Then I
slowly registered Shae’s sobbing. I forced my eyes open. I was immediately dragged
back onto the chair. 


He
cleared his throat. “Let me repeat the question.”


Shae
quickly interjected. “Look, we’re telling you the truth. Please. You can
easily confirm our statements. There are people who can verify that we are
telling you the truth.”


He
turned his attention to Shae. “The truth is irrelevant.”


She
looked stunned. “Then why are you doing this?”


He
slowly crossed his ankle over his knee as he leaned back in the chair. “A
confession is worth far more than the truth.”


Her
mouth fell open. “You want us to confess to something we haven’t done? Why?”


He
smiled. “Because it helps me achieve my objectives.”


Shae
looked thoroughly confused. “Objectives for what?”


He
ignored the question and focused his attention on me. “Ms. Stone, are you ready
to tell me what I want to hear?”


I
glared at him. “Go to hell. You can’t break something that’s already broken.”


His
laugh echoed ominously across the room. “Do you want to bet?”


*
* * * * *


Rafael
was sitting against the wall in Ethan and Brady’s hospital room, spinning his
cell phone against the tile. He eyed Kadyn who was sitting against the opposite
wall, nodding off. Michael was trying to access the Internet again. As Rafael
studied his brother, he wondered how Kristine would react to seeing him again.


Kadyn
cleared his throat. “It’s after midnight.”


Michael
nodded as he glanced up from the computer. “We need to track down Maxim and
start talking money.”


Rafael
pushed off the floor and rose to his feet. “Have you been able to access the
Internet long enough to log into your accounts?”


Michael
nodded. “Yes. I’m on now.”


Rafael
tucked his phone inside his pocket. “I’ll see if Lev will give Maxim a call.”


Maxim
cleared his throat as he stepped inside the room. “The SBU has confirmed that
Kristine and Shae are both still alive.”


Every
man in the room turned toward Maxim. They stilled as they waited for him to
elaborate.


A
haunted look settled over his face as he leaned against the door. “Both women
have been subjected to electro-shock torture, and they have been badly beaten.
We are running out of time.”


Michael’s
eyes turned black with rage. “Has the SVR indicated a willingness to negotiate
their release?”


Maxim
slowly nodded. “They have. They’re demanding that President Yanukovych and
Prime Minister Azarov extend the lease allowing the Russian naval fleet to
remain in Sevastopol for the next ten years. I have spoken with both political leaders,
and they are willing to consent to this. They’ll sign the treaty in the
morning.”


Kadyn
breathed a sigh of relief as he pushed off from the floor. “Thank you.”


Maxim
shook his head. “Don’t thank me yet.”


Kadyn
froze. 


Rafael
stared at Maxim. “What else are they demanding?”


Maxim’s
eyes met Michael’s. “They’re demanding a payment of five million dollars each.”


“Ten
million dollars?” Kadyn exclaimed.


Maxim
nodded. “The men from my organization are willing to manage security during the
transfer as a favor to me, but the mafia in Sevastopol is asking for a million
dollars.”


Kadyn’s
eyes narrowed. “Why are they demanding money?”


Maxim
folded his arms across his chest. “We are going to need a number of men to
stand guard during the transfer. Things could easily go wrong. Because this
falls within their jurisdiction, they have insisted on being involved. They are
putting their lives on the line to assist us with security. They have families…
children to feed. If they die, their families are not likely to survive here in
Ukraine. The money will help ensure that they do.”


Rafael
sighed. “How soon can we do this?”


Maxim
shoved off the door. “The prime minister and the president will sign the treaty
at eight a.m. As soon as the treaty is signed, the SVR will bring Kristine and Shae
to the airport. I’ve asked that the transfer be made there. The closer we get
this transfer to the airplane, the better. It reduces the number of things that
can go wrong.”


Michael
nodded. “I’ll have the pilot file the flight plan within the hour. The plane
will be on stand-by.”


Maxim
looked pointedly at all three men. “I don’t care what they tell you tomorrow
morning. No money is to be transferred into their accounts until Kristine and
Shae arrive at the airport. The SVR will try to pressure you into paying before
the women arrive. Don’t. If you pay the ransom before the SVR delivers those
women to the airport, we will never see them again.”


Kadyn
looked thoroughly confused. “How are we supposed to come up with eleven million
dollars? Who has that kind of money?”


Michael’s
eyes met Kadyn’s. “I do.”


Kadyn’s
jaw fell slack.


Maxim
glanced at Lev as he summoned him from the doorway. “I’ll communicate your
willingness to meet their conditions. I’ll pay the mafia, so you only have to
worry about paying the SVR.” He glanced at his watch, then nodded toward Ethan
and Brady. “You need to get these two discharged and on the plane. I’ll meet
you at the airport in five hours.”


Rafael
reached for Maxim’s hand. “Thank you, Maxim. I realize this is costing you a
great deal of money and these negotiations could compromise some of your
political goals.” 


Maxim
shook Rafael’s hand. “I just wish I could have prevented this from happening in
the first place.” Maxim began to walk away but stopped in the doorway. His eyes
sought Michael’s as he turned back around. His shoulders fell as a defeated
look settled over his face. “Now I know why you let her go.”


*
* * * * *


Someone
was shaking me. “Kri, wake up. Something is going on. You have to wake up.”


“Stop
shaking me. It hurts when you do that,” I grumbled irritably.


Shae
brushed the hair out of my face. “I think they’re getting ready to take us
somewhere. I think they’re moving us.”


My
eyes flew open. Fear coursed through me as I forced myself to sit up. I stared
at the blanket that slid down my arms, then slowly pulled it back over my
shoulders. “They gave us blankets?” I asked, thoroughly confused.


She
shook her head. “Some other people were here. They came to our cell just before
I fell asleep. They got upset when they saw how violently you were shaking.
They yelled at the guards and insisted we be given blankets.”


My
eyes widened. “Other people were here? God, Shae, how long have I been out?”


Shae
shook her head. “I don’t know. I fell asleep after they brought the blankets,
and I have no idea how long I slept.”


Pain
shot through my left arm as I tightened the blanket around me. “Why do you
think they’re moving us? Did you overhear someone talking about it?”


Shae
nodded toward the bars. “They brought our clothes back. The guard said to get
dressed.”


I
stared at the pile of clothes. I wanted to get dressed, but I couldn’t bear the
thought of moving. “And you think they want us to put our clothes back on so they
can move us someplace else?”


Shae
nodded as she crawled toward the pile of clothes. She nudged my clothes toward
me, then began getting dressed.


My
eyes narrowed as she removed her blanket. “What the hell happened to you?”


Shae
glanced down at her abdomen and chest. She looked back up in surprise. “You
don’t remember?”


I
shook my head. “You didn’t look like that the last time I saw you.”


Shae
sighed. “They kept shocking you over and over again, but you wouldn’t tell them
what they wanted to hear. I guess they thought if they hurt me in front of you
that you would be more likely to confess.”


Violent
images bit sharply at my mind. “They caned you. They caned you until you fell
on the floor.”


Shae’s
eyes clouded over. “They hit you with that stun gun for so long, I didn’t think
you’d ever be able to speak again. I was so relieved when you finally passed
out, but then you didn’t wake up. I thought you were dead.”


I
started tugging my clothes on with my right hand. I was completely exhausted by
the time I finished getting dressed. My voice broke when I spoke. “Do you think
they’re taking us somewhere to kill us… so they can hide our bodies?”


Shae
joined me on the floor. “I think that’s exactly what they’re planning to do.
They’re not going to release us, Kri. You saw how upset the interrogator got
about the bruises. They’re not going to risk Maxim, the media, or the U.S.
government seeing what they’ve done to us.”


Shae
and I sat together on the edge of tears. It was some time before I could gather
the courage to speak. “I’m really glad I met you, Shae. Thank you for being my
friend.”


A
single tear slid down Shae’s cheek. “I’m sorry I dragged you into this, Kri. If
I had known things were this bad here, I would have never asked you to take
that job.”


I
sighed as I rested my chin on my knees. “My life has been steeped in pain and
violence, why should this be any different?”


Shae
closed her eyes as she leaned her head against the wall. “If you could change
one thing about your life, what would it be?”


A
lump formed in my throat. “I would change the miscarriage. I really wanted to
have that baby. I wish I had gotten a chance to hold Genevieve… to see her
smile and laugh… to see Michael hold her… to see her touch butterflies and play
in that garden.” Tears fell unchecked as I pictured what my life would have
been like if I hadn’t lost the baby. 


“You
would still be with Michael,” Shae observed softly.


I
closed my eyes and relished the thought. “Yes. I would still be with Michael.”
I swiped at my tears, then turned to face Shae. “What about you? What would you
change?”


Shae
buried her face in her knees. “I would change this.”


I
inventoried a lifetime of memories while we quietly awaited our fate. I quickly
tossed the bad ones aside so my mind could linger on the people I cherished
most. 


Eventually,
footsteps echoed down the hall. “This is it,” I whispered as I wrapped my arm
around Shae. “Let’s pretend to be brave.”


Two
men approached our cell. “Stick your arms through the bars so we can handcuff
you.”


As
painful as it was, I pushed to my feet, walked to the bars, and turned around
so they could handcuff me. I had no desire to fight. I didn’t have any fight left.
Whatever it was they were planning, I wanted it over far more than they did. 


Shae
joined me at the bars. She turned her back to the two men so they could
handcuff her. 


We
stood there silently while they unlocked the door. I winced when the man reached
for my left arm, but I didn’t say a word. My knees nearly buckled when we
walked by the interrogation room. I started breathing again once we passed it by.



Shae
looked anxious when she glanced at me, but she didn’t say a word. 


My
eyes slammed shut the second they opened the door that led outside. It was too
bright to force my eyes open, so I stumbled blindly as the man led me by the
arm. I eased my eyes open when he finally stopped walking. We were standing in
front of a black sedan. 


The
man didn’t say a word as he opened the back passenger door and shoved me inside.
He nudged me toward the center of the seat, then sat next to me. Shae was shoved
into the back seat from the other side.  


I
stared out the window at the abandoned industrial park and the warehouse that
we had just walked away from. I jumped as the man next to me reached for my
face. He slid a black pillowcase over my head. I began to shake, even as I
refused to cry. I wasn’t about to beg for information about where they were
taking us and what they were planning to do. I prayed Shae was thinking the
same thing, because I was certain those were questions we didn’t want answers
to.


Shae
leaned her head on my shoulder as the car began to move. 


Tears
stung my eyes when she began to cry. I closed my eyes and began to pray.











Chapter 11 - Arms


We
drove for some time before the car finally stopped. I could hear a humming
sound and a number of car doors opening and closing. Muffled voices sounded
outside the car. One of our car doors opened. I fell over as Shae suddenly vanished.
I panicked. “Shae! Are you okay?”


I
was pulled from the car before I could speak another word. My knees collapsed
when I tried to catch my balance. I was yanked upright, then pressed against
the car while the handcuffs were removed. I was pulled back abruptly, then
shoved forward. I cried out in pain as I slammed against someone’s chest. 


Maxim’s
voice rolled over me. “It’s okay, Kristine. You’re safe now. You’re with me.”
He caught me as my knees gave out again.


I
clutched his shirt like it was the only remaining life raft in a stormy sea. I began
sobbing as the pillowcase was tugged from my head. 


Maxim’s
eyes raked over my face. All of his hard edges were back in place. Fury,
concern, regret, and sadness battled for his face. His eyes softened as he folded
me into his arms. “I’m so sorry,” he whispered. “I’m so sorry for everything
that’s happened… for everything they did. I never should have left your side. I
never should have let you come to Sevastopol without me.” 


I
became more aware of my surroundings as my tears subsided. My eyes widened at
the number of men who stood around us. Every one of them was holding a gun. It
looked like I had been dropped in the center of a warzone. My heart clenched
when I saw Michael’s plane just a few yards away. Shae was already walking
toward the plane. She stumbled as she turned back to look at me. 


I
breathed a long, shuddering sigh of relief. 


Maxim
took a step back. He steadied me as his eyes sought mine. “I’m releasing you
from that promise, Kristine. I don’t want you ever coming back to Ukraine.
You’re not meant to live in a place as cruel as this.” He choked on the last
few words. His eyes suddenly revealed a lifetime of torment and pain.


I
pressed my palm to his cheek. “You weren’t meant to live here either, Maxim.
You’re too good for this life.”


His
lips crashed against mine. I clung to his shirt as the kiss turned pleading. I
couldn’t shake the feeling he was begging me to stay even though he was sending
me away. Maxim’s face was streaked with tears when he finally released me. I
couldn’t tell whether they were mine or his. 


His
voice grew firm as he nodded toward the plane. “We need to get you on that
plane.” He wrapped his arm around me as he and six other men walked me toward
the metal stairs that had been pushed up to the door of the plane. 


My
heart stalled when I realized it was Rafael who was standing at the base of the
stairs. A huge semi-automatic weapon was hanging by his side. I stopped dead in
my tracks. I looked at Maxim and tried to memorize his face. 


He
kissed me on the forehead. “Go,” he whispered.


I
pressed my hand to his heart as I kissed his cheek. “Thank you,” I breathed. I
glanced down at the ring, then looked into his eyes. “I’ll never forget you
Maxim Markov.” 


His
eyes softened as he reached for my hand and kissed it one last time.


I
slowly backed away from Maxim. Then I spun around and ran straight for Rafael.
He let the gun fall to the ground as I plowed into his chest. I threw my arms
around his neck. Pain shot through my arm, chest, and back, but I couldn’t have
cared less. The only thing that mattered was being in his arms. I clung to him
as I sobbed into his neck. “I thought they were going to kill me. I thought I’d
never see you again.”


Rafael
ran his hand over my hair soothingly. “Shhh. I’ve got you. Everything is going
to be okay.” Rafael hiked my legs around his hips as he carried me up the
stairs. He stepped inside the plane and slowly released me. He slid his
sunglasses off, gathered my face in his hands, and gently kissed my lips. 


I
wrapped my arms around his back as I collapsed into his chest. 


He
glanced at me apologetically as he slowly pulled away. He slid his sunglasses
back on and turned toward the door. 


I
grabbed his arm. “Rafael, no! Please stay in here. Please don’t go back out
there.” I glanced frantically around the plane. I saw Shae. I froze when I
spotted Ethan, Brady, and Kadyn. “Ethan and Brady are alive?” 


Rafael
nodded. “Yes. They were knocked out with tranquilizers, and their legs were
broken, but they’re going to be okay.” 


“Thank
God,” I breathed. I reached for Rafael as he edged toward the door. My voice grew
panicked. “No! We have to leave. Everyone’s here. Why aren’t we leaving?” 


Rafael
held me by the shoulders as I began trembling. “Kristine, you need to sit down.
We’ll leave in just a minute. I promise.”


I
began sobbing as I wrapped my arms around his back. I tightened my hold on him.
“Please, Rafael. Don’t go back out there. I don’t want you to go back out
there. God, please… I just want to go home.” 


Kadyn
gently untangled my arms from Rafael. “He has to make sure Michael is okay. We
can’t leave until Michael is done transferring the money.”


I
blinked back tears as I turned toward Kadyn. “Michael is here?” I turned back
around to face Rafael. “I thought you were just using his plane.”


Rafael
shook his head. “Michael insisted on coming.”


I
glanced at Kadyn, thoroughly confused. “You’re here with Michael? He insisted
on coming?”


Kadyn
nodded as he walked me down the aisle. He nudged me into the seat next to Shae.



She
dried her face with her hands and leaned over to hug me. 


Kadyn
squeezed my hand. “Stay here. I need to talk to Rafael for a minute. Then I’ll come
back and explain everything.” Kadyn walked to the front of the plane and spoke
with Rafael, who was now hovering in the doorway. 


Rafael’s
jaw clenched as he glanced at his phone. Tension was rolling off him in
powerful waves. 


I
twisted in my seat as I looked around the plane. I was immediately overcome
with memories of Michael taking me to Saint-Tropez. My heart clenched when I
realized that the last time I had been on this plane was the day Michael had sent
me away. I slammed my eyes shut in an effort to avoid the images. I wondered
what he thought about the trouble I had gotten into. He had tried so hard to
keep me safe, only to have me end up here. My heart beat anxiously at the
thought of seeing him again.


I
looked up as Kadyn walked back down the aisle. He folded himself into the seat
across from me. I stared out over the tarmac as I leaned across the aisle and
peered over his shoulder. There were at least sixty men scattered around his
side of the plane and another forty or fifty on my side. 


Shae
chewed nervously on her bottom lip. 


I
reached for her hand. “Safe but not safe,” I breathed.


She
slowly nodded. “I can’t tell the difference between the good guys and the bad.
They all look alike.”


I
looked through Kadyn’s window again. Every single person on the tarmac was
wearing black. There were at least thirty heavily tinted black vehicles and
more guns than I could possibly count. 


Kadyn
reached for my hand. “Michael is in one of those cars, transferring money with
his laptop. The SVR demanded ten million dollars for your release. We can’t
leave the country until they have that money.”


Shae
gasped. “Ten million dollars?”


Kadyn
nodded. “That’s not the only thing they demanded. The prime minister and the
president of Ukraine were forced into signing some treaty that would extend
Russia’s lease on the naval base here in Sevastopol. That treaty was signed
just before you got here.”


My
eyes met Kadyn’s. “Was it the SVR who arrested us?”


Kadyn
studied my face. “The SVR took you into custody, but they didn’t officially
arrest you. I don’t think they could without the cooperation of the Ukrainian
government. The SBU refused to back them up on this one.”


I
glanced at Shae. “I bet that’s why they were pushing us to admit we were spies.”
I glanced back outside the plane as I turned toward Kadyn. “Who are all these
people?” 


Kadyn
peered out his window. “The Russian mafia is guarding our plane. Maxim’s men
volunteered to help ensure our security during your transfer, although Maxim did
have to pay the mafia here in Sevastopol. They insisted on being involved since
this is their territory.”


I
shook my head. “And the others?”


“The
people who are pointing guns at the plane are from the SVR. The rest of them…
the ones with their backs to the plane are either from the mafia or the SBU,
which is acting as some sort of intermediary.”


I
fidgeted nervously in my seat. “What’s taking so long?” 


Kadyn
frowned. “Unfortunately, the Internet connection isn’t very good here. Michael
has made multiple attempts to transfer the money, but he keeps getting dumped
off the Internet… and, as you can see, everyone is starting to get edgy.”


The
men around our plane spread out as the engines to our jet roared to life. My
heart leapt against my chest as tears pooled in my eyes. I grasped Kadyn’s arm.
“We’re still waiting for Michael, right?”


Kadyn
glanced at Rafael, who was standing just inside the entrance to the plane. The gun
was back in his hand, hanging loosely at his side. 


Rafael
nodded, once.


I
leaned toward Kadyn. “I wish he would take those stupid sunglasses off. I can’t
read his face through the mirrored lenses.”


A
small smile tugged at Kadyn’s lips. “That’s why he’s wearing mirrored lenses.”


One
of the car doors opened as I peered back out Kadyn’s window. “Michael,” I
breathed. “Thank God.”


A
lump formed in my throat as I watched him tuck a laptop into his briefcase. He
stepped out of the car. He stopped to shake hands with a hulk of a man who had
exited from the opposite side of the sedan. A third man stepped out of the car
with his own laptop. He stood staring at the screen as he set the laptop on the
roof of the car. 


Rafael
stood at the entrance to the plane with his gun trained on the men surrounding
Michael. The men standing closest to our plane also stood with their guns
raised as Michael approached the plane. The men to his back had their guns aimed
at us. 


“Oh,
God,” I breathed. “Please get us all out of here in one piece.” I held my
breath as Michael approached the steps to the plane. 


Rafael
ducked outside to meet him. 


Michael’s
chest bowed sharply forward as a single gunshot split the air. His knees hit
the tarmac.


“Michael!”
I screamed. I ripped myself from the seat, then ran for the door of the plane. 


“Kri!”
Kadyn shouted as he struggled to get out of his own seat. “Stop! Don’t you dare
leave this plane!” 


A
blood curdling scream rent the air. I stumbled out the door only vaguely aware
that it had come from me. I ran down the stairs. “Michael!” I screamed.


Gunshots
sounded all around us as Rafael dragged Michael up the stairs. Blood stained
both of their shirts. Sparks flew as a bullet ricocheted of the metal railing,
just inches from my hand.


“Get
back in the plane!” Rafael screamed as he met me on the stairs. 


Kadyn’s
arms wrapped around my stomach. He lifted me off my feet and yanked me back inside
the plane. 


“Michael,”
I sobbed as I fought to remove Kadyn’s arms. “God, please, no.” 


Rafael
dropped Michael on the floor. He pulled the door shut as the plane began to
move. No one returned to their seats.


I
collapsed on the floor next to Michael. I was still sobbing as I pulled his
head into my lap. 


Kadyn
ripped his shirt off and pressed it against Michael’s chest. There was so much
blood… too much blood. Everything was stained red. 


I
choked on my tears when Michael’s eyes slowly opened. I grasped his face as I
forced him to look at me. “You live, Michael! Damn it, you live. You can’t
die. Don’t you dare die on me!”


Blood
bubbled up from Michael’s mouth as his eyes found mine. “I never stopped loving
you, Kristine.” 


My
fingers tangled in his hair as I bent my tear stained face toward his. I kissed
him fully on the lips. His blood flooded my mouth. Still, I kissed him hard and
deep. I sought his eyes as I broke away. “Then you fight to stay alive,
Michael. You fight for me… for us. I love you, Michael. Do you hear me? I
still love you!”


Michael’s
eyes rolled back as his lashes fell to his cheeks. I pulled him further into my
lap, shaking him until his eyes struggled to find mine. “Je t'aime, Kristine. Tu es mon
cœur… mon amour… ma vie,” he mumbled softly as
blood poured from his mouth.


“Michael,”
I sobbed. “Please… please, don’t leave me.” I scattered desperate kisses
across his face, then pressed my lips against his. “Please,” I breathed.



“He’s
gone,” Kadyn whispered as he softly touched my arm. 


I
peered at Kadyn through a veil of tears. “No,” I choked. “I won’t let him go.”
As my vision cleared, I noticed Rafael sitting off to my left.


He
was sprawled out against the cockpit door with his shirt off. Shae was tying it
around his left arm, which was stained with blood. Rafael’s sunglasses were
lying on the floor. I could finally see his eyes. 


My
breath caught as his pain collided with mine. I knew he was seeing his parents die,
right alongside Michael.


“He’s
dead?” he asked brokenly.


My
entire body shook as tears flooded my face and neck. “I’m so sorry, Rafael.
God, I’m so sorry.”


Rafael
reached for me as tears streamed down his face. 


I
crawled between his legs, resting my back against his chest as Kadyn helped me
pull Michael to my own chest. Rafael wrapped his arms around Michael and me as
we wept. 


Shae
tucked her head against Rafael’s shoulder as she began to cry. She held his arm
just beneath the tourniquet. 


Kadyn
sat next to Rafael on the other side. He grasped Rafael’s arm, which was
cemented to mine. 


The
four of us stayed locked around Michael until the plane landed two hours later.











Chapter 12 – All I want


Three
ambulances were waiting for us at the Berlin airport. I screamed and beat
frantically at the paramedics as they attempted to pull Michael from my arms. 


Rafael
whispered soothingly as he peeled my arms from Michael’s chest and wrapped them
around his neck. He held me until I calmed down. Then he eased me into the ambulance
with Michael. Kadyn rode with Ethan, and Shae rode with Brady in the other two
ambulances. 


The
hospital was complete chaos. Michael was taken to the morgue. They had to
restrain me as they wheeled him away. Someone gave me an injection that made
everything blurry. Once they gave me the injection I could no longer stand, sit
upright, or speak coherently.


Ethan
and Brady were whisked away for x-rays to ensure the bones in their legs had
been properly set. Rafael had to explain the circumstances surrounding
Michael’s death while the bullet wound in his arm was being cleaned and
stitched. 


Shae
and I were hooked up to IVs and wheeled off to radiology for CT scans. Shae had
two cracked ribs. My kidney was bruised, my left rotator cuff was torn, and one
of my ribs was cracked. 


Kadyn
was offered a pair of scrubs to replace his blood soaked clothes. He kept me
apprised of everything that was happening, but he had to repeat everything
multiple times, since I couldn’t register half of what he said. Thankfully, the
medication they had given me wore off after a couple of hours.


We
were discharged from the hospital six hours later. Kadyn reserved two large
suites in a nearby hotel and arranged for transportation before we left the
hospital. We were exhausted and numb by the time we checked into the hotel. We transferred
Ethan and Brady from their wheelchairs into their beds, then lingered in their
room. 


Rafael
nodded toward the phone that sat on the nightstand between the two beds. “Why
don’t you have some food sent up, then try to get some rest? Brogan, Aidan, Chance,
and Jase should arrive within the hour.” He looked at Ethan. “Your wife is with
them. Call if you need me to let the waiter into your room or if you need help
getting to the bathroom. I’ll be right next door.”


Tears
pooled in my eyes as I stood staring at Ethan and Brady. “I’m so sorry they
hurt you.”


“Why
are you apologizing? We’re the ones who were supposed to protect you,” Brady
responded teasingly.


I
sighed miserably. “You wouldn’t have been hurt if I hadn’t gone to Ukraine.”


Kadyn
wrapped his arm around me as he escorted me from the room. “None of us knew
you’d be targeted like this.” He swiped the card through the scanner as he opened
the door to the second room. 


I
glanced nervously at Kadyn and Rafael as Shae eyed the two beds. “Will you guys
share a bed so I can sleep with Shae?” 


Rafael
looked disappointed, but he nodded. 


Kadyn
shook his head. “I’m not so sure Rafael and I are going to fit in one of those
beds together. We’re both big guys. I think we’d all sleep better if each of
the guys shared a bed with one of the girls, since you two are so much smaller
than we are. Besides, it’s not like anything’s going to happen when we’re all
sleeping in the same room together.” He glanced at Shae. “I promise I’ll be a
perfect gentleman if you bunk with me.” 


Rafael
looked at Kadyn. “Are you sure?”


Kadyn
shrugged. “I’m fine as long as Shae is comfortable sharing a bed with me. Given
everything that’s happened today, I think you and Kri should be together. I’m
just sorry I couldn’t find a hotel with more than two available suites.”


“I’m
fine with it,” Shae replied. “I’m actually glad we’re all sharing a room. I
feel safer with the two of you in here, and I really don’t want to be alone
right now.”


Rafael
glanced at his cell phone. His thumb tapped at the screen as he typed out a
text message. “My men have just arrived at the airport. I’m texting them the
address to the hotel, so they should be here shortly. They’ll secure the hotel
and stand watch outside our doors as we sleep. I don’t think we’re in any
danger, but the Russian SVR may very well have agents in Berlin. It’s better to
err on the side of safety.”


I
sank onto one of the beds as a fresh wave of tears threatened to pull me under.
“I don’t understand why they shot Michael in the back if they got the money
they were demanding.”


Rafael
kneeled in front of me. “I don’t know. Michael texted me from the car to warn
me they were having trouble getting the transfer to go through. They were struggling
with the Internet connection, but the last text I received from him said the
transfer went through. He told me to have the pilot prepare for departure.”


Kadyn
sank onto the couch as Shae stepped inside the bathroom. “Maybe something
happened to disrupt the transfer after Michael walked away from the car. Is
there any way to tell if the transfer went through? Do you have access to that
account?”


Rafael
folded his right arm across my lap. His left arm, like mine, was in a sling. “I
have Michael’s laptop and the financial documents he stored in the briefcase,
but he had a number of investment accounts. I don’t know which account he
transferred the money from, and I don’t know any of his passwords. Michael’s
assistant, Devry, may know the passwords. If he doesn’t, then I’ll have to search
for them in Michael’s office when I go to Paris.” Rafael sighed as he laid his
head on his arm. “I’m not quite sure I understand the point. Michael is gone.
What does it matter if the SVR got their money?”


I
ran my fingers through Rafael’s hair as tears streamed down my face. “I’m so
sorry,” I whispered brokenly.


Kadyn
rose from the couch. “I’m really sorry too, Rafael. I don’t understand why they
would shoot Michael.”


Rafael
looked up at me through watery eyes. “Maybe that was their plan all along.
Maybe they were going to kill all of us after they got their money. That would
be the only way they could ensure our silence so the U.S. government wouldn’t
take action against them for torturing U.S. citizens.”


Kadyn
nodded. “They did tell Markov that the deal was off if we got the government
involved.”


Shae
stepped out of the bathroom. “If that transfer didn’t go though, they may seek
revenge. Do you think we could still be in danger?” she asked nervously.


Kadyn
sighed. “If we aren’t targeted for that, then we will be after we go to the
U.S. Embassy tomorrow.”


Shae’s
eyes widened. “Why do we have to go to the embassy?”


Kadyn
opened a large bottle of water that was sitting next to the coffee pot. He
poured four glasses, then handed one to Shae. “I’m assuming the SVR still has
your passports, since you never got your purses back. You’re going to have a
hard time getting into the United States without passports. Frankly, I’m
surprised the German government let you off the plane without them.”


Rafael
stood. He walked over to the desk where he had left Michael’s briefcase.
“Unless Michael secured them when he transferred the money…”


We
waited with baited breath as Rafael dug through the briefcase. He slowly pulled
two navy blue passports from an interior pocket. He flipped them open. “I
should have known Michael would have insisted on these being returned.”


My
stomach clenched. I bolted into the bathroom. 


Rafael
kneeled beside me as I heaved into the toilet. I flinched when he rubbed my
back. He stood and warmed a washcloth in the sink, then gently washed my face.
He set the washcloth aside and reached for my shirt. “Can I see?”


I
shook my head as I tugged my shirt back into place. “I don’t want you to see
what they did to me.”


Rafael’s
jaw clenched. Then his voice and face softened. “Please.”


I
sighed. “It’s just going to make you mad, and I want this to be over. I don’t
want you trying to track these people down so you can extract some sort of
revenge.” I began trembling as tears spilled down my face. “I’ve already lost
Michael. I can’t lose you too.”


Rafael
reached for the washcloth and wiped away my tears. Then he stared at me
expectantly.


My
shoulder’s fell as I silently relented. 


He
gently removed my arm from the sling. His eyes locked on mine as he slowly lifted
my shirt. His eyes didn’t stray until he pulled my shirt over my head and arms.
His breath caught.


“Holy
shit,” Kadyn exclaimed from the doorway. “What the hell did they do to you?” He
turned to face Shae as she joined him in the entrance to the bathroom. “Do you
look like that too?”


Tears
pooled in her eyes. “I don’t know. I haven’t really looked.”


Rafael
motioned her into the bathroom. “Do you mind if we take a look?”


Shae
slowly lifted her shirt. 


I
closed my eyes and rested my head on the toilet. I already knew what Shae
looked like. I had seen the bastards beat every single bruise into her body.


Kadyn’s
voice was low and menacing. “Someone is going to pay for this.”


Rafael
brushed the hair from my face. “I think we should take some pictures to
document this, and I think we need to go to the embassy first thing in the
morning so they can see what the SVR did to you.”


I
shook my head.


Rafael’s
voice grew firm. “I think you’re less likely to be targeted if we report this
to the U.S. authorities because it will reflect poorly on the Russian
government if anything further happens to you.”


Shae
pulled her shirt back on. “I agree,” she confided as she leaned against the
vanity.


Kadyn’s
eyes sought mine. “I’m sorry, Kri, but I think we need to get the government
involved.”


I
reached for my shirt. “So we’ll have to spend the entire day at the embassy
tomorrow, reliving the hell we just went through?”


Rafael
helped me put my shirt back on. He fit the sling over my arm, then tucked me
against his chest. “I’ll be with you the whole time.”


Kadyn
nodded. “Rafael and I will be there… for both of you.”


I
exhaled loudly. “Fine, but I want to at least take a shower and track down a
change of clothes before we go. I’m filthy.”


Shae
pushed off from the counter. “Me too.”


Rafael
glanced at Shae. “I can have my men pick up some clothes for both of you.
Ethan’s wife can help them. Just write down your sizes and a list of things you
need.” He looked at Kadyn. “Do you think the cameras on our cell phones are
sufficient for documenting the injuries?”


Kadyn
nodded. “Yes. I’m sure the embassy will photograph the injuries tomorrow, but I
think we should have our own copies, and we should text or e-mail them
someplace where they can be stored in case anyone gets ahold of our phones and
tries to destroy the evidence.”


Rafael
glanced at Shae before focusing his attention on me. “I’m sorry, but you
shouldn’t take a shower if you were sexually assaulted. It could destroy the
evidence,” he noted apologetically. 


Shae
diverted her eyes to the floor. “I don’t know how much evidence a stun gun
leaves when it’s pressed to your vagina. That’s the only thing we were sexually
assaulted with. They didn’t rape us… at least not with any body parts.”


All
of the air rushed from Kadyn’s lungs as he slid down the wall. He raked his
hand over his head, then squeezed his eyes closed. He didn’t speak.


Rafael’s
eyes hardened, then pooled with tears. “I’m with Kadyn. Someone’s going to pay
for this.”


*
* * * * *


We
spent the entire day at the embassy. Shae and I met with an endless stream of
people who interviewed us over and over again. We were asked to strip down completely
as a female employee from the American Citizen Services Unit documented our
injuries. We both signed medical releases so they could access our CT results
from the hospital.


Kadyn
and Jase took Shae out to dinner so Rafael and I could have some time alone. With
all the time we’d spent at the hospital and the embassy, we hadn’t had much time
to talk. Neither of us were up for going out, so we ordered room service and
picked at a tray of food while sitting in bed. I sat facing Rafael. He was
sitting up against the headboard. “Will you ever be able to forgive me?” I
asked, feigning interest in my sandwich. 


Rafael
shoved the tray aside and pulled me onto his lap. “For what?”


I
ran my right hand over his chest until I found his heartbeat. “For everything.
For going to Ukraine when you warned me about the danger… for getting mixed up
with the mafia… for allowing Maxim to kiss me… and… and… for causing Michael’s
death.”


Rafael
sighed. “There is nothing to forgive. You had good intentions when you went to
Ukraine. You chose to do this because you wanted to help others, Kristine. You
got mixed up with the mafia because you had no other choice. I’m not thrilled
about what transpired between you and Maxim, especially after seeing the way he
kissed you, but imagine where we’d be if he hadn’t taken an interest in you. I
don’t know that anyone else would have been able to secure your release from
the SVR, and they seemed hell bent on torturing you.”


I
looked away as my eyes filled with tears. “I’m sorry I woke everyone up last
night. I think part of me is still in Ukraine being tortured by the SVR.” I shuddered.


Rafael’s
eyes filled with pity. His thumbs gently swiped the tears from my face. “And I
thought your nightmares were bad before…”


I
leaned my head against his chest as my thoughts returned to Michael. “My heart
hurts.” 


Rafael
sifted his fingers through my hair. “Mine too. I can’t believe Michael is being
cremated today.”


I
tried to speak around the lump in my throat as I sat up to look at him. “Have
you thought about what you want to do with… his remains?” I choked on the last
two words.


Rafael
nodded. “I was thinking we could spread his ashes in Saint-Tropez. He loved
that place, and I know he always felt at peace when he was there.”


I
nodded my agreement as I tucked a strand of hair behind Rafael’s ear. 


Rafael
reached for my hand. “I need to take care of a few things in Paris first. I was
hoping you would come with me.”


I
sighed. I had been hoping to avoid the house in Paris and all the memories it
was sure to evoke, but I couldn’t bear the thought of Rafael facing that alone.
“I’d like to go with you,” I responded softly. 


Rafael
looked thoughtful. “Was Shae able to reach Sammi? Did they make it home okay?”


I
pulled the toothpick out of my sandwich and removed the bread so I could pick
at the bacon. “Shae called Sammi when you were next door with Ethan and Brady. Apparently,
they went to the embassy in Kiev when Maxim’s men told them we were missing.
They stayed in Kiev until Maxim confirmed you had gotten us out of Sevastopol.
Then they flew back to DC. I feel bad that they didn’t get to teach at that
second university, but everyone agreed it was too dangerous for them to stay.”


He
nodded. “I heard from Maxim earlier. He wanted to make sure we arrived okay. He
had a message for Shae.”


I
glanced up in surprise. “Oh?”


Rafael
smiled. “He wanted me to let Shae know that Konstantin is okay. He finally regained
consciousness and was asking for her. He left me a phone number so Shae can
call him.”


My
eyes widened. “Konstantin survived too?”


Rafael
nodded. “His legs were broken, just like Ethan and Brady’s, and he took a nasty
hit to the head, but he’s going to be okay.”


I
breathed a small sigh of relief. “Thank God.”


Rafael
lifted my hand. He studied the ring Maxim had given me. “Do I have to worry
about Maxim coming for you?”


I
glanced at the ring before looking into Rafael’s eyes. “No. I don’t think so.
He admitted he has feelings for me. He wanted me to take the job with the ministry
of foreign affairs and move to Ukraine, but that was before the SVR kidnapped
me. When he said goodbye at the airport, he said he didn’t want me coming back
to Ukraine. He said I didn’t belong there.”


Rafael
looked relieved. “I didn’t realize how much he cared for you until he told
Michael he understood why he let you go.”


I
glanced back down at the ring. “He didn’t think our relationship would work out
because of everything that happened between Michael and me. I was worried
Michael would talk you out of it, that you wouldn’t want to be with me after
you talked to him.”


Rafael
gently lifted my chin. “Michael wasn’t happy with my decision to become
involved with you. We found out you were missing when we were in the middle of
that conversation. I think Michael realized then that you were no safer apart
than you were with him. I think he came to Sevastopol hoping to make amends. I
think Michael wanted to work things out with you. He told me he wanted to take
you back to Paris when you were released.”


My
eyes filled with tears. “I still love him. I can feel this gaping hole in my
heart where Michael used to be. I don’t know that I will ever get that back. I
think he will always have that piece of me.” I tucked my head under Rafael’s
chin as I began to cry.


Rafael
rubbed my back until my tears subsided. “I know you still love him. I will
always love him too.”


 I
pushed off of Rafael’s chest so I could look into his eyes. “I love you too,
Rafael. Just because I love Michael doesn’t mean I can’t love you too.”


Rafael
set the tray of uneaten food on the nightstand. He pulled the covers down so we
could slip into bed. He burrowed into my neck as he curled around me. “I love
you too, baby.”


*
* * * * *


Rafael’s
security team flew back to DC with Kadyn and Shae. I didn’t envy Ethan and
Brady that long flight, especially given the casts on their legs. Thankfully,
they were able to secure seats in first class. I had a difficult time saying
goodbye to Kadyn and Shae, but I knew my place was with Rafael. There was no
way I was going to let him bury his brother alone. Michael’s pilot flew us to
Paris shortly after the flight to DC departed. 


Rafael
and I were standing outside Michael’s house two hours later. The house
shimmered through my tears. I clutched Michael’s urn to my chest. “How do we do
this?” I whispered brokenly.


Rafael
wrapped his arm around my back. “One step at a time.”


I
placed my foot on the first step and was transported back in time… to the very
first time I had walked these stairs… when the butler hung suspended between
the house and the car, anxious to assist but too uncertain to proceed. A time
when Michael had been so determined to make me fall in love with him… this
life… this house. We trudged up a couple more stairs, and I saw Michael
whisking me away… to the Musée Rodin… the Champs-Élysées… the Tuileries Garden…
Giverny… our favorite café… and the Palais Garnier. A few more stairs and
memories of embassy staff and trips to the hospital tore at my heart. 


The
butler opened the door just as we reached the top stair. His eyes were rimmed
in red. He reached for Rafael’s hand, then pulled him in for a hug. His eyes filled
with tears as he reached for me. He gave me a hug before offering to take the
urn. 


I
smiled shakily, but I shook my head. I tightened my hold on the urn as we walked
inside the house. 


Rafael
turned to face me just outside the office. “I need to talk to Devry and take
care of a few things in here. Where would you prefer to wait?”


I
stared at the beautiful foyer, the gleaming floors, and the grand piano. Everything
looked the same. “I would like to walk around for a bit, if that’s okay.”


Rafael
gently kissed my cheek. “Text me if you need me. I’ll come find you as soon as
I’m done.”


I
nodded numbly as I walked toward the beautiful wrought iron staircase. I tucked
the urn under my sling so I could trail my right hand along the railing, the same
way I had the first time I’d walked these stairs. I blinked back tears as an
image of Michael carrying me up the stairs floated across my mind. I looked
down at the urn and wondered how we had gotten to this place in time, when I
was carrying him up those very same stairs. 


I
walked down the hallway to my old room. I crossed the threshold and felt… Michael.
Memories beckoned me from the bed. I thought about the first time I’d slept in his
bed and the first night we made love. I sat on the edge of the bed and stared
down at the floor. Michael’s adoring eyes met mine. I could feel his elation
over the baby. Tears streamed silently down my face. Still, I held the urn. 


As
my tears subsided, I walked to each window and committed each view to memory. I
stood in the bathroom, then sat on the couch in front of the fireplace. That
ended up being the place I felt him most. I stared into the cold, empty hearth.


I
blinked in surprise when I found myself standing in the center of the closet.
My heart clenched when I discovered that my clothes and shoes were still there,
as if Michael had simply been waiting for me to come back home. I ran my hand
over Michael’s clothes, then inhaled deeply as I searched for his cologne. My
eyes fell closed when I smelled the citrus, cedar, and cloves on one of his
suit jackets. I took my sling off, pulled the jacket on, and walked back into
the bathroom. I dug through the drawers until I found his bottle of cologne. I tucked
the bottle into the coat pocket and forced myself to walk to the next room.


I
took a deep breath and prayed for strength as I opened the door. My knees
nearly buckled when I saw the room. The nursery was still half assembled. Not a
single thing had been removed. The day bed where Michael had slept after the miscarriage
was still tucked against the far wall. I sighed sadly. Then I quietly pulled the
door closed. 


I
soaked in the memories and said a silent goodbye as I wandered through each
room. Rafael found me sitting next to the Koi in the garden terrace. I had fallen
to my knees in front of the waterfall. I sat curled around the urn as I wept.


Rafael
gently tugged the urn from my hands as he pulled me into his arms. I buried my
face in his shirt. “God, it hurts. I miss Michael. I miss him so much.” 


Rafael
smoothed his hand over my hair as tears spilled from his eyes. He rocked me in
his arms until our tears ran dry. We just sat there, clinging to each other,
for the longest time. 


I
lifted my head from Rafael’s chest and stared at cascading roses, orchids, and
hibiscus that spilled from every shelf and crevice in the sun drenched room.
“Do you think he’s with Genevieve?” I whispered hesitantly.


Rafael’s
arms tightened around me. “Yes. I do. I think Michael is holding her in his
arms right now.” He took a deep breath and slowly released it. “We don’t have
to stay here tonight. We can go to a hotel or fly to Saint-Tropez.”


I
ran my hand over the prickly grass growing alongside the smooth stepping stones
we were kneeling on. “I think we should go to Saint-Tropez,” I replied on a
sigh. I reached for the urn.


Rafael
stood and gently pulled me to my feet. “Would you like to pack some clothes?
You don’t have much to wear since your luggage was left in Ukraine.”


“Sammi
took my clothes back to DC,” I responded numbly.


He
nudged me toward the stone trail that wound through the gardens. “Should I ask
the maid to pack a few things for Saint-Tropez, or would you like to pick the clothes
out yourself?”


“I’d
like to pick out a few things.” I looked down at Michael’s jacket and pulled the
cologne out of the pocket. “Can I keep this? I’d like to have something of
Michael’s to take home with me.”


Rafael’s
eyes softened. “Of course. You can take anything you want.”


I
looked down at the cologne. “This is all I want.”


Rafael
nodded. “Why don’t you go pick out some clothes. I’m going to grab a few things
from my room and track down some suitcases.”


Rafael
and I eventually made our way downstairs. Michael’s staff had gathered in the
foyer to say goodbye. My eyes filled with tears when I saw them all standing
there looking so lost. The cook and her granddaughter reached for my hand as
they kissed me on both cheeks. The gardener offered a soft kiss on the cheek. Jean
gave me a hug. Devry kissed my cheek, followed by the maids, the butler, the
driver, and the entire security team. 


Rafael
set the suitcases aside so he could ask the staff to continue in their
positions until he could sort through what to do with the house. Everyone readily
agreed to stay on. The driver loaded the luggage into the car and drove us to
the airport. We boarded Michael’s jet thirty minutes later. 


We
arrived in Nice shortly after eight o’clock in the evening. Rafael secured a
rental car and drove the rest of the way to Saint-Tropez.











Chapter 13 – A drop in the ocean


Sunlight
streamed through the window. I tried to place the room as I turned in Rafael’s
arms. “Where are we?” I asked, suddenly confused.


He
tucked a strand of hair behind my ear. “We’re in my bedroom at the property in Saint-Tropez.
You fell asleep during the drive here. I didn’t want to wake you, so I carried
you inside.”


I
sat up and studied the room. I was thankful it was unfamiliar to me. “What are
the staff going to think about me sleeping with you?”


Rafael
sat up and slowly rotated his injured arm. “Most of the staff in Saint-Tropez were
aware of my feelings for you when Michael first brought you here. When I called
to have the house prepared for our arrival, I let them know that we’d be
sleeping together.”


I
shoved the covers aside. I shivered when my toes touched the cool tile. I
smoothed my hands over my wrinkled clothes as I walked to the French doors. The
doors opened out onto the travertine terrace that led to the fire pit and the
infinity pool. I stared out over the Azure water. The brilliant blue sea was
already sprinkled with a number of white boats. “I think we should spread Michael’s
ashes out over the sea. Do you know someone who can sail his boat?”


Rafael
wrapped his arms around me. We had already abandoned the annoying slings. He
rested his chin on my shoulder as he stared out over the water. “Michael taught
me how to sail his boat. We can take it out this afternoon if you think you’re
ready to do this.”


I
nodded as my eyes filled with tears. 


Rafael
turned me in his arms. “I think there’s a silver lining in all of this.”


My
eyebrows knit together. I couldn’t think of a single positive thing that had
come from Michael’s death… unless, of course, he was with Genevieve. 


Rafael
cupped my cheek in his hand. “Michael has finally found peace. He hasn’t known
peace since he went to work for that investment firm.”


A
single tear stole down my cheek. “I don’t see that as a silver lining, not when
Michael had to die to find peace.”


Rafael
captured the tear with his thumb. “He also died knowing he was loved. He saw
how much you still love him, and he got a chance to tell you he still loves
you.”


I
nodded as three more tears trickled down my cheeks. 


He
pulled me in for a hug. “You’ve hardly eaten a thing the past few days. Will
you come sit in the kitchen with me so I can make you breakfast?”


I
pulled back to look at him. “Won’t the cook be offended?”


He
shook his head and smiled. “He’s actually quite tolerant of me taking over his
kitchen.”


We
padded down to the kitchen in our bare feet. Rafael poured a cup of coffee and
handed it to me as I climbed onto a stool at the center island. He poured his
own cup of coffee while bantering with the cook. A couple of the security guards
popped in for coffee. They joined in on the conversation while Rafael and the
cook prepared breakfast. While the staff were subdued, the mood seemed lighter
than it had been in Paris. It was nice seeing some of the tension ease from
Rafael’s face.


Once
Rafael and the cook were done preparing our omelets, we took our plates, coffee,
and juice to the terrace. I was hesitant to sit by the fire pit since that was
where Michael and I had eaten most nights. I chose a stool at the outdoor bar
instead. Rafael claimed the stool next to me. I propped my feet against his
stool and took a sip of coffee as I peered out over the water. I sighed as the
vise in my chest eased a tiny bit. “I love this place.”


Rafael
smiled. “Me too.” He studied me as he cut into his omelet. “What do you want to
do with the property in Paris?”


I
slowly pulled my gaze from the sea. “Me?”


Rafael
nodded. “Michael left that house, and this one, to you.”


I
tried to speak around the lump in my throat. “He left them to me? Why would he
do that?”


Rafael
took a sip of coffee. “Michael purchased that home in Paris as a wedding gift for
you, and he knew how much you love this place.”


I
shook my head in disbelief. “But you’re his brother and his last remaining
relative. Why wouldn’t he just leave everything to you?”


Rafael
shrugged. “He left a substantial amount of money and four other properties to
me, including the house in Boca Raton.”


I
fell silent as I absorbed the news. Tears welled in my eyes as I met Rafael’s
gaze. “I don’t know what to do with the house in Paris. It’s painful for me to
be there. I look around and I see everything I’ve lost… the hopes, the dreams,
the baby, and now Michael. But I still have fond memories of Michael and you in
that house.”


Rafael
nodded. He set his coffee cup on the bar. “What about this place?”


I
looked up at the house, then gazed across the beautiful travertine terrace. I
loved the peace and tranquility that surrounded this place, but I couldn’t
bring myself to lay claim to this house, not when it should have been given to
Rafael. I slowly met his gaze. “I think you should keep this place.”


Rafael
ate another bite of omelet. “I think we should keep this place. Do you
want to live here, or do you still want to live in Virginia?”


I
cut into my omelet as I considered the question. “I don’t know. I can barely
comprehend how Saint-Tropez has come to be an option. Paul gave me a one month paid
sabbatical, but I’m questioning whether I’m really cut out for that job. I’d
like to finish my master’s degree, but I haven’t really thought about where I
want to live once I finish school. Why? What are you thinking?”


Rafael
eyed me over the top of his orange juice. “I think you should take some time
off from work and focus on your master’s program. There are a lot of different
things you can do with that degree. I like working in DC, and I enjoy living in
Northern Virginia. Why don’t we keep Saint-Tropez as a vacation home? Who
knows? We may want to retire here someday.”


“You
can still see a future with me?” I asked brokenly.


A
concerned look fell over his face. He slowly set his fork on the plate. “Of
course I can. Why wouldn’t I?”


I
looked down at the napkin that lie twisted in my hand. “I… I… just wasn’t sure
how you’d feel about me after everything that happened with Michael.”


Rafael
pulled the napkin from my hand. He tossed the napkin on the bar, then folded
his hands around mine. “Hey… look at me.”


I
glanced up at him through watery eyes. 


His
gaze was fierce. “You have to stop blaming yourself for Michael’s death. You
didn’t kill Michael. The people who beat and tortured you killed Michael. Not
you. You shouldn’t blame yourself for the actions of other people, Kristine.
You should have been able to go to Ukraine and work at those universities
without such a horrific thing happening. It was reasonable for you to think
that you could. I don’t blame you for Michael’s death, and I don’t want you
blaming yourself for it either.”


I
knew that would be much easier said than done. Michael would still be alive if
I hadn’t gone to Ukraine. Still, the intensity of Rafael’s gaze brokered no
room for argument. I sighed. “I’ll try not to.”


His
eyes softened. “I love you. I will always love you. And, yes, I still intend to
marry you, Kristine.”


My
heart clenched. I looked down at my hands as I tried to sift through the
confusing array of emotions that were now warring within me. 


Rafael
gently tugged me from the stool. He positioned me so that I was standing
between his legs. He remained seated on the stool. His eyes searched mine as he
framed my face with his hands. Ever so slowly, he fit his lips to mine. 


*
* * * * *


We
made three attempts to scatter Michael’s ashes into the sea. The first time we
tried, I just stood on the dock and cried with the urn clutched against my
chest. I couldn’t even board the boat. 


We
waited a few days before trying again. This time I managed to board the boat.
We set sail and eventually dropped anchor, but the entire afternoon slipped away
while I delayed saying goodbye. I couldn’t bring myself to do it when the sun
was setting. 


Rafael
suggested we try again at sunrise. 


A
gentle but steady rain delayed us another day. The clouds lifted, and the rain slipped
silently away while we slept. Rafael woke me at three o’clock, so we could set sail
while it was still dark. 


It
seemed as if we had the entire sea to ourselves. I sat huddled in a blanket
while Rafael sailed the boat some distance from shore. He lowered the anchor
before joining me at the side of the boat. We kneeled next to each other in the
dark. I held the urn as we waited for the sun to rise. 


Rafael
nodded toward the horizon. “I think it’s time.”


“I
can’t let go. I’m not ready to say goodbye,” I responded brokenly.


Rafael
pulled two necklaces from his coat pocket. 


I
studied the necklaces. The black leather necklace held a small brushed silver
vial. The silver chain held a beautiful tear shaped pendant. The spun glass
pendant was streaked with shades of blue. The blanket slipped from my shoulders
as I reached for the necklaces. “What are these for?”


Rafael’s
eyes softened. “These are small cremation urns. I thought we could place some
of Michael’s ashes inside these containers. That way, we can always keep a part
of him with us. Then, if you’re ready, we can pour his remaining ashes into the
sea.”


Tears
welled in my eyes. “That’s perfect.” 


Rafael
opened the urn. He pulled a small piece of paper from his pocket. He scooped
some ashes into the folded paper and poured them into the vials. He sealed the
vials and the urn before clasping the silver chain around my neck. 


My
fingers fell on the tear shaped pendant. “Thank you,” I whispered softly. I reached
for the leather necklace. He bowed his head as I fastened the clasp behind his
neck. I gently kissed his cheek. “I love you.” 


The
boat rocked gently as the sun peeked over the horizon. Rafael squeezed my hand.
“Would you like to say a prayer?”


I
nodded as I placed my hands on top of the urn. 


His
eyes filled with tears as he laid his hands on top of mine. 


I
closed my eyes and took a couple of deep breaths. The waves slapped noisily
against the side of the boat. Slowly, I began. “Most merciful Father, we know
that you love us despite our failures, our successes, our wounds, and our
brokenness. Please accept Michael into your kingdom so that he may finally know
peace. Surround him with your love. Hold him in your hands as we release him to
you and reunite him with his parents and Genevieve. In Jesus name we pray.
Amen.” 


Rafael
rested his forehead against mine. “Thank you,” he breathed.


Tears
spilled silently down my cheeks as Rafael opened the urn once more. Our eyes
met as he tipped the urn over the side of the boat. I watched the powder soft ashes
blow gently in the breeze. The waves reached up and pulled them into the sea. 


I
placed my hand through the stream of ashes so I could touch Michael one last
time. I closed my eyes and whispered goodbye as he slipped silently through my
fingers.


*
* * * * *


I
dug my toes into the sand as the waves beckoned me into the sea… the same sea
that had claimed Michael’s ashes nine days ago. My chest still hurt when I gazed
out over the brilliant blue water. I couldn’t help but think of what I’d lost
and all the things that could have been. There was a part of me that wanted to follow
Michael into those waves and never come back.


My
thoughts turned to Kadyn, who was an entire ocean away. I thought about our
trip to the Bahamas and the beach where I had made my decision to remain in Virginia.
I had been happy then. I had found a way to let go of my past so I could build a
future with Kadyn. 


I
tucked my knees under my chin as I questioned whether Kadyn was ever meant to be
with me. I sighed as I dug my feet a little deeper into the sand. I was stalled
at another crossroads. I was having a difficult time moving forward because one
foot was still stuck in my past. The other foot hovered undecidedly at the
intersection. I felt… lost.


I
glanced over at Rafael as a little boy approached him with a plastic bucket and
shovel. The boy looked to be somewhere around the age of four. He had soft
brown eyes and caramel colored skin. Like Rafael, his dark hair fell past his
shoulder in waves. The boy shoved the bucket and shovel toward Rafael. 


Rafael
waved to the boy’s parents, who were sitting just a few feet away. They smiled
and nodded as Rafael accepted the bucket. The boy watched completely enthralled
as Rafael scooped a large pile of sand into the bucket and packed it in. He
turned it upside down on the beach as he began building a castle. 


I
sat mesmerized as Rafael and the boy worked side by side building the castle. Nine
buckets of sand formed the base. A second level took shape with three more
buckets of sand. Rafael worked on a third-story tower while the boy dug a moat
around the fortress. He transformed his shovel into a drawbridge by balancing it
over the top of the moat. He pointed at me as he grasped Rafael’s shoulder and whispered
in his ear. 


My
heart stalled when Rafael’s eyes met mine. Tears welled in my eyes. The image
of him with that little boy clinging to his shoulder tugged mercilessly at my
heart.


The
boy called out to me in French. My brows furrowed as I tried to translate the
words.


“My
friend, Gabriel, would like you to join us. He’d like to borrow your broken
wing,” Rafael explained.


“My
broken wing?” I asked uncertainly.


Rafael
nodded toward my hand.


I
looked down at the large gray feather that I had been absently twirling in my
fingers. The feather had blown against my feet earlier. The quill had been
broken, so the feather was a little crooked at the top. “Oh. He wants my
feather?”


Rafael
nodded. He smiled as he patted a spot next to him in the sand. 


The
little boy jumped up and down excitedly as I walked toward them. I held the feather
up, and he grinned. “Oui!”


I
kissed Rafael on the cheek as I dropped down next to him in the sand. I leaned over
the fortress and carved windows into the tower with the quill of the feather
before handing it to the little boy. 


Rafael
nuzzled my neck as he wrapped his arm around me.


The
little boy drew in a deep gulping breath and locked it inside his chest. He rolled
to his toes and carefully stuck the quill into the top of the tower, instantly transforming
the feather into a flag. He stood back to admire his work, then squealed in
delight as he ran toward his parents. 


Rafael
laughed as the little boy dragged his parents over to take a picture of him
with the castle. I brushed sand from my legs as we stood to move out of the way,
but the little boy grasped my hand. He reached for Rafael’s hand and tugged us
both toward the sand. We fell to our knees at the edge of the fortress as the
boy pulled us into the picture. He threw his arms wide as he perched half on
Rafael’s lap and half on mine. 


His
parents laughed as they snapped pictures with their cell phones. The boy ran
off to fill his bucket with water while the parents spoke with Rafael. I watched
over the fortress while he filled the moat with water. 


Rafael
handed me his cell phone as he collapsed next to me in the sand. 


I
stared at the photograph the parents had texted Rafael. “It’s beautiful,” I
noted softly. “He looks so much like you, it’s like seeing…” My voice trailed
off as I hesitated to breathe life into the words.


Rafael
gazed down at the picture. “It’s a glimpse into our future.”


My
eyes slid closed as his words washed over me. “Gabriel is one of God’s angels.”


“Michael
is too,” Rafael mused.


I
shook my head in disbelief. “I was sitting over there feeling lost and
confused. I was questioning my future when Gabriel called me to you.”


Rafael
gently turned my face toward his. “Maybe God is trying to tell us something.”


My
heart stalled when I saw the look in his eyes. “Maybe,” I breathed. 


His
lips hovered over mine. He paused as he gazed deep into my eyes. “I think the
world just stopped.” 


Everything
grew quiet as the chaos, confusion, and pain that had marred my life slipped
silently away. I felt it then… an overwhelming sense of peace. The world came
to a complete stop as Rafael’s lips met mine. I felt a faint vibration in my
chest as his soul tugged gently at mine. For a second, I panicked. Then, I
simply let go. As our souls entwined, I knew… I was finally home.


#
# #
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in a broken dream


book four
in the broken series



One long string of broken dreams… that’s how Kristine
Stone views her life. After a deadly altercation between the SVR and the
Russian Mafia claims the life of someone she loves, Kri returns to Virginia
feeling hopeless and lost. She discovers her best friend, Cenia, has become
engaged. Cenia asks Kri to be her maid of honor. Kadyn is asked to serve as the
best man, and the two former lovers are thrown together once more. Maxim makes
an unexpected appearance, and Rafael is on a mission to win Kri’s heart once
and for all. A brief trip into Mexico threatens to derail everyone’s plans when
Cenia and Kri find themselves stuck in the middle of a gunfight between
opposing drug cartels. Kri faces yet another abduction and is left questioning
whether her life will ever be anything more than a broken dream. 


 


and just in case you missed them…


the broken road


book
one in the broken series


Montana girl Kristine Stone was strong enough to
break out of an abusive marriage, but is she strong enough for the road that
lies ahead? For the first time in her life, Kristine finds she is able to
control the direction her life takes. Haunted by her ex-husband and a newly
acquired stalker, she decides to leave Montana to work in the US Senate.
Kristine issues a moratorium on dating the moment she decides to move to DC.
This does little to deter Kadyn Rand, the Air Force Captain, who threatens to
tear down every wall she’s ever built. Still, someone from her dark past
refuses to be ignored, and Kristine finds herself in yet another fight for her
life.


Air Force Captain Kadyn Rand is too stoic to be
swept away by much of anything, but a vulnerable woman from Montana manages to
do just that when she finds herself alone and in danger in DC. Kadyn tries to
earn Kristine’s love and her trust, but he soon learns it will take much more
than that to save her from her past.


 


beautifully broken


book
two in the broken series


How many times can one woman be abducted? That’s
the question burning Kristine Stone when she finds herself staring down a dark
and dangerous man from her past. When she refuses to leave with him, he forces
her hand by threatening to kill the man she loves, along with thousands of
others. Kristine fears his terrorist connections will enable him to make good
on this threat, so she complies. She thinks she has it all figured out. If she
takes the path of least resistance and does everything this man asks, he will
eventually tire of her and let her go. Despite this well intentioned plan,
Kristine discovers just how seductive this man can be. She is forced to choose
between the love of two men and stands to lose everything in the end.
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