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To
my mom, whose road has been far more broken than mine. 


Thank
you for proving it doesn’t have to define who we are.
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I
froze at the sound of his voice. 


“Mon
coeur,” he whispered silkily from behind me.


I
clutched my blouse to my chest and slowly turned around. “Michael?”


Michael
leaned against the doorway to my bedroom. He was wearing black slacks and a
white dress shirt with brushed silver cuff links. The top two buttons of his
shirt were open, and he was missing a tie. The guy looked like he belonged on
the cover of a romance novel. Jet black hair fell over his face in perfect
waves, accentuating blatantly lustful eyes. His skin was a beautiful caramel
color, and even this early in the morning, he was hinting at a five o’clock
shadow. 


Fear
swept through me. “How did you get in here?” 


He
shrugged nonchalantly. “Pas important.”


“It’s
not important?” I asked incredulously. I huffed out a breath, then narrowed my
eyes. “What do you want?”


“Seulement
toi,” he responded with hooded eyes. 


I
stilled as his eyes met mine. “In English, Michael. I know you can speak
English.” I tugged the blouse over my head, suddenly aware that I was still
only half dressed.


“Only
you.” 


My
pulse ratcheted up a few notches. “You want… only me? Michael, we’ve been
through this before. I don’t love you. I can’t love you. I’m in love
with someone else. You need to move on… and you need to get out of my apartment,
or I’m calling the police.” 


Michael
scowled. “Non. What I besoin is standing right here in front of
me.” He pushed off from the doorframe. “I am bored with these games you insist
on playing.”


I
slipped a pair of black heels over my feet and grabbed my suit jacket. “I’m not
playing games, Michael. You need to leave. I’m leaving. I’m going to
be late for work.” I steeled myself as I tried pushing past him in the narrow doorway.


Michael
grabbed me. The smell of cedar, citrus, and cloves swirled around me as he yanked
me against his chest. “You are not going to work, ma chérie. You are
coming with me.”


I
shoved him in the chest. “I’m not going anywhere with you, Michael. Let me go.”


Michael
tightened his hold on me as he began kissing my neck. “Oh, but you will,” he
murmured. He nipped at my jaw before continuing. “You see, mon coeur, I
have invested in a little insurance policy.”


I
wanted to feel repulsed by his kiss, but I couldn’t. Michael was impossible to
love. He was dangerous, rude, manipulative, and entirely too consuming. Still, I
found him difficult to resist. I wrenched my traitorous body away from Michael,
then scowled irritably. “What do you mean you have an insurance policy?” 


Michael
pulled a small black cell phone from his pocket. “Your lover is my insurance
policy.”


“My
lover? You mean Kadyn?”


“Oui.
The soldier.”


I
paused, uncertain as to whether I wanted the answer to the next question. “How
can Kadyn be your insurance policy?”


Michael
shrugged. “You love him, oui?”


“Yes,”
I agreed hesitantly.


“Then
you will want for him to live.”


I
felt my composure slip. I took a couple of deep breaths as I tried not to panic.
“Michael, what are you talking about? Why wouldn’t he live?” 


“Only
this.” Michael held the cell phone up for me to see. “It is amazing how few
buttons you have to push.”


Goose
bumps crawled up my arms, then scattered down my spine. “Push? For what?” 


“To
detonate a car.”


My
breath caught. “You put a bomb on Kadyn’s car?”


Michael
shook his head. “There are six cars with explosive devices parked at the
Pentagon. It is very simple, really. If you care anything for your lover, you
will come with me. If you wish to avoid thousands of deaths, you will come
willingly. If not…” Michael’s voice trailed off. He didn’t need to explain any
further.


I
fell against the wall as I fought back tears. The walls in my bedroom pressed in
on me as I absorbed Michael’s words. I shook my head, completely unable to speak.


Michael
remained standing in the doorway. “Where is your passport, Kristine?” When I
didn’t respond, he continued. “I know you have one. You used a passport to go
to the Bahamas.”


My
breath caught. “How do you know I went to the Bahamas?”


Michael’s
eyes turned nearly black. “I was there.”


I
stared at him in shock. “You were in the Bahamas?” 


“I
have been more places than you know,” Michael responded darkly. He waved his
hand dismissively. “We can talk about this later. We are running out of time.
Our flight leaves in two hours. I want your passport, now.”


I
studied Michael. I knew he was wanted in Portugal for some white collar crimes but
blowing up cars? That was entirely different. Then I remembered what my friend
Dan had told me… that Michael was suspected of having ties with some Eastern
European terrorist group. He may not have built the bombs, but it was quite possible
he knew people who could. There were plenty of news stories on CNN about
terrorists using cell phones to detonate bombs in the Middle East, so I didn’t
doubt that was possible. Of course, Michael could be lying in order to manipulate
me, but there was no way I could take that chance. I couldn’t be responsible
for all those people dying… for Kadyn dying. 


Michael
started messing with the phone. He glanced at me as he began texting someone. 


I
stared, horrified, at the phone. I stumbled toward my dresser, then knelt on
the floor as I pulled my passport from a small box in the bottom drawer. I walked
back over to Michael and handed him the passport.


“C’est
bien. You will play nice won’t you, ma chérie?” Michael
shoved the phone in his pocket. He wrapped his hand around my upper arm as he
pulled me from the bedroom. 


My
heart was racing. I could try to run but at what cost? Would he kill all of those
people? 


I
froze as we turned the corner into the living room. Mickey, the lease officer
for my apartment complex, was huddled on the floor. Her ankles and wrists were bound
with duct tape. Another piece of duct tape covered her mouth. Mickey was
shaking. Tears streamed down her face. 


I
tried to break away from Michael, but he tightened his grip on my arm. “Mickey!”
I cried, suddenly terrified. 


Michael
pulled me toward the door. “Viens, mon amour. It is time to go.” He paused
as he turned to face Mickey. “You remember the message?”


Mickey
nodded.


I
tore my eyes from Mickey and stared at Michael. He appeared totally unaffected
by what he’d done. I dug my heels in as I tried to resist his pull. My eyes
were frantic as I tried to find some way to break his grasp. “Shouldn’t I pack
something? If we need my passport, then surely I need clothes?” 


Michael
tightened his hold on my arm and forced me through the door. “Non. I
have more than enough money to buy what you need.” 


A
sleek black limousine was idling outside my apartment. The driver didn’t say a
word as Michael forced me into the car. Forty minutes later we were at Dulles
International Airport. A feeling of déjà vu washed over me as images from the
night Justin abducted me battered my brain. 


I
silently begged the TSA agents to intervene, to take Michael’s phone, to
somehow pick up on the fact that something was wrong, but I couldn’t draw their
attention. Michael kept a firm hold on me. All he had to do was slip his hand
inside the pocket where the phone was stashed to keep me in check. Thirty
minutes later we were seated on a private jet en route to Paris, France. 


Michael
wrapped his arm around me when the flight leveled off. “You are not the only
one who knows how to play games, mon amour. Non?” 


I
removed his arm and turned away in disgust. I was livid with Michael for what
he’d done to Mickey and for threatening Kadyn’s life. I fixed my gaze on the window.
Thick white clouds surrounded us, but I didn’t see a single one. All I could
see was Kadyn’s face… soft brown eyes… a gentle smile… strong jaw… all set on a
canvas of beautiful brown skin. 


Fury
faded into fear as my thoughts returned to Michael’s threat. What if there
really were bombs at the Pentagon? Pain tore through my chest when I
realized that Kadyn might already be dead. I fought back tears, determined not
to give Michael the satisfaction of seeing me cry.
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in the deep


Kadyn
looked up from his report when an announcement sounded over the speaker system
advising everyone that the building was on lockdown until further notice. Kadyn
frowned. That could only mean one thing. There was some sort of security
breach. He immediately reached for the phone.


“Captain
Hagan.”


“Phil,
it’s Kadyn.”


“Never
a dull moment around here, eh?”


“Got
a few minutes to talk… in person?” Kadyn asked. 


“Sure,
buddy, come on down.” 


Kadyn
shoved his cell phone in his pocket. He clipped his Blackberry to his belt,
then grabbed his call list in case the building ended up being evacuated. It
took him twenty minutes to walk to the basement corridor where the intelligence
agency was housed. 


Phil’s
deep blue eyes took Kadyn in when he entered his office. “What’s up?” 


Kadyn
closed the door behind him. “Do you know what’s going on?” 


Phil
nodded.  


Kadyn
folded himself into the chair across from Phil’s desk. He looked at Phil expectantly.



Phil
leaned back in his chair. “The dog handlers hit on six cars out in the parking
lot. They’re being quiet about who the cars belong to, and they’re still
searching for more.” 


Kadyn’s
eyes widened. “Explosive devices?”


Phil
nodded.


“Have
any threats been discovered by Intel?”


Phil
shook his head. “We haven’t had any threats against the Pentagon come over the
wires. The media has already gotten a hold of this, and no one is claiming
responsibility, yet. This thing doesn’t add up. Any of the major terrorist
organizations would know those cars were parked too far away to impact this
building. We’re either dealing with a much smaller network or something
homegrown.”


Kadyn
nodded. “If this has hit the news, then I should call Kri to let her know I’m
okay. Do you mind if I use your office phone?”


Phil
slid the phone across the desk. “Not at all.” 


Kadyn
dialed the number to Kri’s cell phone, then waited. “No answer,” he explained
as he hung up and dialed a second number. 


“Senator
Rockefeller’s Office, Patrick speaking.”


“Patrick.
This is Kadyn. Where’s Kri? Why are you answering her direct line?” Kadyn’s
eyes locked on Phil’s. The memory of Kri’s abduction was still fresh for both
of them. Phil played a pivotal role in finding her, and Kadyn would never forget
it. 


Patrick’s
voice rose by at least three octaves. “I’ve called your cell phone six times. Haven’t
you received any of my messages?” 


Kadyn
pulled his cell phone out of his pocket. There were no text messages, and no
voice mail appeared pending. “Patrick, text messages are the only thing that
will come through while I’m in the Pentagon. Your voice mail won’t come through
until I leave the building. What’s going on? Where’s Kri? Why were you calling
me?” Kadyn’s voice grew louder with each question.


Patrick
cleared his throat nervously. “Kri didn’t make it into work this morning. I
tried calling her, but I didn’t get an answer on her cell or her house phone. You
know that’s not like her. She calls in when she’s sick or going to be late.”


Kadyn
exploded out of the chair. “What the hell?” 


Phil’s
eyes widened in shock. In all the years he’d known Kadyn, he had never seen him
lose his temper. 


Kadyn
began pacing across Phil’s office as far as the phone cord would allow. He narrowed
his eyes at Phil. “Why don’t you have a wireless headset?” 


Phil
shrugged and switched the phone to speaker, freeing Kadyn to pace across the
entire eight foot office space.


Kadyn
handed Phil the phone and resumed pacing. “Patrick, I left Kri’s apartment at
five o’clock this morning. She was awake when I left, and she was planning to go
into work. Can you get over to her apartment?”


Patrick
sucked in a breath as he steeled himself for another explosion. “Kadyn, I have
to be on the Senate floor with Rockefeller in thirty minutes. There’s no way I
can break away from here… not for a few hours at least.”


Kadyn
groaned. “I cannot believe this. I’m on lockdown over here, Patrick. I can’t
leave.”


“I
know,” Patrick responded. “I’ve seen the news.” Patrick lowered his voice to a
whisper. “You don’t think there’s a connection, do you?”


Kadyn’s
eyes locked on Phil’s as he collapsed into the chair across from Phil’s desk. “Kri
has a stalker with terrorist connections, the Pentagon has been peppered with
bombs, and Kri’s gone missing. Of course there’s a connection.”
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I
felt numb by the time the jet landed in Paris. I adjusted my watch at the
flight attendant’s prompting. I couldn’t believe it was already ten-thirty at
night. 


Michael
kept a firm arm around me as we exited the plane and made our way through Charles
de Gaulle Airport. 


We
were about halfway through the airport when I noticed a flat screen television
suspended on one of the walls. A number of people were gathered around the
television. I couldn’t read the headlines, but there was no mistaking the
building being highlighted in the news story. I stopped and stared at the
images of the Pentagon. Something serious had happened… something serious
enough to garner international attention. My eyes widened in shock. I looked at
Michael. He was standing perfectly still, waiting for my reaction.


Michael
bent his head toward mine. “No one was hurt, ma chérie, just
as I promised… but it is good for you to see what could come of your family,
your lover, and friends if you do not listen to me. I have had seventeen months
to prepare for this moment. I know every person by name… where they live, where
they work, and the businesses they frequent. I may be here with you in Paris,
but I have some incredibly talented friends with unlimited resources. As you
can see, it would take only one phone call from me. You best keep that in mind.”



My
heart sank as I processed the long term implications of Michael’s threat. There
would be no escaping Michael… not ever. If I tried to escape, he’d kill Kadyn
and God only knew who else. 


Michael
resumed walking with his arm wrapped firmly around me. I glanced around
nervously. My shoulders sank. We looked no different than any of the other intimate
couples walking through the airport. Michael’s possessive behavior blended in
here far better than it had in Montana, where we first met. 


I
kept Michael’s words in mind as we made our way through customs. Michael joined
me when the customs officer waved me forward. He then proceeded to answer most
of the questions on the auspice of translating on my behalf. At the end of the
dialogue, Michael made some comment to the customs officer in French that I didn’t
understand. 


The
officer’s eyes raked over me. He chuckled and gave Michael an appraising nod
before stamping our passports and waving us through. 


Michael
bypassed the baggage claim area and walked directly outside, where yet another
limousine was waiting for us. Michael quickly tucked me into the car while
speaking to the driver in French. 


I
gazed out the window of the limousine as we drove past the Eiffel Tower and the
Seine River. I sighed in disappointment at the beautifully lit landmarks.
Michael was not the man I had dreamed of seeing Paris with. Kadyn was. And, yet,
here I was with Michael. The soft rain that was now falling fit my mood perfectly.
Michael’s threat was final. It would ensure that I never saw Kadyn, my friends,
or my family again. 


The
irony that I was being abducted for a second time was not lost on me. Throughout
the flight I relived every horrific detail of my first abduction while trying
to reconcile the fact that Michael was taking me to a foreign country where I
would be much more difficult to find. Michael had resources that far exceeded Justin’s.
After seeing the news story, there could be no doubt that Michael was connected
to some terrorist organization. For this reason alone, Michael maintained a
power to control me that Justin had never possessed. I wouldn’t try to escape,
given the implications for my family and friends, and I was praying that Kadyn and
Dan wouldn’t try to pull off a rescue operation. That would only end up getting
them both killed. 


I
snuck a sidelong glance at Michael, who was sending text messages on his phone.
If Michael was disappointed in my mood, he certainly didn’t show it. He had
been quiet the entire flight, as if he was simply content to be together again.



Michael
must have felt my gaze as it lingered on him. He stopped texting and draped his
right arm casually across the back of our seat. His left hand played absently with
the hem of my skirt. 


My
eyes narrowed irritably. I tried to remove his hand from my leg. 


He
locked his hand around mine and held it in place. 


I
sighed. I knew I was fighting a losing battle. The guy hadn’t stopped touching
me for more than five minutes, as if he now owned the rights to do so. Either
that or he was trying to prevent me from running, recruiting help, or jumping
out of the car. I was hoping he’d give me some space once we arrived at our
destination. I stared sullenly out the window. Notre Dame loomed directly in
front of us, glowing brightly against the night sky.


Michael
finally broke the silence. “Cest beau, non?”


“Yes,
it’s breathtaking,” I admitted reluctantly. I couldn’t pull my eyes from the
massive cathedral. It was beautiful but in a very dark and ominous sort of way.


Michael
pulled me closer. “I will take you to see it, ma chérie. Paris is unlike
any place you have been before. You will fall in love with this city; and in
time, you will fall in love with me.”


I
didn’t bother responding. I had told Michael countless times that I didn’t love
him. If he hadn’t heard me then, he certainly wasn’t going to listen to me now.
I returned my attention to the view in front of me. The driver had doubled back.
We passed by the Seine and what could only be the Louvre Museum, given the
glass pyramid sitting next to the building. 


The
driver made a number of turns onto painfully narrow streets. I couldn’t help
but admire the historic architecture of the buildings surrounding me. As I eyed
the vehicles parked along the street, I was certain the limousine looked a
monstrosity next to the tiny eco-friendly cars and Mopeds. I doubted the driver
would find a parking space large enough to fit the vehicle. 


The
road widened slightly as we drove through an incredibly affluent neighborhood.
I looked at Michael questioningly. 


Michael
seemed to be enjoying my reaction. “This is the triangle d’or, otherwise
known as the Golden Triangle,” he explained. The car stopped in front of a very
large stone mansion. “Bienvenue à
la maison,” he whispered softly. His voice thickened with
emotion as he lifted my hand to his lips. “Welcome home, ma chérie.”


I
stared at him in shock. “You cannot be serious. We can’t possibly be staying
here.”


Michael
frowned. “Oui. This is our home. You do not like it?” 


“Like
it? Michael, this place is a mansion.” I watched as a man exited from the
massive stone house. The driver signaled for him to wait, and he immediately
stopped halfway down the stone stairs leading to our car. 


I
focused my attention on Michael. “How could this possibly be your house?” Although
Michael’s clothing, his watch, and his car had run on the expensive side; his
apartment in Helena had been quite ordinary. And he had a roommate… or at least
a man I presumed was his roommate. Now I wasn’t so sure.


Michael
looked insulted. “You do not think I can afford this?” He waved toward the
place like it was nothing. “I own six properties, three of which are much
grander than this,” he noted irritably.


I
looked at the house and the man suspended on the stairs. I knew that Michael had
grown up in a French boarding school. He had revealed that much on our first
date. So it was possible that Michael came from money and had simply been
keeping a low profile in Montana. Either that or the white collar crimes he was
charged with in Portugal had paid off in a really big way. My eyes returned to
Michael, who was now sulking next to me. “How many rooms are in this place?”


“There
are sixteen bedrooms and fourteen bathrooms,” Michael grumbled, thoroughly
unimpressed.


“Thirty
rooms?” I asked incredulously.


“Non.
That does not include the main living areas, the library, my office, the
kitchens, the pool, or the garden terrace on the second floor.”


My
jaw went slack. I peered back up at the cream colored mansion. The windows were
massive, larger than the average door. The second floor windows were framed
with intricately designed wrought iron balconies, which made me wonder whether
they were windows or French doors that were simply arched at the top. I turned
and looked through the window on Michael’s side of the car. The place had a
view of the Seine and the Eiffel Tower. “Unbelievable,” I muttered.


“Come,”
Michael said. “I’m tired, and we still haven’t eaten.” He spoke abruptly to the
driver. 


The
driver dove from the car and immediately opened Michael’s door. “Monsieur,”
he responded with a sweep of his hand.


Michael
stepped out of the car. He helped me from the car, then linked his fingers with
mine. As annoying as it was, I considered it a marked improvement over the arm
lock he had maintained through Charles de Gaulle Airport. 


The
man on the stairs was suddenly standing in front of us, speaking to Michael. I made
no attempt to understand what he was saying, since he was speaking French. I
was thoroughly distracted by the house and still trying to make sense of it
all. 


The
driver and the man from the stairs disappeared as soon as we entered the house.
I came to a complete stop, too stunned by the white marble foyer to move any
further. A cascade of stairs fell directly in front of us, between two very
large pillars. The stairs led to a large opening at the center of the house,
which presumably had served as a ballroom at some point in time. The ceiling
was vaulted and nearly three stories high. A black piano was gleaming at the
far end of the room, just off to the side of a massive staircase with a
beautifully ornate wrought iron railing. 


Michael
moved in front of me, effectively blocking the view. His eyes softened as he gazed
down at me. He gently caressed my cheek. “Mon coeur, when I purchased
this property, I thought only of sharing it with you. We will be happy here.
You will see.” Michael’s hand cupped the back of my neck as he leaned down and
kissed me on the lips. 


I
stood there, too numb to respond. 


Michael
pulled me against his chest. He twined his fingers through my hair and gently tugged
my head back to deepen the kiss. 


I
wedged my hands between his chest and mine as I struggled to break free. 


Michael
growled menacingly as he locked me in his arms. His hand slid possessively down
my backside as he fit his hips to mine. Guilt warred with desire as Michael’s body
hardened against me. My heart lurched as his tongue swept through my lips in a
provocative kiss. My hands fisted in his shirt. Then my entire body softened as
Michael’s will bent mine.
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Kadyn
sped down I-395. His motorcycle surged forward as he shifted gears. He had left
the Pentagon as soon as he was released from lockdown. He wove in and out of
cars as he shortened the distance between the Pentagon and the apartment
complex where he and Kri both lived. 


He
parked his bike in the no parking zone outside Kri’s apartment and was at her
door in four long strides. Kri had given him a key months ago, but as he went
to unlock the door he found it was already unlocked. Kadyn slowly opened the
door. He froze when he saw Mickey.


She
burst into tears when she saw Kadyn.


He
paused briefly as his eyes scoured the living room and kitchen. He bolted toward
the bedroom, then ducked inside the bathroom looking for Kri. His shoulders
fell when his suspicions were confirmed. 


Kadyn
retrieved a utility knife from the kitchen before approaching Mickey. He spoke
to her in a low, soothing tone. “It’s okay, Mickey. I’m going to cut you
loose.” He quickly cut through the duct tape binding her ankles and wrists. 


Mickey
flung her arms around Kadyn. He held her for a few minutes, then gently pulled
away. He captured her eyes with his as he spoke. “We need to get this duct tape
off your mouth, but it’s going to hurt. Do you want me to do it, or do you want
to do it?”


Mickey
looked down at her hands. They were trembling violently. She pressed her hand
against Kadyn’s chest and peered up at him pleadingly. 


Kadyn
nodded. “Okay. I’ll do it. Please bear with me, Mickey.” He worked the tape off
her mouth as gently as he could. He winced when he saw how raw the skin was underneath.



Mickey
began sobbing as soon as the tape was off. Kadyn picked her up and took her to
the couch. He retrieved a box of tissue from the bathroom before joining her on
the couch. He brushed her long gold and black braids out of her face as he
gently dried her tears. 


Kadyn
waited to question Mickey until after her hands stopped shaking. His jaw
clenched as he resisted the urge to question her about Kri. “Mickey, are you
okay? Were you hurt?”


Mickey’s
voice cracked. “No. He didn’t hurt me.”


Kadyn
rose from the couch. He walked to the kitchen and poured Mickey a glass of
water. “Who did this to you?”


“Michael,”
she whispered.


Kadyn
closed his eyes against the sound of his name. He took a deep breath as he
tried to ease the pounding in his chest, his head, and ears. Mickey had told Kadyn
about Michael Garcia stalking Kri the first night he met Kri. Kadyn hadn’t been
the same since. Kri’s vulnerability triggered his protective streak, and in the
months that followed, she had completely stolen his heart. “He took her,” Kadyn
said as he opened his eyes. It was more a statement than a question.


“Yes,”
Mickey confirmed. “And he had a message for you.”


Kadyn
froze. He stood between the kitchen and the living room with Mickey’s glass of
water clenched tightly in his hand.


Mickey
cleared her throat. “He said you should not attempt to find her. If you do, his
friends will take yours out one by one.”


Kadyn
handed Mickey the water as he sank next to her on the couch.


Mickey
took a sip of water. “There’s more,” she warned, lowering the glass. “He said Kri
belongs to him, and he will destroy everything and everyone you love if you
attempt to take her from him.”


Kadyn
blew out a breath as his head fell back against the couch. He didn’t doubt that
Garcia had the resources and the power to carry out the threats. He was certain
the car bombs at the Pentagon were his doing. Garcia wanted to create a
diversion, and he wanted to ensure Kadyn wouldn’t interfere with his plans to
kidnap Kri. 


Kadyn
rose from the couch. He walked around the coffee table and began pacing across
the living room. “How many times can one woman be abducted?” he asked
irritably. One of Kri’s coworkers from Montana had kidnapped and dragged
her off to a remote cabin in Trout Lake, Washington seven months ago. Justin Morris
was an amateur, and the trail he’d left behind had been easy to follow. Still,
it had taken Kadyn and his friends four days to find Kri. She had been badly
beaten, and the guy had tried to rape her. Morris was still in jail awaiting
trial. 


Kadyn
had thought it was Garcia who had kidnapped her back in November. He hadn’t
known Morris’s history of sexually assaulting Kri. Kadyn recruited Dan, a
Vietnam vet who was a friend of Kri’s, to help locate Garcia, but Dan couldn’t track
the guy down. Dan worked as a skip tracer for some time after returning from
Vietnam, and the man had some serious skills. If Dan couldn’t find Garcia then,
he wasn’t likely to find him now. Garcia had no reason to hide back in November.
But now? He had every reason to hide. 


Kadyn
stopped pacing when he realized what he was up against. He had no doubt that Garcia
was connected to a terrorist organization, not after what happened at the
Pentagon. The threat posed by Morris was nothing compared to Garcia. 


Mickey
rose from the couch. “Do you think we should call the police?”


Kadyn
carefully considered the question. He shook his head. “No. The police will be
of little use.” He pulled the cell phone from his pocket, scrolled through the
names, and quickly hit send. 


Phil
answered on the first ring. “Did you find her?”


“No.
I need the name and number of the individuals heading up the bomb investigation
for the Pentagon Force Protection Agency and the Department of Homeland
Security.” 


“I
think that e-mail they sent out had the names of the investigators. Hold on.
I’ll take a look.” Kadyn could hear Phil typing on his computer. “Okay. I have two
names. I’ll text the information to your cell phone now.”


“Thanks,
Phil. I’ll call you back as soon as I can.” Kadyn disconnected the call. As
soon as Phil’s text came through, he dialed his phone again.


Captain
Graves from the Pentagon Force Protection Agency and six federal investigators from
the Department of Homeland Security were crammed into Kri’s tiny apartment an
hour later. Kadyn quickly explained why he felt the bombs planted at the
Pentagon were connected to Kri’s abduction. 


Mickey
confirmed Kadyn’s theory in her statement to the officers. She had overheard
Michael threaten Kri with blowing up the cars at the Pentagon if she didn’t come
with him. 


Kadyn
didn’t doubt that Kri would cooperate under those circumstances. He was certain
a threat like that would ensure her cooperation for a very long time. Kadyn
raked his hand over his smoothly shaven head. “I’ll never get her back.”


“Don’t
worry, son. We’ll find her. I’ll make sure her picture is televised by every national
and international news network. Someone is bound to recognize her,” Captain
Graves responded reassuringly.


Kadyn
shook his head. “Respectfully, sir, I don’t think that’s a very good idea.”


Captain
Graves looked surprised. He studied Kadyn before assessing the reaction of the
other investigators in the room. “Why don’t you want her picture televised?”


“If
we keep this out of the news, Garcia will eventually let his guard down. From
what I’ve heard, he’s an arrogant man. If we let him believe he’s gotten away
with this, then he’ll get careless. If he sees her picture in the news, then he’ll
work even harder to keep her concealed. That reduces her opportunities to
escape.” Kadyn doubted Kri would try to escape if she thought it would cause
other people harm, but he wanted to keep that option open for her. 


“So
how do you propose we proceed?” Captain Graves inquired curiously.


Kadyn
looked at Mickey. “Assuming Mickey is willing to keep what happened quiet, so
it doesn’t get picked up in the news, then I say look for Kri, but don’t advertise
that you’re looking for her.”


Captain
Graves looked thoughtful as his attention shifted to Mickey. 


Mickey
eyed the federal agents nervously before meeting Kadyn’s gaze. “I’ll do
whatever I can to help you find Kri. I can keep this quiet, but people are
aware that I’ve been missing all day. You’re going to have to help me come up
with a story to explain that. I don’t want to lose my job.”


Captain
Graves nodded. “We can do that.”


Kadyn
breathed a sigh of relief. Hopefully, this would give them a chance to find Kri.
He didn’t think Garcia would hurt her, but if he was involved with terrorists,
he might not be able to protect her from his friends. Kadyn winced at the
thought of terrorists getting their hands on Kri… a blond haired, blue-eyed,
all-American girl, working in the U.S. Senate. Kri represented everything they
hated. They could easily decide to make an example out of her. 


Kadyn
sank onto the couch. His voice broke as he spoke. “I promised to keep her safe.
I promised that no one would ever hurt her again.” This would be the second
time that promise was broken.          





[bookmark: _Toc378539489]Chapter 5 – This
I promise you


Michael’s
kiss left me physically shaken and deeply disturbed. I couldn’t reconcile the
way my body was responding to him against what my brain was telling me to do. I
wanted Kadyn, not Michael... loved Kadyn, not Michael. I knew
that in my head and in my heart, but my body was an entirely different story.
Everything about Michael screamed danger… passion… predator. It always had. For
reasons completely outside my understanding, that smoldering combination seduced
my body in ways I found difficult to resist. 


Michael
gently pulled me toward the stairs. “Ma chérie, I can see you are tired.
Come, let me show you to the bedroom.”


“The
bedroom,” I repeated numbly.


Michael
tucked my hand in the crook of his arm as he led me upstairs. “Oui, the
cook will bring our dinner to the room shortly.”


“The
cook?”


“Mon
coeur, you didn’t think I would make you cook?” Michael teased lightly. 


I
didn’t know what to think. The place was so unexpected and unlike any home I’d
ever been in before. Even Senator Rockefeller’s house paled in comparison. Michael
was a complete contradiction. One minute he was tying one of my friend’s up with
duct tape and threatening to kill people. The next minute he was kissing me and
presenting me with a house… only it wasn’t a house, it was a mansion with
servants.


My
fingers trailed over the beautiful metal railing as we made our way up the
second flight of stairs. The stair railing swirled into a delicate pattern of
intermingling loops just like the railing I’d seen on the balconies outside. Once
we reached the top of the stairs, Michael turned to the left and escorted me
down a long hallway that was lined with rooms on either side. All of the doors
were closed except one. Light spilled into the hallway from a room at the far
end of the house. 


Michael
read my thoughts. “You can see the rest of the house tomorrow, once you have
recovered from the trip.” 


I
stopped just inside the doorway. The bedroom was larger than my entire
apartment. There was a massive four poster bed in the center of the room. The dark
walnut headboard and the posts at each corner were carved with an intricate leaf
pattern. Reams of gauzy white material were gathered at each of the posts and
draped seductively over the top. The thick comforter on the bed was also white,
and it appeared to be filled with down. 


The
walls on either end of the room were lined with large windows that curved at
the top. The windows had handles like French doors so you could step out onto the
small balconies. The floor was marble, but a very large French tapestry rug
anchored the bed. The rug had an ivory scroll pattern that was woven into a
caramel backdrop with accents the color of evergreen trees and a deep merlot. 


I
couldn’t resist turning around so I could see the entire room. There were three
sitting areas. Two were tucked next to the windows on either end of the room.
Each of these sitting areas included a plush caramel colored rug, two brown
leather chairs, and a dark walnut coffee table. The third sitting area was
located directly in front of a large marble fireplace. It included a brown
leather couch flanked on either side by matching leather chairs. 


The
area in front of the fireplace included a much larger coffee table. Again, all
of the furniture was arranged around a plush caramel colored rug. A fire was already
lit and gently crackling inside the fire place. The room maintained a soft glow
between the fire and three stained glass Tiffany floor lamps. As I stepped a
bit further into the room, I noticed a doorway off to the far left of the
fireplace and another doorway off to the right of the door we had just entered
through. 


Michael
pointed to the doorway to the left of the fireplace. “La salle de bain.”


“The
bathroom?” I confirmed.


Michael
nodded, then pointed to the other door. “Le placard.”


“The
closet,” I guessed. 


Michael
smiled as he motioned toward the closet. “Oui. Go look.”


I
walked to the doorway, then stood gaping at the closet. It was larger than my
living room. Countless men’s suits and white long sleeved shirts lined the wall
on the right, but dresses, skirts, and blouses lined the wall on the left. Walnut
drawers were nestled under the clothes. The walls easily ran fifteen feet deep
and twenty feet apart. A thick burgundy rug lay in the center of the closet.
The entire back wall held built in shelves filled with shoes. Men’s dress shoes
lined the right side of the shelves, while women’s dress shoes lined the left
in every color imaginable. 


I
took a few steps into the closet, helpless to resist its pull. My eyes returned
to the dresses. They were organized by color. My fingers stroked the rainbow of
fabric, just as Michael nuzzled my neck. 


He
wrapped his arms around me. “Ils sont
pour toi. C'est
bien, oui?” 


“For
me?” I asked incredulously. I examined one of the tags. It read size thirty-eight,
but the dress appeared to be no larger than a size six, which was exactly my
size. 


“The
French size their clothes differently than the Americans do. Do not worry, ma
chérie. All of these clothes will fit you. I purchased them in your size… the
shoes too,” Michael stated confidently.


I
stared down at my feet. How could Michael know my shoe size? We had only been
on four dates when he proposed. He was so upset when I turned him down and refused
to see him again that I had to get a restraining order against him. Although he
had sent numerous e-mails and post cards professing his love, I hadn’t seen him
in over a year. Now I was standing in his arms looking at an entire wall of
clothes that he had purchased exclusively for me. “Seulement toi,” I murmured,
repeating Michael’s words from earlier.


Michael
tightened his arms around me. “Only you,” he whispered seductively in my ear.


My
eyes narrowed. There was something odd about the clothes. “There aren’t any pants?”


Michael
chuckled softly. “Why would you want to dress like a man? You have beautiful
legs. I want to see them.” 


As
much as I wanted to debate that point, I had a far more pressing concern. I turned
around to look at Michael. “There are men’s clothes?”


His
hands settled on my hips as he pulled me against him. An amused look flitted
across his face. “Oui. They are mine.”


I
took a deep breath as I readied myself for battle. “Michael, do you intend for
us to sleep in the same room?”


Michael
looked surprised. “Of course, mon coeur. You belong with me.”


I
pulled away. As large as the closet was, I was finding it extremely difficult
to breathe. “But, Michael, there are sixteen rooms in this house…”


Michael
put his hand up to stop me. “Those rooms are for guests. You are not a guest.
You belong with me, here, in this room.” Michael crossed his arms
stubbornly as he tried to end the debate. “This is not negotiable, Kristine.” 


I
didn’t know whether to cry or scream. I pushed past Michael. I wanted to put
some distance between us, but he followed me into the bedroom. The room spun as
I grappled with my predicament. How could I negotiate with Michael when he held
all the power? He was willing to kill people to get what he wanted. If I
refused to comply, would he threaten to kill Kadyn again? And if sleeping in
the same room wasn’t negotiable, then what was negotiable?


My
heart beat hard and fast. Then it hit me. There would be no refusing Michael. I
couldn’t refuse him a single thing. My eyes widened in understanding as I
turned to face him. 


Michael
caught my arm and pulled me against his chest. His voice was soft and low, the
words a mere caress. “Mon amour, I do not want to fight with you, but I
will fight for you. I want only for us to be together.” His eyes
softened as his lips brushed against mine. “Je
t'aime…
I love you, Kristine. All I’m asking for is a chance to prove it to you.” 


I
tried to respond, but Michael silenced me with another kiss. His tongue swept
through my mouth in long seductive strokes. My eyes fluttered closed as he
consumed me in a kiss that was utterly intoxicating. My eyes flew open when he
began backing me toward the bed. I shoved at his chest, forcefully breaking the
kiss. 


Michael
had a confused look on his face, as if thoroughly perplexed by my ability to
resist him. His brow furrowed in frustration. His lips crashed against mine as
he gathered me back into his arms. I tried to remain unresponsive, but my
resolve crumbled as he began coaxing me with his tongue. I nearly whimpered my submission.


I
managed to pull away just as an older woman breezed into the room. She was
carrying a large tray with a silver dome-shaped lid. A young girl, who looked
to be somewhere around the age of twelve, trailed behind her carrying a bottle
of sparkling mineral water and a bottle of red wine. “Bonsoir,” they greeted
breathily.


“Bonsoir,”
Michael replied, although his eyes remained on me. “The cook and her
granddaughter,” he explained as they hustled toward the fireplace.


They
set the tray, bottled water, and wine on the coffee table in front of the
fireplace. The older woman opened the wine. Then she pulled white linen
napkins, two wine glasses, and two tumblers from pockets in her white apron. She
worked efficiently as she set everything up. Her silver hair was piled
elegantly at the top of her head. Her skin looked much younger than her hair
suggested. Her figure was trim and tall, and her dress was every bit as nice as
anything I owned. 


The
cook’s granddaughter poured the water. She had dark brown eyes and even darker hair,
which was woven into an intricate French braid. She was wearing a pretty floral
dress. They both murmured, “Bon
appétit,” and bowed slightly in our direction before
they turned and walked away. 


“Merci,”
Michael responded before returning his attention to me. “Why don’t you take a
few minutes to wash up before we sit down to eat? The wine needs some time to
breathe.” 


“Thank
you,” I responded shakily. I walked to the bathroom, still anxious to gain some
distance from Michael. I froze just inside the door. The same fireplace that
was crackling inside the bedroom extended into the bathroom. A huge Jacuzzi tub
sat directly in front of the fireplace. The bathtub was nestled inside brown,
copper, and black flecked marble. There was no faucet and no handles for hot or
cold water. A bronze disc in the ceiling was positioned directly over the tub.
I could only assume that the water came from the ceiling, although I had no
idea how one would control the temperature or the flow. A beautifully upholstered
fainting couch was tucked against the back of the bathtub. Plush brown rugs anchored
the sides. 


I
tore my eyes from the bathtub and gaped at the rest of the room. Three large windows
formed the exterior wall. The opposite wall held a large tiled shower with glass
doors, two showerheads, and twelve jets. Next to the shower, there were two
walnut cabinets topped with the same marble that surrounded the bathtub. Square,
white bowls formed the sinks. Brushed bronze faucets dipped inside the bowls.
In the back of the bathroom were two private toilets, each with its own louvered
wood door. Walnut shelves were nestled between the two toilets. The shelves
contained rolls of towels and washcloths and baskets filled with magazines, soaps,
and other toiletries. Thick white bathrobes hung on either side of the shelves.



I
walked to the sink to wash my hands, then stilled at the sight of my
reflection. Long blond waves fell below my shoulders, just as they always had,
but the pale face staring back at me was unrecognizable. My lips were still
swollen from Michael’s kiss and my cheeks were flushed, but my blue eyes looked
haunted and sad. “Michael isn’t the only contradiction,” I whispered as I began
washing my hands. 


When
I looked back up in the mirror I discovered Michael leaning in the doorway with
a concerned look on his face. “Are you okay, mon coeur?”


I
shook my head as a single tear slid down my cheek. “No.” I turned around and leaned
against the sink as Michael closed the distance between us. 


He
gently kissed my tear stained cheek. “You’re exhausted. I’ll wash up so we can
eat.”  


I
was beyond exhausted, but I was also very hungry. Michael had taken me to the
airport before breakfast, and I had refused to eat on the plane. I hadn’t eaten
a single thing the entire day. The lack of food had left me feeling shaky and
weak, and it appeared to be compromising my ability to think. I took a deep
breath and tried to reign in the tears I was still struggling to keep at bay. I
had to keep it together just a little while longer, at least long enough to eat.


I
walked to the back of the bathroom to look inside the basket of toiletries. I
was in desperate need of a toothbrush. I returned to the sink as Michael began
drying his hands. “Do you happen to have a toothbrush and some toothpaste I
could use?”


“Yes,
of course. Your toothbrush is right here.” Michael opened a drawer under the
sink where I was standing. 


I
reached for the toothbrush, then froze. The drawer was filled with my favorite
toothpaste, face lotion, cleanser, and makeup. I forgot all about the
toothbrush as I reached for an unopened box of perfume. Bvlgari Omnia Green
Jade? The perfume and all the other items in the drawer were the exact same
brands I used at home. I set the perfume back inside the drawer. “How do you know
my sizes and the products I use?” 


Michael
shrugged. “I watched you shop.” 


I
eyed him suspiciously. “Was today the first time you were in my apartment?” 


“Oui,
ma chérie. Now, please, can we go eat?” Michael didn’t wait for a
response. He placed his hand at the small of my back and led me back into the bedroom.
He pulled the table away from the couch and sat down on the rug. I tried to sit
in one of the chairs, but he reached for my hand and pulled me alongside him on
the floor. 


I
scooted a few inches away from Michael and leaned against the base of the
couch. My eyes were immediately drawn to the crackling fire. The fireplace was
real, and it was putting out a lot more heat than the gas versions I had grown
accustomed to in Virginia. The heat was soothing and already coaxing me to
sleep. My thoughts drifted as I stared at the glowing embers. 


I
couldn’t believe that Michael had been following me, and I hadn’t caught him
doing it, not even once. I had suspected he was in DC when he sent an e-mail lamenting
the fact I was dating another man. He claimed that Kadyn could never love me as
much as he did and warned I would soon be back in his arms. He swore that
nothing would keep us apart. I glanced at Michael as I reflected on the e-mail.
He had certainly made good on that promise.


Michael
handed me a glass of wine. “Santé.”


I
remembered the toast from our first date. “To your health,” I repeated without even
thinking. 


Michael
tipped his glass against mine. His gaze drifted toward the fireplace as he drank
the wine. 


I
raised the glass to my lips and took a small sip. The wine tasted of ripe
berries, black pepper, and something reminiscent of cigar smoke. “It’s nice,” I
commented, more out of habit than anything. I examined the wine in my glass a
bit more closely. I wondered how much I could risk drinking. I knew it would dull
my pain, but I feared that drinking too much would leave me even more
vulnerable to Michael. I took another sip and relished the warmth that spread
through my chest as the alcohol hit my empty stomach.


“Côtes-du-Rhône Rouge,” Michael explained while softly
swirling the wine in his glass. The flames from the fireplace danced in the crystal
facets, then reflected against his ridiculously handsome face. Michael
took another drink before setting his glass on the table. As he lifted the lid from
the silver tray, the smell of lobster quickly filled the air. A basket of large,
flaky croissants was nestled between two steaming bowls of lobster bisque soup.
Two small plates of cheese and champagne grapes were set off to the side of
each of the bowls. “Bon
appétit,” Michael encouraged softly.


I
was too hungry to refuse the food. By the time we finished the soup, Michael had
visibly relaxed. I hadn’t noticed the tension in him earlier. I was too busy battling
my own emotions, but the difference in him was clearly noticeable now. He
should have felt stressed. Thousands of lives were threatened, and he had to
bank on the fact that his threat was sufficient to ensure my cooperation. I
studied Michael. How far was he planning to push me with this threat? Would he
expect me to succumb to his every whim? 


As
I sipped on my wine, I wondered whether Michael would eventually tire of me. It
was quite possible that he was pursuing me simply because I rejected him. After
what I witnessed today, I was certain that Michael was used to getting what he
wanted. Possessions and power were clearly important to him. So, would he try
to maintain his hold on me regardless; or if I offered little resistance, would
he get bored and let me go? I turned the idea in my head. Resistance hadn’t
proven a good strategy for me in the past. It had only led to more pain and violence
from my ex-husband and from Justin when he kidnapped me.


I
turned and eyed the bed behind me. Was I willing to give Michael everything
he wanted? Did I even have a choice? I turned back around to stare at the
fire, hoping to find some answers there. Finally, I looked at Michael. He was quietly
watching me over the top of his wine glass. 


I
took a deep breath as I attempted to establish some boundaries. “I will not
sleep with you, Michael.” I said it as firmly as a person could to someone who
was willing to kill thousands of people to get his way.


Michael
looked amused. “Sleep with me? What do you mean? Sex?” 


I
was certain my face turned red. I could feel the heat flooding my cheeks. “Yes,
Michael, sex. I will sleep in this room… in this bed with you… but I will not have
sex with you.” Like an idiot, I thought that sleeping in the same bed together might
appear to be a compromise.


Michael
chuckled softly. “I will respect your wish tonight, mon coeur, as it is
late and we are both tired from the trip.” Michael leaned over and kissed me on
the cheek before whispering seductively in my ear. “But I can also promise you
this, mon amour. Soon, there will be no part of your body that I
have not caressed and kissed. You will want me more than you have wanted
anything or anyone. Then, and only then, will we make love.” 





[bookmark: _Toc378539490]Chapter 6 –
Come home


Kadyn
didn’t bother going home. When the federal agents cleared out of Kri’s apartment,
he called Patrick to let him know what he had found. He asked Patrick to relay
the information to Senator Rockefeller but asked that he tell the other staff
members that Kri was sick. He wanted to minimize the chances the kidnapping
would be leaked to the news media.


Kadyn
changed into some fleece pants that he kept at Kri’s place and collapsed on her
bed, the same bed they shared most nights. Her pillows still smelled of her
perfume and the lavender scented shampoo she used in her hair. Kadyn reached
for Kri’s pillow and tucked it against his chest. Hours passed before Kadyn finally
fell asleep. When he did, he was still clutching Kri’s pillow to his chest.


*
* * * * *


Kadyn
woke early the next morning. He stayed in bed for a good hour, unwilling to
part from the only place where he could still feel Kri. He thought about where things
had stood between them when she disappeared. Kri hadn’t known it, but he had
been planning to propose. They had only been together for ten months, and he
knew she needed time to heal from her abusive marriage and from Morris’s
abduction. So he had been waiting for the right time. He had assumed they had
all the time in the world. And now? She was gone.


Kadyn
sat up and leaned against the headboard as he sifted through the long list of
things he needed to do. He wasn’t planning to call Kri’s family or her friends
in Montana. He was going to put that off for as long as possible, let them
think she was safe for as long as he could. Kri left her purse and her cell
phone behind, so he’d know when people started leaving messages and getting
concerned. 


Kadyn
turned off the alarm he had set for work. Then he called Phil.


The
phone only rang once. “Kadyn, you were supposed to call me back last night.
What the hell happened?”


“Phil,
you haven’t told anyone that Kri is missing have you?”


“Only
Marie,” Phil responded warily. “Why?”


Kadyn
chalked that up as unavoidable since Marie was Phil’s wife. “Okay. I’m going to
let Cenia, Roger, and Mason know tonight after work. I don’t want it going any
further than that.”


“Do
you mind telling me what’s going on?” Phil prodded a bit irritably.


Kadyn
blew out a long breath. “She’s been kidnapped, again.” 


Phil
sighed. He had suspected as much. “Any connection to the bombs at the Pentagon?”


“The
two events are definitely connected. The bombs at the Pentagon were intended to
send me a message and to keep me sufficiently engaged so I couldn’t intervene.”



“I’d
say that was a remarkably effective diversion. “I’m assuming Justin Morris hasn’t
secured his release from jail and taken her again…”


Kadyn
shook his head. “No. This is Michael Garcia’s work. He made sure I would know
it was him.”


“How
so?” Phil asked curiously.


“He
left me a present at Kri’s house, all tied up with duct tape for a bow.”


The
phone line grew quiet as Phil waited for further explanation.


“He
left our lease officer tied up here so she could give me a message.”


“And
the message was….” Phil prompted impatiently.


“That
everyone I know and love will die if I try to find her.”


“Holy
shit,” Phil breathed out. 


“And
this guy has the means to carry it out. He allegedly has ties to some terrorist
group.”


“And
that’s where I come in?” Phil asked, already knowing the answer.


“Yes.
That’s where you come in. I need you to dig up everything you can on Michael
Garcia, identify any other names he might use, and try to pinpoint which
terrorist network he is involved with.”


Phil
sighed. “That’s a tall order, my friend.”


Kadyn
closed his eyes. He’d rather not think about how impossible his request was. He
took a deep breath and continued. “Use a secure network. I don’t want anyone
getting wind of this. You can tell Marie but no one else. We need to keep this
out of the news, otherwise he’ll hide her some place I’ll never find her.”


“I
understand,” Phil responded. “I’m really sorry, buddy. I know how much you love
her, and with everything you two have been through...” Phil’s voice trailed
off.


Kadyn
nodded even though Phil couldn’t see him. “I do love her, but I’ve failed her
twice now. Why can’t I keep her safe?” 


“I
don’t know, Kadyn, but if anyone can find her it’s you,” Phil said encouragingly.


“Thanks,
Phil,” Kadyn responded before ending the call. He leaned back against the
headboard. Phil was incredibly skilled in cyber security and
counter-intelligence. If there was any information to be found on Garcia, Phil
would find it. 


Kadyn
reached for Kri’s pillow and inhaled deeply, smelling her perfume one last time
before he forced himself from the bed. He wasn’t going to find her here. If he
wanted Kri home, he was going to have to go get her. Michael Garcia had
seriously underestimated him if he thought that threat would stop him from
searching for Kri. 





[bookmark: _Toc378539491]Chapter 7 -
All Cried Out


I
woke with a start. I sat up and looked around the room, which was now bathed in
soft sunlight. Michael was nowhere to be seen. Relief bled into sadness as I
fell back against the thick feather pillows. The tears came hard and fast. Why
does this keep happening to me? First Tom, then Justin, and now Michael.
Every single one of them had robbed me of my life in one way or another. Tom
and Justin had hurt me. Would Michael hurt me too?


I
rolled to my side and curled into a tight ball. I missed Kadyn so much it hurt.
It felt like an invisible hand was squeezing every last ounce of blood from my
heart. How could I ensure Kadyn’s safety when I knew full well he’d come for
me? The thought that I might never see him again… the thought that he could be
killed because of me… that he might already be dead… each dark thought tore mercilessly
at my heart. I reached for a pillow and pulled it over my head as I began to sob.


I
eventually found myself standing in the center of the bathroom, with no memory
of how I’d come to be there. I shook my head, then walked to the shelves to
retrieve the lavender bath salts I had spotted last night. I programmed the
water for the bathtub using the small electronic panel that Michael had shown
me before we went to bed. The panel had been secreted under the tile alongside
the tub. The musky scent of lavender filled the air as I sprinkled the bath salts
into the warm water. I had long relied on lavender candles, shampoo, lotions,
and bath oils to relax, but I knew it was going to take a lot more than
lavender to soothe me now. I slipped out of the black silk nightgown that
Michael had given me and sank into the steaming water.


I
closed my eyes and took a deep breath as I tried to relax. I hadn’t slept well
with Michael sleeping next to me, and the hours I’d just spent crying had left
me feeling even more fatigued. Still, it didn’t matter how wrecked I felt. I
was going to have to deal with Michael sooner or later. An endless amount of
questions were eating at me, and he was the only one who could provide the answers.
I sighed heavily as I ran the sea sponge over my arms and legs. If only I could
go to sleep, wake up, and discover this was all a bad dream. 


I
reached for the shampoo, poured a generous amount in my hand, and massaged it
into my scalp. I closed my eyes and sank into the silky water as I rinsed the
soap out. I worked the conditioner into my hair and reclined against the back
of the tub. I sank back into the water as I rinsed the conditioner out. I
huffed out a breath when I realized I hadn’t thought to grab a towel. I climbed
out of the tub and walked gingerly across the bathroom. I quickly towel dried
my hair and wrapped myself in the towel. I threw another towel on the floor. I
nudged it toward the tub with my foot so I could soak up the trail of water I
had left behind.


I
slipped into the smaller of the two robes and rifled through the drawers until
I found a comb. I gently worked the knots out of my hair. I dusted a thin layer
of makeup over my face and brushed some mascara on my lashes in an effort to
hide my red rimmed eyes. I wasn’t trying to look pretty for Michael, but I
didn’t want him to know I’d been crying. I was certain that if he knew how
vulnerable I really felt, he’d find some way to use that to his advantage.


I
peeked inside the bedroom. “No Michael,” I breathed with relief. I wanted
to talk to him but not until I was fully clothed. I crossed the room and ducked
inside the closet. I quickly glanced over the clothes. I settled on a teal sundress
when what I really wanted was a pair of baggy sweats. I searched through the
drawers for panties and a matching bra. Then I snagged a pair of heels that resembled
a watercolor painting in teal, coral, and ivory. I had to admit, Michael had
exceptional taste in clothes. Everything fit perfectly. I still couldn’t
believe Michael had figured out the correct sizes simply by watching me shop.


My
hair was still damp when I opened the bedroom door and stepped directly into an
incredibly broad chest. Michael was built but not this built. I looked up at
the towering man. He was trying to look stern, but he was failing miserably. He
took a step back and crossed his arms in front of his chest. He was wearing
black cargo pants and a black short sleeved t-shirt, which appeared to be
painted on. He had light brown eyes and caramel colored skin like Michael. His
long dark hair was pulled back into a neat ponytail. 


His
eyes briefly took me in. “Bonjour, Madame Stone.” The deep, rich
tone of his voice sent goose bumps skittering across my arms.


“Bonjour,”
I responded hesitantly. I wasn’t entirely sure the greeting was appropriate
when I’d just plowed into someone I didn’t know.


The
man’s eyes softened as he met my gaze. “Monsieur Garcia has requested that you remain
upstairs until his meeting has concluded on the main floor.”


I
immediately pictured a throng of gun-toting terrorists milling about
downstairs. “Oh, okay…” I stammered. “I don’t want to interrupt his meeting.” I
eyed the man in front of me. “Your English is quite good. Do you mind telling
me who you are?”


“My
name is Rafael. Monsieur Garcia assigned me to you for your protection. He felt
it prudent that your bodyguard speak English.” Rafael unfolded his arms and began
texting on his phone. “Breakfast will be delivered to your room shortly.”


I
shifted nervously as I glanced down the hall. I knew Michael had some dangerous
connections, but I hadn’t anticipated having a bodyguard. I had been hoping to
track Michael down so I could talk to him. But now? I didn’t know what to do. The
bedroom was hardly a prison cell, but I had no desire to stay locked up in my
room. Finally, I spoke. “Would it be possible to have breakfast in the
library?”


He
smiled. “Sure. The library is located on the second floor, next to the garden
terrace. I’ll show you there.” Rafael turned and walked down the hallway. He sent
another text message before tucking the phone inside his pocket. 


I
trailed after Rafael, but he shortened his stride so we were walking alongside
one another. I gave the staircase a wide berth as we crossed over into the
other wing. I didn’t want to risk being seen by anyone downstairs. 


The
tension in my back and shoulders eased when we entered the library. It wasn’t
so much the books as it was the smell of coffee that I found comforting. A tray
of food was sitting on a small coffee table, which was nestled between two
oversized leather chairs and a very large window.


Rafael
removed the lid from the tray and examined the food. “Bon appétit,” he remarked before
walking out of the room. The doors closed softly behind him. I could only
assume he remained standing on the other side. 


I
stared at the tray of food. Was he curious about what I was eating or
questioning the safety of the food? As my eyes shifted toward the door, I
wondered whether he had truly been assigned for my protection. I had presumed Michael
had hired him to prevent me from escaping. My curiosity flitted between Rafael
and the books. 


I
looked around the library. An insane number of books lined the walls from ceiling
to floor. My fingers skimmed over the books while I perused the shelves. A good
portion of the books were written in French. Some had Spanish or Portuguese
titles, but very few were written in English. 


I
searched the shelves for some time before stumbling across a book that I
thought might offer answers to some of the questions still swirling around my
mind. The book was sitting on a large table in the center of the room. My
fingertips lingered over the gold embossing before I picked the book up and
settled into one of the oversized chairs. 


I
wasn’t hungry, but I was eager to try the coffee that had been beckoning me
from the moment I had entered the room. I reached for the carafe and poured the
dark, life saving elixir into a cup that was entirely too small for my liking.
I lifted the cup and breathed in the rich earthy aroma as I took a small sip.
The coffee slid decadently across my tongue. I took two more sips, then closed
my eyes as I savored the soothing effect.


I
drank two cups of coffee before turning my attention to the book. I sifted through
the pages until I found the section I was looking for. I lost all track of time
as I fell into the book. 


“Bonjour,
mon coeur. I see you have found my Bible.” 


I
glanced up as Michael’s voice rolled over me. He was leaning casually in the
doorway, as if he had been standing there for quite some time. Interestingly
enough, Rafael was nowhere to be seen. 


Michael
crossed the room in four long strides. He reached for my hand as he knelt in
front of me. “Why are you reading the Bible?” he asked with some concern. 


My
eyes met his. “I thought it might help.” I glanced back down at the Bible. Of
all the questions that had been concerning me, there was one question that
troubled me most. Michael had threatened thousands of lives in an effort to
force me here. He renewed that threat when we landed in Paris. I knew what
could happen if I refused to cooperate. As horrifying and manipulative as that
threat was, I made the choice to walk away from Kadyn, my friends, and my
family in an effort to protect them and countless others. I couldn’t live with
the knowledge that my selfishness might cost others their lives, but I was
still questioning whether I could do this in the long term. Could I walk away
from my life, my values, and self-respect and give Michael everything?
Would God expect this of me if it meant saving others? 


After
reading through the scriptures and praying, I had found my answer. God had
sacrificed his own son to save millions. Jesus sacrificed everything. My
sacrifice would be nothing compared to that. Besides, there was still the
remote possibility that if I cooperated and gave Michael everything he asked
for, that he would no longer enjoy the challenge that my resistance presented.
He could tire of me and let me go.


I
looked back down at Michael. Concern was now etched across his handsome face. Did
he suspect my moral dilemma? I set the Bible aside with a small sigh, still
hesitant to accept my fate. 


Michael
frowned as he eyed the untouched food. “Ma chérie, surely you will not
make me beg for you to eat?” He pulled the phone from his pocket and sent a
quick text before pulling me to my feet. “Come, I want to show you something.
The cook will bring a warm tray up for the both of us.” 


Michael
twined his fingers with mine as he led me into the garden terrace. I stumbled
when I saw the glass ceiling. Michael steadied me. “Do you like it?”


I
stood gaping at the breathtaking array of flowering plants. When I finally looked
down to see what had caused me to lose my footing, I found the flooring had
been replaced by grass. Smooth stepping stones led in three different
directions. “It’s beautiful,” I breathed.


Michael
smiled, obviously pleased with my response. He nudged me forward so we could
wander through cascading roses, orchids, and hibiscus. The floral scented air
was intoxicating. We walked through the entire garden before Michael navigated me
to a mosaic table and two intricately designed chairs that were secreted next
to a large rock waterfall. A tray of food was sitting on the table. 


Michael
pulled a chair out for me before settling into the other chair. He opened the
lid to the tray and handed me a small plate with a savory smelling omelet. He took
the second omelet for himself before moving the tray to a rock ledge next to
the table. He glanced at me as he poured the coffee. 


I
scowled at the small cup. “Why are your coffee cups so small?”


Michael
laughed as he handed me one of the cups. “This is a demitasse. French
coffee is much stronger and richer than the coffee served in the United States.
We don’t water it down like you do, so we don’t need large cups. I think you’ll
find this coffee is far superior to the coffee you’ve been drinking. Trust me. You
won’t miss the large cups.”


I
set the cup down. I wasn’t about to give Michael the satisfaction of seeing
just how much I enjoyed the coffee, which I had already sampled in the library.
I was a bit annoyed with his condescending response, but I at least recognized
my own rudeness in criticizing the cups. I glanced at Michael as I cut into the
omelet. “Bon appétit,”
I murmured in some misguided attempt to remedy my previous rudeness.


Michael
smiled as he cut into his own omelet. “Bon
appétit.”


I
watched the bright orange and white Koi swim lazily through the water at the
base of the waterfall while we quietly ate. I was hesitant to ruin the tranquil
environment, but I still had a number of questions for Michael that I was
anxious to have answered. I shored up my courage as I watched the Koi drift
closer to the surface. My gaze eventually shifted to Michael. “Have you ever
killed anyone?”


Michael’s
face blanched. “No.”


“But
you work with terrorists?” I prompted, closely studying his face.


Michael
turned to watch the Koi. “One man’s terrorist…” he responded softly.


“…is
another man’s freedom fighter? Michael, surely you don’t believe that?”


He
shrugged. “I may not always agree with their methods, but they often fight for
a greater good.”


I
lowered my voice to a whisper. “What exactly do you do for them, Michael?”


His
eyes searched mine. “Do you really want to know?”


I
folded my arms across my chest as I leaned back in the chair. “Michael, you
have asked me to give up everything that I know and love to be here with you. I’m
in sufficient danger to require a bodyguard. I think I deserve to know.”


“I
can protect you far better than that soldier ever could,” Michael responded moodily.


I
shook my head. “I’m not so sure, Michael. You have pulled me into a very
dangerous life.”


A
look of panic flashed in Michael’s eyes before his face hardened. “No one who
knows me would dare hurt you.”


I
shrugged. “Perhaps, but I still deserve to know what I’m getting myself into.”


Michael
huffed out a breath. “Fine. I wash their money and then invest it for them.”


I
had suspected as much, given his investment background and the white collar
crimes he‘d been accused of. “And what if you invest poorly?”


Michael
looked offended. “I do not invest poorly… ever. Besides, their funds are
sufficiently diversified. One wrong decision has very little impact when you’re
working with this kind of money.”


My
gaze returned to the Koi as I processed Michael’s revelation. “How did you ever
get involved in all of this?” 


Michael
reached for my hand. “I didn’t know who they were in the beginning. They were
just one among many clients. They only had me investing small amounts of money,
then. I am quite good at what I do. The money they sent my way kept increasing.
Eventually, they insisted that I represent only them. Shortly after I agreed,
they asked me to wash the money that I was investing. Apparently, someone else
had been washing it before it was turned over to me. By the time I learned what
I was dealing with, there was no going back. You don’t walk away from people
like that.”


My
breath caught. Michael was in precisely the same position that I was in. He was
completely unable to walk away from a life he didn’t necessarily want. No
wonder he had taken the same approach with me. He knew first hand just how
effective it could be. 


Michael
squeezed my hand as he steered the conversation into an unexpected direction. “Mon
coeur, the man who took you to Washington… did he hurt you?”


My
mind begged me not to go there, to that place where I had nearly died seven
months ago, but memories from Justin’s abduction assaulted me in such vivid
detail that it felt as if it had only been a matter of days. My eyes slammed
shut as I tried to force the images away. I opened my eyes on a sigh and slowly
met Michael’s gaze. “Yes. Justin hurt me. I still struggle with nightmares, and...”
I shivered violently, “this kidnapping has brought back a lot of bad memories for
me.”


Michael’s
jaw clenched as his hand tightened around mine. “Did he…” 


I
bowed my head, then shuttered my eyes behind the cascade of hair that had
fallen across my face… anything to avoid the fury and fear building in Michael’s
eyes. “No,” I replied in a very small voice. “Justin drugged me, hit me,
handcuffed me to the bathroom sink, then left me without food for days. He
tried to rape me, but he ended up suffocating me when he tried to muffle my
screams. I passed out, and for whatever reason that was enough to make him stop.
I escaped before he could try again. He chased me down with a shotgun, but
Kadyn and his friends found me in the woods just before Justin did. They wrestled
the gun away from him. Then my friend, Dan, knocked him out.” 


Michael
ripped his hand from mine. He looked as if he’d been burned. “He nearly killed
you, twice?”


I
nodded as I wrapped my arms around my now roiling stomach. “Kadyn saved my
life.” I risked a glance at Michael’s face. I wondered how much Justin’s
abduction factored into Michael’s timing. He probably wasn’t expecting some
other man to kidnap me when he was planning to do the very same thing. I looked
back down at the Koi shimmering in the pond. I was terrified to ask my next
question. “Is Kadyn still alive?”


“Yes,”
Michael rasped brokenly. He shoved his omelet aside. “I know he saved your life,
Kristine. I… I am grateful for that, but… is that the reason you’re still with
him, or do you really love him?” 


I
exhaled softly. “Kadyn is kind and gentle. He’s patient with me. He isn’t
manipulative or controlling, and he doesn’t force me to do anything. He has
devoted his life to making this world a safer place. How could you not love
someone like that?”


Michael’s
eyes were steeped in pain. “Why did you refuse to marry me when I
proposed?”


I
leaned back in my chair as I quietly considered his question. “Because you
scared me, Michael.”


Michael
looked like he had been slapped. “How did I scare you? I never hurt you. I
showed you nothing but love and respect, and still you refused to marry me.”


I
tightened my arms around myself before trying to explain. “I had just gotten
out of an abusive marriage when we started dating. I was scared to begin with.
Then you came out of nowhere and proposed on the fourth date. You were so
intense… so consuming… and you moved so fast. You didn’t give me any time to
get to know you. How could I marry let alone love someone I didn’t even know?”


Michael
rose from his chair. He reached for both of my hands, then gently pulled me to
my feet. His voice broke as he spoke. “Mon coeur, I loved you from the first
moment I saw you.”


I
searched his eyes, then abruptly looked away. “Michael, that is not love.”


Michael
hooked his finger under my chin as he gently forced me to look at him. “You don’t
think I know my own heart?”


I
shook my head. “I don’t know your heart, Michael. That’s the problem. You never
gave me a chance to get to know you before you started pressuring me to marry
you.”


“I’ll
show you my heart,” he responded gruffly. He claimed my lips in a kiss that was
both brutal and raw. 


Fear
and desire spun through me. My brain warred against my body’s response. I
wanted to slap him… I wanted to resist… but I was too confused and far too scared.
Hadn’t I decided not to resist? My breath caught as Michael began
kissing my neck. I swayed undecidedly. 


Michael
steadied me as he slowly pulled away. His eyes burned with desire as he lowered
himself to my chair. He slowly pulled me toward him. I stood completely
transfixed as he caressed my legs from ankle to thigh before pulling them over
his lap. Michael pulled me snug against his body. I closed my eyes against the
intimacy of the position. The feel of his hands slowly caressing my back left
me suspended in a dark seduction.


I
opened my eyes but remained spellbound as he took each of my fingers in his
mouth. My eyes fluttered shut as his lips captured my wrist in an erotic open-mouthed
kiss. My breathing turned ragged as he worked his way up my arm. My heart
pounded out its confusion as my body responded to the erection now pressing
between my legs. 


Michael’s
lips worked their way up my arm and neck before once again claiming my lips. I
tried to hate him for everything he had done, to be repulsed by his touch and
the feel of his lips against mine, but, for some reason far outside my
comprehension, I could not. 


A
searing desire pulsed through me as Michael’s greedy mouth made its way to my swollen
breasts. He nipped at the hard peaks that had formed through the thin fabric of
the dress. His hands slid up my thighs slowly lifting the dress. I groaned as my
body pleaded yes, but my brain screamed no. My hoarse plea fell somewhere in between.
“Stop, Michael. Please. We need to stop.” 


He
released me immediately. I nearly fell as I scrambled off his lap. Guilt
consumed me as my thoughts returned to Kadyn. I stood shaken and confused by
the way Michael was making me feel. How could I possibly want him after
everything he had done? In the library, I had thought it best not to resist him,
but now that I was faced with the reality of that decision… it was so much
easier said than done. I couldn’t turn my feelings for Kadyn off like some damn
flashlight.


“Mon
coeur?” Michael asked. He looked hesitant to move.


“I’m
sorry, Michael. I… I… I just need time. Please, just give me some time.” I choked
back a sob as I ran from the garden. I stumbled back to our room and threw
myself across the bed as tears streamed down my face. 


I
was devastated. I couldn’t believe Michael could still make me want him. When
he kissed me, everyone I loved, everything I respected in myself, and everything
I believed faded to gray. I was in love with Kadyn. Being with another man was
wrong. My heart ached as I began to sob. 


“But
you can’t have Kadyn…” a small voice whispered from inside my mind. 


“I
don’t love Michael…” I silently insisted. 


“Sacrifice
everything,” the small voice replied. 


“Everything,”
I numbly repeated. 


“Sacrifice
everything,” we whispered as one.


*
* * * * *


Michael
gave me time to battle my emotions. He didn’t return to our room until shortly
before dinner. He sat beside me on the bed, then gently brushed the hair from
my face. “Je suis désolé. I am sorry. It would
appear that I have frightened you again. It’s just… I… I want you so much, it
makes me lose my mind. You do want me, mon amour? I can feel that you
want me.”


I
slowly removed Michael’s hand from my hair. “Yes, Michael. I do want you, but I
don’t want to want you.”


Confusion
flitted across Michael’s face before he abruptly changed the topic. “I would
like to give you a tour of the house before dinner if you are feeling up to
it.”


I
scooted up in bed. Touring the house sounded like a much smarter course of
action than sitting in bed with Michael. “That sounds nice. Do you mind if I wash
up before we go?” My lips tasted salty, and my cheeks felt sticky from all the
tears.


Michael’s
eyes were sad as he trailed his finger down my cheek. He stood and helped me
from the bed. “Take whatever time you need,” he murmured softly. He kissed me
on top of the head.


I
walked into the bathroom, took one look in the mirror, and rolled my eyes. I
looked like I had been crying for a week. I washed my face, brushed my teeth, and
ran a comb through my hair. Vanity got the best of me, so I dabbed some
concealer under my eyes and swiped some mascara on before returning to the
bedroom.


Michael
was standing at the windows overlooking the garden. His tailored dress shirt accentuated
his broad back and lean waist. His hands were shoved causally in the pockets of
his gray slacks. Michael turned as I entered the room. “Tu es tellement belle,”
he said, catching his breath. 


I
gave him a confused look, not understanding the words. 


“You
are so beautiful,” he explained.


Not
beautiful… broken, I thought. “Thank you,” I responded
softly. I wondered how he could find me beautiful when my eyes were so puffy
and red.


Michael
reached for both of my hands. He held my gaze as he brought them to his lips.
“I will do my best to be patient, mon coeur, but you should know that I
am not a very patient man.”


I
looked down at the floor. I didn’t know how to respond. 


Michael
pulled me into a soft embrace. “Let me introduce you to your new home,” he murmured
softly. He wrapped his arm around me as he led me through the house. I tried
not to resist the embrace. 


Although
each room in the house was grand in its own way, the garden terrace was still
my favorite room. The pool room came in at a close second. The pool was secreted
in the basement. Steam rolled low over the warm water in the cool room. A
number of palm trees were scattered throughout the room in large decorative pots.
The ivory terracotta tile was swirled with a rich caramel color, which gave the
illusion of blowing and drifting sand.  Like most rooms in the house, there
were a number of sitting areas. The room was fairly dark because the recessed sun
lamps were turned off, but the ceiling sparkled with a million tiny LED lights
that twinkled like stars. The ambience conjured up visions of skinny dipping under
the stars in a remote tropical lake. 


Another
tray of food was waiting for us when we returned to the bedroom. I wondered how
the staff could be so unobtrusive. Were they trying to respect our privacy,
trying to avoid Michael, or was it simply a job requirement to remain unseen? 


Michael
poured our drinks as we settled onto the couch. “Mon coeur, there is
something I have been meaning to ask you.”


I
glanced at Michael as I pulled our plates from the tray. “Yes?” I inquired nervously.



His
eyes softened. “What happened to your little dog? He wasn’t at the apartment
yesterday, and I haven’t seen you walk him since May.”


The
memory of losing Cade brought tears to my eyes. “Cade died. He was so old, his
little heart gave out.” I would never forget the night Kadyn tried to save him.
I thought Cade was having a seizure. His body was wracked with spasms. Then he
became very still. I was clutching him to my chest and sobbing hysterically when
Kadyn pulled him from my arms and resuscitated him. We rushed him to the animal
hospital, only to have him die in my arms a few hours later. 


The
room blurred as tears stole silently down my cheeks. Losing Cade after sixteen
years, especially after what we had been through together, had been one of the
most painful experiences of my life.


Michael
gently wiped away the tears. “Would you like another dog?” 


I
shook my head. “No, Michael. No other dog could possibly take his place.” Of
that I was certain. Cade was a small Shih Tzu, weighing only nine pounds. He
had been broken and battered trying to protect me throughout an abusive
marriage that dragged on for years. He had seen me through more than any human
ever had. There was no replacing that. 


“Je suis
désolé,”
Michael whispered as he kissed me on the temple. He pulled me close to him on
the couch, then hesitantly handed me a plate. “Bon appétit,” he said
with an encouraging smile. 


I
forced my thoughts away from Cade as I accepted the plate. “Bon appétit,”
I replied. I took a small bite of the roast duck and hummed appreciatively when
the savory bread crumb stuffing melted in my mouth. I glanced at Michael before
taking another bite. “So tell me about your staff. Who do you have working here
besides the cook?”


Michael
looked thoughtful as he sampled the roast duck. “We have a butler, three maids,
and a gardener. I have a personal assistant and a bodyguard. You have already
met your bodyguard.” He paused as he took a sip of wine. “There are actually
quite a few people who guard the property.”


I
silently studied Michael. He seemed completely unfazed by the large staff. “I
had no idea so many people were in the house.”


Michael
shrugged. “If you notice them, then they aren’t doing a very good job.”


I
set my plate aside and reached for my wine. “Do they all live here?”


Michael
shook his head. “Our bodyguards and the butler are the only ones who live in
the main house. The security staff work in three eight hour shifts. So, they’re
always around, even at night. The cook and her granddaughter are staying in the
guest house at the back of the property, but the rest of the staff have their
own homes.”


I
kicked my heels off and tucked my feet under me as I settled in to watch the
flames dance in the fireplace. I took a sip of wine. I sighed contentedly when
I felt my body relax. “Do you always eat in this room?” 


Michael
set his plate on the coffee table. He turned toward me as he leaned back against
the couch. “Oui. Pourquoi?” 


I
smiled. Michael seemed to speak more French when he was drinking wine. “I was
just wondering why you don’t eat in the dining room. It’s so lovely.”


Michael
draped his arm across the back of the couch. He gazed at the fire while playing
absently with my hair. “The dining room is too big and cold. I only use it for entertaining.”


I
thought about the ballroom and the dining room and wondered what type of
entertaining Michael did and with what kind of guests. I took another sip of
wine as I shifted my attention toward Michael. “I didn’t notice any televisions
when we toured the house.”


Michael
scoffed. “Television is overrated. We have a few, but they are hidden behind
paintings. I can show you how to access them tomorrow. There are very few
channels in English, mon coeur.”


I
nodded. “Speaking of which, I’d like to work on my French so I can better
communicate with your staff. I’d like to find some online instruction or purchase
software so I can study.” I stilled, suddenly realizing I wasn’t in a position
to purchase anything.


Michael
stiffened next to me. “Why? I can teach you French. Besides, I am not ready for
you to have a computer.”


I
glanced at Michael in surprise. “What? Why?”


Michael
gave me a knowing look. “Because you will try to reach out to your family and
friends.”


I
scowled even though it was a reasonable conclusion. “Michael, I’m not going to
do anything that would put them in danger.”


Michael
resumed playing with my hair. “I know, but on this point, I am the one who
needs more time.”


“Okay,”
I finally conceded. I was hugely disappointed. I was used to having a cell
phone, a television, and a computer. I was already feeling disconnected without
them, but I recognized how important it was for me to pick my battles with
Michael. His concessions on intimacy made it worth yielding on this point.


Michael
nuzzled my neck. “Soon, ma chérie. It is as you said. We both need time
to be together and adjust. I’d like to take you out to see Paris tomorrow if you
are feeling up to it and if the weather permits. Perhaps we can eat dinner
out?”


I
stared at Michael in shock. “Aren’t you worried about taking me out in public?”


It
was Michael’s turn to look surprised. “Pourquoi?”


I
was hesitant to respond, given that some degree of freedom was on the line, but
I was truly baffled by his willingness to take me out in public. “Surely the
fact that I’m missing will be in the news, especially if they connect it to
what happened at the Pentagon. People will be looking for me.”


Michael
shook his head. “Your disappearance is not likely to make the news here. Your
soldier friend will make sure of that.”


I
was surprised by his assessment of Kadyn. “Why do you say that?” 


Michael
shrugged. “Because he knows what could happen.”


“And
what is that?” I asked hesitantly. 


Michael’s
eyes met mine. “I would take you some place where you would never be found. I
told you, mon coeur, I own six different properties, all in different
names, and I could easily purchase more. I can work from any place in the world,
so I do not need to be here. If he comes close to finding us, we will leave.”


Michael
took the wine glass from my hand and set it aside. He stood and pulled me to my
feet. He cupped my face in his hands and kissed me gently on the lips. “Come, ma
chérie. It is time for bed.” 


Michael
went downstairs to speak to the security staff while I got ready for bed. I was
so exhausted by the time I crawled under the sheets that I fell asleep within a
matter of minutes. 


I
woke briefly when Michael joined me. He wrapped his arms around me as he tucked
me into his warm chest. He kissed my neck before whispering in my ear. “Bonne
nuit, mon amour.”


I
tensed at first. He didn’t feel, sound, or even smell like Kadyn. His presence
in that bed felt all wrong. Eventually, I relaxed enough to fall back to sleep.
When I did, I was still wrapped tightly in his arms. 





[bookmark: _Toc378539492]Chapter 8 – Broken


Kadyn’s
arms ached to hold Kri. His arms ached… his heart ached… even his head ached;
but none of that really mattered. He still had to return to work. The Secretary
of Defense was planning a trip to Israel, and he was responsible for ensuring his
travel communications were secure. Kadyn set his concerns for Kri aside long
enough to review the travel plans, identify the equipment and protocols needed,
and brief the SecDef’s security team. Once they were square, he called Phil to invite
him to lunch. 


They
met at Panda Express in the Pentagon’s underground mall. Kadyn waited to ask
Phil about his efforts to find Kri until they were seated at a table with their
food. He unwrapped his chopsticks and snapped them apart. “Any news?”


Phil
scowled as he dug into his Kung Pao Chicken. “No. I’ve run his name through a
number of Interpol’s criminal databases, but I haven’t been able to identify a Michael
Garcia connected to an Eastern European terrorist organization. I’ve had plenty
of hits on a Michael Garcia who’s connected to a drug cartel in Mexico. There’s
another Michael Garcia in Colombia who’s linked to FARC. There’s a Michael
Garcia who’s linked to money laundering in Panama, and there are a number of men
named Michael Garcia in South America who are linked to gun trafficking. I’m
sure you can see the problem. This guy’s name is too common. There are over a
hundred thousand men named Michael Garcia in North America alone. It’s like
searching for a needle in a haystack.” 


Kadyn
nodded as he processed the news. He took a few bites of shrimp fried rice while
he worked through strategies for narrowing the search.


Phil
continued. “I’m running into the same problem with the passenger lists on all of
the major airlines. There were a number of men with the name Michael Garcia who
flew out of Reagan National, BWI, and Dulles Airport yesterday. I’m operating
under the assumption that he didn’t drive somewhere else, like Pennsylvania or
New York, and fly out of there; although, that is a possibility we should
consider. I have just over seventy people I need to look into from the
passenger lists on commercial flights out of Virginia and Maryland alone, and I
haven’t even looked into any private or corporate jets. We need a passport
number, or a driver’s license, and some idea where he might have gone. We need
to narrow the search.”


Kadyn
rubbed the heel of his hand across his forehead. He had been fighting a
headache all morning. “Let’s narrow the search by focusing on the men who are
tied to money laundering or other white collar crimes. We can’t be certain that
Garcia is tied to a terrorist organization. That could be pure speculation. You
know how the media gets. Still, what are the odds there would be car bombs at the
Pentagon the same day he took her?”


Phil
nodded thoughtfully. “I don’t know. It’s possible the two incidents are
connected, but you said this guy has been stalking her for some time. Maybe he heard
the news break on the Pentagon and saw an opportunity to force her hand. Any
number of terrorist organizations could have pulled this off; although I do
find it odd that no one is claiming responsibility. Terrorist acts are typically
pursued to make a point or to further a political agenda. The explosive devices
were rudimentary, and none of them appeared capable of detonation. Aside from
the fact that Kri disappeared the same day, I’d say a connection is
questionable at best.”


Kadyn
shook his head. “I still think it’s connected. Do you remember Kri’s Vietnam
vet friend from Montana, the one who helped us find her in Trout Lake?”


Phil
nodded. “Dan.”


Kadyn
continued. “He was trying to track down Garcia before we discovered that Morris
was the one who kidnapped Kri. Maybe he has something we can use… possible
destinations or the last place he was seen. I’ll call him after work to see if
he can help us narrow the search.”


“Didn’t
he work as a skip tracer when he came back from Vietnam?” Phil asked.


Kadyn
nodded. “Yes, and he’s one of Kri’s best friends. He’s going to want in on
this, and there’s a good chance he can help. I’ll give him a call after work.
I’m also going to track down the name of the reporter who published the news
story in Portugal speculating on Garcia’s connection to a terrorist network. If
I can locate him, maybe I can obtain some additional information that will help
us narrow our search.”


Phil
narrowed his eyes at Kadyn. “You don’t speak Portuguese, and your Spanish
sucks. You need to pull Cenia in, so she can talk to that reporter. Besides, he’s
more likely to cooperate with a woman than he is a man.”


A
small smile played on Kadyn’s face. “I plan to pull Cenia in, but just for the
record, my Spanish is a lot better than yours.”


Phil
chuckled as he and Kadyn disposed of their trash and returned the trays. He
patted Kadyn on the back. “It’s good to know I can still bait you.” 


Kadyn
just shook his head. The two men fell into a companionable silence as they walked
through the miles of winding corridors that formed the Pentagon. Kadyn and Phil
parted ways just before Kadyn reached the art display from the children of the 9/11
victims. An overwhelming sense of sadness fell over him as he stood staring at
the artwork. “Terrorists,” he grumbled as he turned away. Was Kri already in
their hands?


*
* * * * *


Kadyn
drove straight home after work. He changed out of his uniform before walking over
to Kri’s apartment. Her apartment was where they spent most of their evenings
together, so the walk was instinctive. 


He
unlocked the door and tossed his keys on the counter. He didn’t bother sitting
down. Kadyn knew there would be hell to pay when he called Dan. He scrolled
through the list of contacts on his cell phone and tapped on Dan’s name.


Dan
answered on the first ring. “Hey, Kadyn. I heard about what happened at the
Pentagon. What the hell’s going on over there? You sleeping on the job?” Dan
chuckled as he ribbed his friend.


“Evidently,”
Kadyn gritted out. 


The
phone line went quiet. Then Dan’s voice came across low and menacingly. “What
is it?”


“It’s
Kri. She’s been kidnapped again.” Kadyn moved the phone a few feet from his ear
in anticipation of Dan’s reaction. 


“What
the FUCK!” Dan exploded. “How the hell did you let that happen… again?” 


Kadyn
exhaled loudly. “I didn’t let anything happen, Dan. I was on lockdown at
the Pentagon when she was taken.”


“This
happened yesterday, when the bombs were found at the Pentagon? Why am I just
now hearing about this?” Dan asked sharply. “Wait. Are you thinking what I’m
thinking?”


Kadyn
leaned against Kri’s breakfast bar and stared out over the living room. His
eyes lingered on the place where he had found Mickey. “Yes. She was taken by Michael
Garcia. He left the lease officer from our apartment complex tied up in Kri’s
apartment with a message for me. She recognized him from that photo you had Kri
distribute last year.”


Dan
sucked in a breath. “What was the message?” 


“He
said he’ll destroy everything and everyone I love if I try to find Kri.”


Dan
swore softly this time. “Son-of-a-bitch.”


Kadyn
pushed off the counter and walked into the living room. “I had to involve the
Department of Homeland Security because of the possible connection to the bombs
at the Pentagon. They have far more resources at their disposal than I do.
Still, I don’t trust them to keep me in the loop. Phil and I are doing what we
can, but we’re having a really tough time getting a lead on this guy. His name
is too common.”


“I
know. Why do you think I had so much trouble tracking him down when Morris took
Kri last November?” Dan responded irritably.


Kadyn
opened the blinds on the sliding glass doors. He stared unseeingly through the
glass. “Dan, there has got to be some way to narrow this down. Do you have any
idea where the guy was last seen?”


Dan
sighed. “The last location I could place Garcia was Boca Raton, Florida. His
trail disappears after that.”


Kadyn
stilled when he heard something shatter on the other end of the phone line. 


“I
can’t believe she’s gone again. How much shit can one woman get into?” Dan
gritted angrily. 


Kadyn
turned away from the sliding glass doors. He began pacing across Kri’s living
room as he sought ways to narrow the search. “We’re assuming the guy speaks
Portuguese, since he lived in Portugal for some period of time. We know he’s
fluent in French. Do you know if he speaks any other languages?”


“I
don’t know of any other languages, aside from English. It is possible, though. Kimme
told me that Garcia grew up in a French boarding school. He prefers to speak
French, so he clearly identifies with that culture. Maybe he prefers living
there. Maybe he took her to France.”


Kadyn
stopped pacing. “I was thinking the same thing. Still, if the guy is smart
enough to pull off what he did at the Pentagon without leaving a trail, then he’s
smart enough to know that France is the first place we’d look.”


Dan
quietly considered Kadyn’s argument. Finally, he spoke. “You make a good point.
This guy is far from stupid. Still, he just might be arrogant enough to hide
her in the most obvious place, assuming that we would immediately rule it out.”


Kadyn
walked down the hallway toward Kri’s bedroom. He leaned against the doorway as
he peered inside the room. “He could be in any English, French, or Portuguese speaking
country. Portuguese isn’t all that far off from Spanish, so I would add Spanish
speaking countries to the list.” 


“Agreed,”
Dan responded reluctantly.


Kadyn
sighed in frustration. “I don’t have a lot of leave time left, between the time
I took off to find Kri in Trout Lake and our trip to the Bahamas in April. How
am I supposed to manage this large of an investigation when I have to work?”


“I
don’t know, Kadyn. This is going to be a lot more difficult than the last time.
This guy has far more resources at his disposal than Morris did, and that gives
him the ability to broaden the playing field across the entire globe. I think
you did the right thing by pulling the feds in on this one. Still, this is
Krissy we’re talking about. We can’t just sit on our asses in the hopes that
the feds will do their job. I’ll keep digging and see what I can find.”


Kadyn
pushed off the door frame and walked back toward the living room. “Thanks, Dan.
Listen, I need you to keep this quiet. We have got to keep this out of the news
for as long as we can. I don’t want to give him an excuse to bury her someplace
where we’ll never find her.”


“Consider
it done,” Dan replied before abruptly ending the call.


Kadyn
slipped the phone inside his pocket. He reached for the front door, then paused.
He slowly turned around. His eyes took in the apartment. He could still see her
here in every possible space… the kitchen, the breakfast bar, the chair, the
couch, even sitting on the floor. He could still see her cooking, reading,
laughing, and crying. He could feel her everywhere and nowhere at once. Kadyn gave
Kri’s living room one last longing look as he gathered the strength to walk
away. Silently, he stepped over the threshold and locked the door.


“Kadyn?”


Kadyn
turned just as Mickey reached out to touch his arm. “Hi, Mickey. How are you?”


Mickey
shrugged. “I’m okay. Any news on Kri?”


Kadyn
shook his head. “Sadly, no.”


Her
eyes pooled with tears. “I’m so sorry, Kadyn. I never should have let him inside
Kri’s apartment.”


Kadyn
shoved his hands in his pockets as he leaned against the side of the building.
He felt conflicted about Mickey’s decision to let Michael into Kri’s apartment,
but no good could come of telling Mickey that. “Your life was being threatened.
It’s not like you had a choice, Mickey.”


“Thanks,”
she whispered. “If there’s anything I can do to help or if you just want to
talk, please know that I’m here for you.” As Mickey began to walk away, she turned
back around to look at Kadyn. His strong physique looked broken as he stood staring
down at his shoes. “I hope you find her, Kadyn.” 


“Me
too,” he responded softly. He pushed away from the wall and quietly walked
away.  


When
Kadyn entered his apartment, his roommate, Mason, was pulling a frozen pizza
out of the oven. He looked up from the oven in surprise. “I haven’t seen you
for days. I thought maybe you decided to move in with Kri.”


Kadyn
didn’t answer. He just kept walking straight to his room. 


Mason’s
jaw dropped as he watched Kadyn walk dejectedly across the room. He set the
pizza on top of the stove and followed Kadyn to his room. He stood in the
doorway and studied his friend.


Kadyn
was sitting on the edge of his bed with his head buried in his hands. His
elbows were braced against his thighs. His shoulders shook softly, but he
didn’t look up, and he didn’t make a sound.


Mason
was reluctant to enter the room. “Talk to me, Kadyn. What’s wrong? Did somebody
die?” 


Kadyn
looked up. His eyes were vacant, his face streaked with tears. “She’s gone,” he
whispered. “Kri’s gone.”


Mason
crossed the room and kneeled in front of his friend. “Kadyn, what do you mean
by gone? Where did she go?”


Kadyn’s
eyes met Mason’s. “Michael Garcia took her when we were on lockdown at the
Pentagon. I can’t find her. I’ll never find her. She’s gone.” 


Mason
shot to his feet. “You mean she’s been kidnapped? Again? What is it with
this woman? Why does every fucking man on the planet want to kidnap her?” Mason
began pacing across Kadyn’s room. “Garcia is the guy you thought took her last
November, the guy from Portugal who’s suspected of having some terrorist
connections?” 


“Yes,”
Kadyn responded as he watched his friend pace across the room. Like Kadyn,
Mason was an Air Force Captain. Both worked at the Pentagon but in different
departments. Mason was one of six friends who had gone to Trout Lake to help
Kadyn rescue Kri. They were a tight circle of friends, and the experience of
nearly losing one of their own had bonded them even more. 


Mason
stopped pacing. He looked like he’d just been hit by a wrecking ball. “Shit.
She could be in the hands of terrorists for all we know. I assume the explosive
devices found at the Pentagon are connected?”


“I
believe the two crimes are connected,” Kadyn confirmed.


Mason’s
eyes narrowed. “You pulled DHS in?”


Kadyn
sighed. “Yes. I had to.”


Mason
raked his hand through his hair. “Okay. DHS will approach the Portuguese
government for more information on Garcia. The Portuguese government will
cooperate if they think this is connected to some terrorist plot. Stay friendly
with the investigating officers. See if you can get one of them to share
information with you. We should start with Portugal too. We need to dig up everything
we can on this guy… where he worked, where he lived, names of family members, coworkers,
other women he’s dated, anyone who might know where he lives.”


Kadyn
nodded. “Phil’s searching Interpol’s criminal databases. I’m going to see if I
can track down the name of the reporter who broke the story on Garcia’s criminal
activities and his terrorist connections. He may have some information on
Garcia that will help us track him down.” 


A
determined look settled over Mason’s face as he turned to walk out of the room.
“Good. I’ll help you. Call Cenia and get her over here. We may need her help
translating stuff. If we can track down the reporter, she’d be the best person
to speak to him.” 


Kadyn
rose from the bed. “Mason, I want to keep this quiet as long as we can. I know
it’s bound to get leaked out at some point, especially with the media nosing
around for a story on the car bombs. Let’s just keep this between you, me,
Phil, Cenia, and Dan for now, okay?”


Mason
met Kadyn’s gaze. “Sure thing, buddy. I’m going to get my laptop. You want some
pizza?”


Kadyn
shook his head. “I’m not hungry. I’ll call Cenia. I’ll meet you in the living
room with my laptop in a few minutes.” Kadyn scrolled through the list of
contacts on his cell phone until he found Cenia’s name. 


Cenia
picked up on the second ring. “Hey, Kadyn. What’s up?”


Kadyn
walked to his dresser. He reached for the framed photograph of Cenia and Kri
kissing a dolphin in the Bahamas. “Did you drive in today?”


“Yes.
I had a meeting scheduled for five o’clock, so I decided to drive rather than
slug in. I’m just now pulling out of the Pentagon parking lot. Why?”


Kadyn
set the picture back on the dresser. “I could really use your help with
something. Can you come by the apartment before you head home? Mason just baked
a frozen pizza if you’re hungry.”


Cenia
laughed. “I’m happy to swing by, but I think I’ll pass on the Tombstone pizza.
What do you need help with, Kadyn?”


Kadyn
sighed. “I’ll give you the details when you get here, but you should know this
could take a while.”


“Okay,”
Cenia responded warily. “I’ll grab something to eat. Then I’ll head over.”


“I’ll
see you shortly,” Kadyn responded before ending the call.


Cenia
rang the doorbell a few minutes later. She handed Kadyn a bag from Five Guys
when he answered the door. “You sounded stressed when we talked on the phone. I
thought this might help.” 


He
eyed the greasy pile of fries and two thick burgers wrapped in tinfoil. He
suspected that one of them had been intended for Kri. “Thanks. Maybe later.”


Cenia
set her food on the coffee table as she sat on the couch. “Hey, Mason, how’s it
going?”


“Humph,”
was his only reply. He stared at his laptop and refused to look at her.


Cenia
looked at Kadyn. “Where’s Kri? I thought she’d be here. She needs a good tongue
lashing for not returning my phone calls.”


Kadyn
sank into the large gray chair that sat perpendicular to the couch. 


Cenia’s
eyes flitted between Kadyn and Mason. “What? What did I say?”


Mason
exchanged looks with Kadyn. Finally, Kadyn spoke. “Kri’s been kidnapped again.”


Cenia
laughed awkwardly as if Kadyn had just told some awful joke. When Kadyn and
Mason didn’t laugh, her expression grew fierce. “No. She can’t be.” 


Kadyn
offered Cenia an apologetic look. He opened his mouth to speak, but no words
came out.


Cenia
stood abruptly. She continued to look from Kadyn to Mason. “You’re lying!”
she screamed as her tears began to fall. 


Kadyn
stood and reached for his friend. She shoved him in the chest as he tried to wrap
his arms around her. “Stop! Don’t touch me. Take it back, Kadyn. Take it
back!”


Kadyn
tightened his arms around Cenia. He held her firmly against his chest while she
cried. He had been the one to introduce Kri and Cenia, shortly after he met
Kri. The two women had become fast friends. As with Mason and Phil, Cenia had
insisted on going to Trout Lake to help Kadyn rescue Kri. She had seen Kri’s
bruises, the cracked rib, and haunted eyes filled with fear. Cenia helped her work
through her nightmares and her fear of being alone in the months that followed.
Every time Kadyn had to travel for work, Cenia stayed with Kri. She had poured
everything into helping her friend heal. 


Kadyn’s
jaw clenched. He had known Cenia would take this hard. “I should have called
you sooner,” Kadyn whispered as he smoothed down her silky black hair. 


Cenia
was still shaking when she pulled away. She swiped at her puffy eyes and took a
deep breath as she drew on her military training. “Alright, Kadyn, tell me everything
you know.”





[bookmark: _Toc378539493]Chapter 9-
Stay


I
woke to the rich aroma of coffee. Once again, Michael was nowhere to be seen. A
tray of food and a carafe were sitting on the coffee table in front of the
couch. I walked to the couch and poured a cup of coffee. I took a sip, then sank
into the soft leather couch with a small sigh of contentment. I sat back up
when I noticed a single white rose lying on the tray. I reached for the flower
and brought it to my nose. White seemed like such an ordinary color, but the rose
petals were delicately curled, and the fragrance was exquisite.


I
was halfway through my first cup of coffee when curiosity got the best of me. I
peeked under the silver lid sitting on top of the tray. My eyes widened at the
sight of strawberry and banana crepes, which were lightly dusted in powdered
sugar. I couldn’t resist the decadent breakfast. I nearly moaned when I tasted
the crepes. As I settled in to enjoy the food, I thought about how easily I
could get used this. That thought was quickly followed by a pang of guilt. Was
I seriously willing to forfeit my freedom for a really good cook? 


I
thought about how different Michael’s lifestyle was from my own. I fought back
tears as my mind drifted to Kadyn, Cenia, Lexie, and my parents… people I would
never see or speak to again. No, I thought, if I had to choose
between this lifestyle and being with them, I would easily choose them. 


I
looked down at the crepes and saw only the cost at which they came. No longer
hungry, I set the half eaten plate of food aside. I refilled my coffee cup and
took it into the bathroom so I could shower before Michael returned to the room.


By
the time I was done showering, I had to admit that a luxury shower that pummeled
your body from twelve different angles would be a bit more difficult to walk
away from than the cook. If I was able to return home, I suspected I might miss
the shower and the bathtub. I was still on the fence about the cook.


I
spent a good thirty minutes in the closet familiarizing myself with the
wardrobe that Michael had purchased for me. I snooped in every drawer and felt
every dress, skirt, and blouse. Michael had thought of everything…scarves,
jewelry, hair accessories, lingerie, silk stockings, and swimming suits. Well,
everything but pants. I couldn’t understand what the guy had against pants.


I
settled on a black wrap shirt and a white knee-length skirt, which was
embroidered with large black flowers. I paired the outfit with strappy black heels.
I poured myself another cup of coffee on the way back to the bathroom. I dusted
a thin layer of makeup over my face and pulled my hair back with a silk barrette.
I stepped back from the mirror and studied my reflection. The woman in the
mirror looked polished and confident enough to negotiate her release. I nodded
my approval. I was finally ready to negotiate with Michael.


Rafael
was standing outside the bedroom when I opened the door. “Bonjour,
Madame Stone.  How are you this morning?”


I
looked at him in surprise. I had forgotten about this little, well, not so
little road block. I smoothed my hand over my skirt as I sought to regain my
composure. “Bonjour, Rafael. I’m well, thank you. Do you know where I
might find Michael?”


“Yes.
Monsieur Garcia said you would be looking for him. He was called away for a
business meeting rather unexpectedly. He’s not expected back until late this
afternoon. He asked me to offer his apologies. He won’t be able to take you for
a tour of the city today, but he is still planning to take you to dinner this
evening.”


I
tried not to laugh. I had finally worked up enough courage to try negotiating
my release, and Michael was nowhere to be found. How was I supposed to
negotiate with the guy when he wasn’t even around? And, why wasn’t he around?
He was so intent on kidnapping me… and for what purpose? So he could have a
dinner companion? I fidgeted nervously in front of Rafael, once again unsure
about what to do. 


Rafael
smiled. “Would you like to see the gardens out back?”


My
eyebrows shot up in surprise. He was offering to take me outside? Either Rafael
didn’t think I’d try to escape or he was extremely confident in his ability to
outrun me. I surveyed his long muscular physique, glanced down at my strappy
black heels, and sighed. No way was I outrunning him in these shoes. Besides, I
couldn’t just run off without risking some retaliation against Kadyn. Michael
had my passport, and I didn’t have any money, so there really wasn’t any means to
escape. Talking sense into Michael was my only real option. I’d have to wait
for him to come home so I could convince him to release me without hurting
anybody. I looked up at Rafael. 


He
had an amused look on his face, as if he knew exactly what I’d been thinking.
He raised a single eyebrow questioningly.


I
nodded. “Yes. I would love to go outside and get some fresh air.” 


Rafael
smiled a slow, easy smile. “I think the fresh air would do us both some good.”
He turned and walked down the hallway. I began trailing behind him, but he turned
around and waited for me to catch up. He shortened his stride so we were
walking alongside one another as we made our way to the first floor. 


The
French doors in the formal dining room led to a large stone patio. Rafael reached
for my arm as we crossed the patio and walked down the stairs. He released me
as soon as we reached the bottom. 


Smooth
stepping stones formed a path that branched off in two different directions
through the well-manicured gardens. Rafael nodded toward the path on the right.
“Monsieur Garcia purchased this property shortly after he met you.”


I
glanced back at the house. “The house is beautiful. Do you know when it was
originally built?”


Rafael
nodded. “This house was built in the early 1900s, but it’s been through a number
of renovations as you can probably tell.”


We
passed by a cluster of small sculpted trees before entering a large rose garden.
I knelt down to smell some coral roses that were just beginning to open. “The
neighborhood seems nice.”


Rafael
smiled as he reached for my hand. 


I
glanced at him uncertainly as I placed my hand in his. 


He
gently pulled me to my feet. “The neighborhood is known as the Golden Triangle
of the Yvelines. It’s a very exclusive neighborhood. A number of celebrities, heads
of state, and CEOs live here.”


I
figured as much. Rafael and I resumed walking through the rose garden. We passed
through another cluster of sculpted trees, which opened into a large expanse of
wildflowers. I glanced around in confusion. “This is an entirely different
garden.”


Rafael
chuckled softly. “Yes. There are four different gardens on the property. This
is my favorite one.”


I
couldn’t hide my amusement. I hadn’t expected my bodyguard to have a favorite
garden. I studied him in a sidelong glance. “There’s an amazing view of the
Seine River and the Eiffel Tower from the front of the house. Are they within
walking distance of here?”


Rafael
began walking backwards so he could face me. “Yes. We’re also within walking
distance of the Champs Elysees, which is quite famous for its designer shops.” 


I
stopped abruptly. “I smell lavender.”


Rafael
laughed. He had a warm, carefree laugh that made it difficult not to smile. “Monsieur
Garcia said you liked lavender. It’s over here.” Rafael pointed to some long
purple flowers just off to his left. 


I
gently squeezed one of the flowers, then smelled the palm of my hand. I nodded.
“That’s definitely lavender.”


We
followed the path through the wild flowers until we reached a stone arch that
was wrapped in climbing roses and flanked by sculpted trees. Rafael ducked
under the arch. “The cook and her granddaughter live in the guest house, which
is located through here.” He pointed toward a stone carriage house as I joined
him on the other side of the arch. 


I
stood and admired the cottage. The trellises on either side of the windows were
filled with the same climbing roses that wound around the stone archway. I
couldn’t help but smile. “Now this house is a bit more my speed.”


Rafael
nodded. “It’s more my speed too.” 


We
retraced our steps under the stone arch before walking through a small herb and
vegetable garden. Rafael eventually showed me to a sitting area where four iron
benches faced a marble fountain. 


I
turned in a circle as I surveyed my surroundings. We appeared to be standing where
the four gardens intersected. My eyes settled on the fountain, which held a
nude sculpture of a man embracing a woman from behind as he leaned down to kiss
her neck. 


Rafael
gave me a curious look. He spoke softly as he pulled me from my silent
contemplation. “When Monsieur Garcia purchased this sculpture, he said it
reminded him of you.”


“Of
me?” I asked incredulously. I walked around the fountain and eyed the woman in
the sculpture a bit more closely. Her long hair cascaded down her shoulder just
opposite of where the man was kissing her on the neck. 


Rafael
watched me walk around the fountain. “Yes. Nearly everything in the house was
purchased with you in mind, with the exception of the books in the library and
Monsieur Garcia’s office.”


I
sank into the nearest bench. I was speechless. How could Michael put so much
effort and money into pleasing some passing fancy? I stared at the two lovers
in the sculpture. Was I a passing fancy… an obsession… a muse? Or did Michael see
me as something more? The man claimed to be in love with me, he had purchased
this home to share with me, and he had proposed...


Rafael
sat on the bench to my left. He reclined against the back of the bench and
appeared to be soaking in the sun as he left me to my thoughts.


I
shook my head. We had only been on four dates. Four. His feelings had to
be superficial. Surely, he was confusing physical attraction with love. I raked
my hand through my hair. If only I wasn’t so attracted to Michael. This whole
thing would be so much easier to handle, so much easier to understand.


I
was still trying to process everything when Rafael and I resumed walking. We walked
through a tropical flower garden before returning to the patio. I barely noticed
the flowers. I was too lost in my thoughts to really appreciate the fourth and
final garden.


Rafael
reached for my arm as we walked up the patio stairs. “What would you like to do
next?” 


I
briefly considered my options. I was no longer confident in my ability to
negotiate with Michael. The efforts he’d made to forge a life with me made it
unlikely that he would release me any time soon. I looked up at Rafael as he
opened the door. “I would like to go to the library to see if I can find a book
that will help me learn to speak French. I would like to be able to converse
with the staff, and I don’t want to have to rely on Michael to translate
everything.”


Rafael
walked me to the library. He quickly pulled a number of books from the shelves.
“These should do the trick.”


I
eyed the books in his arms. “Thanks, Rafael. Can I take these books to the
pool?”


Rafael
nodded. “Of course. I’ll have your lunch delivered to the pool and escort you
down. Do you want to stop by your room to change into a swimming suit before we
head downstairs?”


I
smiled. “That sounds great. Thanks.” 


Rafael
carried the books as we walked back to my room. “I’ll wait here,” he said,
stopping just outside the door. 


I
ducked inside the closet and changed into a two piece swimming suit that looked
like black short-shorts and a black and white halter top. I couldn’t find a
cover-up, so I slipped a thin cotton dress over the top.


By
the time we made it down to the pool, the cook had already delivered two trays of
food. A waterfall beckoned and birds called softly through the overhead speakers.
Recessed sun lamps were glowing and warming the room.


Rafael
set the books on top of the table, alongside one of the trays. He reached for
the bottle of sparkling water and cracked the seal before setting it back on
the table. He removed the cover from the tray and examined the food. “Bon
appétit,” he said cheerily as he walked away. 


“Bon
appétit,” I responded as I watched him cross the room. Were bodyguards
supposed to examine food? I studied the food. The cook had prepared a mixed
salad, sliced meats and cheeses, a baguette, and an apple tart. How would
Rafael know whether someone tampered with the food by merely looking at it? I
shook my head. 


Rafael
settled into a chair next to the other tray, which was sitting on a table near
the door. He pulled his cell phone from his pocket. His thumbs flew over the
screen as he began typing something out.


I
tried to ignore the fact that he was there. I reached for the book on French
culture and customs and settled into the nearest lawn chair. I began eating
when I switched over to a book that translated common French phrases into
English. The process was a bit backwards for me, since I was trying to learn
French and not English, but I made it work. 


I
was only halfway through the lunch when I found I could no longer resist the
pull of the water. I set the book aside, slipped the sun dress off, and walked
to the edge of the pool.


Rafael
stood the second I approached the water. 


I
smiled. Apparently, he was unsure of my ability to swim. I dove into the warm
water and immediately began swimming laps. Rafael relaxed back into his chair,
so I continued swimming laps until my arms burned. I pushed off the side of the
pool and turned onto my back. My backstroke was lazy and slow. I closed my eyes
and relaxed into the warm water. I was completely exhausted by the time I
forced myself from the pool. 


Rafael
met me at the side of the pool with a large white towel. 


I
tried not to drip on his shoes. “Thanks.” 


“You’re
welcome,” he responded. He looked like he wanted to say something more, but he
abruptly walked away. He looked a little unsettled when he reclaimed his chair.


I
dried off before stretching out in my chair. I opened a book with every
intention of reading, but I fell asleep instead. 


 “Your
skin will burn under this light, mon coeur,” Michael whispered as he
softly kissed my cheek.


I
peered up at Michael. He was kneeling next to the chair. “It’s so warm,” I
murmured sleepily.


He
stood and reached for my hand. 


I
placed my hand in his as my feet sought the floor. 


Michael
hooked his arm around my back as he pulled me from the chair. He released my
hand and trailed his fingers down the low cut halter top. “This looks amazing
on you.”


My
pulse quickened as he pulled me against his chest. “Thanks,” I responded
breathlessly.


He
nuzzled my neck, then whispered seductively in my ear. “We best get you dressed,
unless of course you’d like to skip dinner…” His hand brushed brazenly over my
breast, then slid down my side before settling on my hip. 


I
opened my mouth to object, but his lips met mine in a provocative kiss. I gently
pulled away. His eyes heated, so I tried to keep things light. “Okay, Okay! You
don’t have to maul me. I’ll get dressed!”


Michael
groaned, but he grabbed my hand and led me out of the room. Rafael was nowhere
to be seen. Michael snagged a bottle of red wine from the wine cellar on our
way back to the room. He opened the bottle and sent me to the bathroom with a glass
of wine. 


I
took a quick shower and toweled off. I tugged the bathrobe on and downed the
wine while I applied makeup and styled my hair. Liquid courage, I
thought. I was still wearing the bathrobe when I wandered back into the bedroom.



I
stopped short at the sight of Michael. He had already changed into black dress
pants, a crisp white shirt with cuffed sleeves and brushed silver cufflinks,
and a deep burgundy and silver tie. His jet black hair hung in waves just below
his collar. A black suit jacket lay over the top of a nearby chair. I forced
myself to look away. The guy looked so devastatingly handsome that I doubted
there was a woman on the planet who could resist him. 


I
was walking toward the closet when I discovered a black cocktail dress draped over
the edge of the bed. I glanced at Michael in surprise. I reached for the dress,
curious about what he’d selected for me to wear. The dress plunged in a
beautiful drape that would fall dangerously low across my back. I glared at
Michael when I realized the cut of the dress would make it impossible to wear a
bra. 


He
raised a single eyebrow, daring me to object. 


I
dropped the dress on the bed and walked into the closet, intent on finding something
a little less revealing to wear. I was reaching for another dress when Michael
grabbed me from behind. 


He
nibbled at my ear. “Ma chérie, you don’t really think you can get away
with that?” 


As
Michael spun me around, he slid his hands inside the bathrobe. One hand pinned
me against his hips while the other slid from my hip to my breast. Michael
didn’t wait for my response. His mouth captured mine as his thumb traced seductive
circles around my breast. I whimpered as he pinched my nipple into a hard peak.
“You really don’t want to deny me the pleasure of seeing you in that dress,” he
murmured in a warning tone. His lips abandoned mine as he trailed open mouthed kisses
all down my neck. 


I
cried out as Michael bent me back. His tongue flicked teasingly over my breast before
he latched on with a long, drawing pull that completely curled my toes. “Okay,”
I gasped. “Michael, I’ll wear the dress!” 


Michael
didn’t release me until he had completely consumed both breasts. I clung to him
as my entire body clenched. “Please,” I rasped. “I’ll wear the dress.”


Michael’s
voice was husky when he finally spoke. “I had hoped you would require
additional convincing.” 


I
stood speechless as he strode back into the bedroom. He returned with the
dress. I snatched the dress from his hand and clutched it in front of me until
he left. I tugged a lace thong over my hips before pulling the dress over my
head. I rubbed irritably at my chest. My nipples could easily be seen pressing
against the soft silk dress. I gave up and stalked back into the bedroom
completely annoyed. “Were you feeling strongly about the shoes too?” I asked
sarcastically.


Michael
laughed as he scooped a pair of strappy heels from off the floor. “Not
particularly.” My heart was pounding as he handed me the shoes. He chuckled. “Perhaps
you should think twice about playing with fire, mon coeur?”


I
scowled at him as I perched on the arm of a chair and strapped on the four inch
heels. When I stood, Michael slowly twirled a finger through the air,
indicating that I should turn around. I huffed out a breath in complete exasperation
before slowly turning in front of him. I glanced over my shoulder, a bit
concerned about what he might do next. 


His
eyes were nearly black when they met mine. “I doubt we will make it through
dinner before I rip it off.”


I
gasped. I slammed my mouth shut as the words you wouldn’t rose to my
lips. 


Michael’s
eyes sparked. “Oh, yes, I would.” 


I
muttered irritably under my breath as I stormed back into the bathroom. I pulled
my hair up into a messy upsweep, not because I wanted to look nice, but because
I wanted to give Michael some time to cool off. 


Michael
draped a silver pashmina over my shoulders when I returned to the bedroom.
“Shall we?” he inquired with a smug look. 


I
didn’t bother responding. 


He
laughed as he ushered me out the door and into the limousine. 


We
were in the car for a whopping ten minutes. The driver pulled up to a dock
along the Seine River. I glanced at Michael questioningly. “I thought we were
going to dinner.”


He
smiled as he helped me from the car. “We are.” He didn’t offer any further explanation.
He seemed to be enjoying my confusion as we walked toward a private yacht. 


Rafael
met us at the side of the boat. He reached for my hand as he helped me step
across. His eyes met mine as I joined him on the boat. “Bonsoir, Madame
Stone.”


“Bonsoir,
Rafael,” I responded, just as he released my hand. 


Michael
stepped onto the yacht and immediately tucked me under his arm. “Rafael,” he growled
in an irritable tone.


My
eyes flitted between the two men. I suddenly realized I’d never seen them
together before. I wondered if they’d had some sort of falling out.


Rafael
seemed completely unfazed by Michael’s tone. He nodded once. “Enjoy your
evening, Monsieur.” He put a great deal of emphasis on the last word.


Rafael
glanced at me before bowing slightly and walking away. Two other gentleman
disappeared into the cabin with him. Like Rafael, they were dressed entirely in
black. 


Michael
led me up a short flight of stairs to the second floor of the yacht. My breath
caught at the sight of a small table set for two with white linens, crystal
wine glasses, and white porcelain china. Three candles, nestled inside silver votives,
flickered in the center of the table. A beautiful bouquet of deep red roses was
lying on the edge of the table next to one of the plates. 


I
was still struggling to speak when Michael tucked me into one of the chairs. He
handed me the card that had been secreted inside the flowers. I opened the envelope
as he took his seat. He had written his message in French, just as he always did.


Je
ne rêve que de ce
que l'avenir nous réserve. Tu es
mon coeur, mon espoir, ma vie. Amour, Michael.


I
only understood a few of the words, so I looked at Michael expectantly. 


He
reached for my hand. His lips brushed against my fingers before he spoke. “I
dream only of what the future holds for us. You are my heart, my hope, my
life.” 


Goose
bumps danced along my arms as Michael’s eyes held mine. “Merci,” I
whispered softly. It was impossible not to be affected by the emotion in his
voice, his face, and eyes. There had always been a part of me that wanted to
love Michael, but he had approached our relationship with reckless abandon from
the very beginning. His consuming personality had frightened me, not because I
thought he’d hurt me, but because he threatened the control I had clung to
throughout my abusive marriage. Kadyn had gently and methodically torn down the
walls I had built around my heart, leaving me vulnerable to Michael in a way
that I had never been before. 


A
waiter approached our table with a basket of sliced baguette. He poured
sparkling water and Beaujolais into our glasses, just as the yacht pulled away
from the dock. Soft jazz played from speakers hidden along the deck. 


Michael
raised his wine glass. “Santé.”


“Santé,”
I responded, clinking my glass against his. I could barely tear my eyes from
the Eiffel Tower, which was glowing softly against the dusky sky.


The
waiter returned a few minutes later with two bowls of chestnut soup. “Bon appétit.”


“Merci,”
Michael and I replied as one. 


“Bon appétit,”
I repeated to Michael, before reaching for my spoon.


He
smiled. “Bon appétit, mon amour.”
His eyes sought mine as we sampled the soup. “Do you mind if I ask you
something?”


My
spoon paused in mid-air. “No,” I responded warily. I set the spoon back inside
the bowl.


“What
did you feel for me when we first met?”


His
question caught me by surprise, so I took a few minutes to think about it. Michael
and I first met at the gym. He struck up a conversation after asking to work in
between my sets on the leg press. I asked about his accent because it was so
uncommon for anyone in Montana to have a foreign accent. This inspired a rather
lengthy conversation about where Michael was from. He kept talking and continued
working in with me as I made my way down the weight machines. I was instantly
attracted to him, both physically and intellectually. He was well-traveled, a
bit mysterious, and extremely intelligent. His seductive tone had a mind numbing
effect on me; and the fact that he looked like a Greek God certainly hadn’t
hurt. He asked me out to dinner at the end of our workout, but I negotiated him
down to lunch, thinking it was safer for a first date. As I reflected back on
our first encounter I glanced back up at Michael and tried to explain. “I was enthralled
with you.”


Michael
nodded. “I wanted you the second I laid eyes on you.”


I
knew that was true. There had been an intensity about Michael, a look in his
eyes that made it physically impossible to breathe. He had been incredibly attentive
and romantic on the first date, even though we had only gone to lunch. I had
suggested we meet at the restaurant, but he insisted on driving. He brought me roses
and kissed me on both cheeks when he picked me up. He opened doors for me, kept
his hand on the small of my back when we walked, and he acted like no one else
in the world even existed when he was listening to me. The one red flag had
been how annoyed he became with our waitress when she interrupted our
conversation. Still, I found Michael fascinating. He was unlike anyone I had
ever met before. 


Our
lunch date lasted for hours. I had been so captivated by Michael’s stories that
I didn’t want the date to end. Michael ordered a bottle of wine, so I was a bit
tipsy when he finally took me home. I was totally unprepared for the way he
kissed me goodbye, because he’d been such a gentleman all afternoon. He
completely ravished me as he pressed me up against my door. 


I
was shocked by the intense desire he had stoked in me; it had been in such
stark contrast to what I’d felt in my marriage. I seriously doubted my ability
to resist him, so I didn’t invite him inside my apartment. Still, when he
insisted on taking me out to dinner the next night, there wasn’t a single part
of me that wanted to say no. I looked back up at Michael and confessed, “I had
never wanted anyone the way I wanted you when you kissed me at the end of our
first date.”


Michael
looked relieved. “Then you felt it too?”


I
nodded, although I wasn’t entirely certain what “it” was. The very next day, I had
asked the owner of my favorite wine store to recommend a wine that would
impress someone from France. I wanted to do something special for Michael, to
thank him for that first date, and a bottle of wine seemed like the perfect
gift. The wine had cost close to fifty dollars, but I was thrilled with the expression
on Michael’s face when I handed it to him. 


Aside
from his repeated rudeness to the waiters, dinner had been great. I had deflected
most of his questions about my past, because I didn’t want to share any details
about my abusive marriage. Still, Michael seemed captivated by the few stories
I did share about my work, my interests, and my extremely limited travels. Neither
of us wanted the evening to end. So, we went to his apartment after dinner to share
the wine I’d purchased for him. We decided to go to my place when we discovered
his roommate was home. I glanced at Michael questioningly. “Did you really have
a roommate in Montana?”


Michael’s
eyes lit with amusement. “No, that was my bodyguard. I had just moved to
Montana. I was uncertain about the level of protection I would need there, but I
didn’t want him ruining our dates.” 


My
eyes widened as we drifted past a beautifully lit building that looked a lot
like a palace. 


“That
is the Musée d'Orsay,” Michael explained before leaning across the table. “In
Paris, it is customary to kiss under the bridges.” He nodded over my shoulder. 


I
glanced over my shoulder. Sure enough, the yacht was inching toward a stone bridge.
I rolled my eyes and gave him a quick kiss, knowing full well that my refusal
would lead to something far worse. 


He
hooked his hand around the back of my neck as he prolonged the kiss. A number
of people standing on top of the bridge cheered when he finally released me.


I
was trying really hard to be annoyed when what I really wanted was another
kiss. I groaned when I realized the full extent to which my body had responded
to the kiss. I tugged the pashmina back over my shoulders. My nipples had
hardened and were now straining against the thin silk dress.


Michael
did not hide the fact that he was staring at my chest. His attention was rapt,
as if trying to solve some puzzle. His eyes locked on mine. “What about after
the second date?” he asked, steering the conversation back to where we’d left
off.


I
suddenly realized I should be very worried about this line of questioning and
the power Michael would hold over me if he knew how deeply I was attracted to
him. 


Michael
held my gaze as I took a sip of wine. He was far too observant, far too in tune
with my body for me to get away with lying. 


I
drained the entire glass of wine before setting it back on the table. My
thoughts returned to our second date. The first two hours at my apartment had
been innocent enough. We sipped on wine and talked while curled up on my couch.
Eventually, Michael reached for my glass and set it aside. He kissed me so
hungrily, that I lost all ability to think and breathe. Things quickly spiraled
out of control after that. Michael stoked an insatiable need that far surpassed
anything I had ever felt. “I was mindless with desire,” I admitted breathlessly.
Why was it so difficult to breathe?


Michael’s
eyes turned black. 


The
waiter quietly approached with the main course, a seared white sturgeon drizzled
with caviar in a creamy white wine sauce. We were passing by the Louvre. Notre
Dame loomed just up ahead. 


Michael
waited for the server to leave. He looked thoroughly perplexed when he
responded. “Then what happened? What scared you off?”


I
had no trouble pinpointing that. “You, Michael, and the way you made me feel.”


Michael
scowled. “What’s wrong with feeling passion, with wanting someone?”


I
fought back panic as I tried to explain. “I wasn’t used to feeling those
things, Michael. I wasn’t used to losing control like that.” I had come so
close to having sex with Michael that night, and it had only been our second
date. We ended up completely naked in bed. I had wanted him in the worst possible
way, but he didn’t have protection. So I refused to have sex. We had come damn
close, and he still ended up sleeping in my bed. 


I
made another attempt to explain. “I began to freak out the next morning, after
you left. I lost all control when you were kissing me, Michael. Control was the
only thing that had really kept me safe in my marriage.” I looked down at the food
on my plate. “Well, it didn’t always keep me safe.” I forced myself to look at
Michael. “I’m sorry, Michael. I was terrified about how you made me feel, the
intensity of your feelings, my feelings, and my complete inability to maintain a
respectable amount of self-control. I just needed some time and space.”


I
held up my hand as Michael began to interject. “I know you tried to give me
space before our third date, but then you referred to me as your fiancé when
you introduced me to your colleagues. You insisted it was a misunderstanding,
then you turned around and proposed on New Year’s Eve. You were moving way too
fast. I needed time to sort through my feelings, time to get to know you better,
and time to adjust to this idea of you being in my life. I tried to explain all
of this when I declined the ring, but you wouldn’t listen. You kept pushing me
to marry you, and you were so upset when I refused. Then you showed up at my
apartment in the middle of the night. You pounded on the door and demanded I
let you in. I was too terrified to let you in.” 


My
breath caught. “I was too terrified to let you in,” I repeated brokenly.
“I assumed it would turn violent, like my previous relationship.” My chest
tightened as tears pooled in my eyes. 


Michael
stared at me. He looked completely devastated. 


Tears
slid silently down my cheeks. “I’m so sorry, Michael. I’m sorry I presumed the
worst… that I didn’t give you a chance to prove you wouldn’t hurt me. But you
were the first person I dated after my divorce. My marriage had been a disaster.
I didn’t know passion, I didn’t know what love was, and I didn’t trust anyone.”


Michael
rose from his chair. He reached for my hand and gently pulled me into his arms.



I
burst into tears as I mourned my marriage, the nine miserable years I’d spent
beaten and abused, and all the ways my ex-husband’s actions were still ruining
my life. 


“Je suis
désolé,”
Michael murmured soothingly. He dried my tears with his hands as my sobbing subsided
into deep, shuddering breaths. He reached for my hand and held it against his
chest while his other hand softly caressed my back. I closed my eyes as he tucked
my head under his chin. His weight shifted. Then his feet led mine in a slow,
tender dance. 


I
took a deep breath and relaxed into the scent of his cedar, citrus, and clove
laced cologne.  I could feel his heart beat under my hand, the warmth of his
body, and his well-muscled thighs as we moved in time to the soft jazz wafting
across the deck.  


Michael
nuzzled the side of my head. “I wish I had known. If I had known about your
past, I wouldn’t have pushed so hard. I would have taken things slower, and I
would have never pounded on that door. I am so sorry, Kristine.”


I
sighed into his chest. “I know, Michael. I’m sorry too. I should have been more
honest about my past.”


Michael
stepped back so he could look at me. “I would never hit you, Kristine. I swear
it. I will never hurt you. I will make sure no one ever hurts you again.”


Tears
welled in my eyes.


Michael
looked defeated. A long sigh eased through his lips. “I didn’t mean to scare
you, mon coeur. I had never proposed before. I hadn’t even considered getting
married until I met you. And I know you think I’m crazy, but I knew. I knew the
second I met you that you were the one I wanted to spend the rest of my life
with. I couldn’t bear the thought of being without you, and I could feel you
pulling away after I spent the night. I thought if I proposed you would see my
feelings for you were sincere. I was crazy in love with you, Kristine. It took
me by storm, and it killed me when you said no. I couldn’t believe you had
refused to marry me. And this idea that you needed less from me didn’t make
sense. I was so certain you needed more.” 


I
tucked my head back under Michael’s chin. I couldn’t bear to look at his face.
There was too much heartbreak etched in those eyes; and I was feeling too conflicted
and confused to make sense of it all. Michael had thought he was doing the
honorable thing when he proposed. I didn’t trust him enough to reveal my past. I’d
been too scared to give him a chance. So I did the one thing I thought would
keep me safe. I pushed him away.


Michael
refused to let me hide. He stopped dancing and gently lifted my chin. “That’s why
I brought you here, Kristine. I need a second chance.” His eyes captured and
held mine as he lowered his lips to mine. He paused uncertainly. Then he poured
his plea into a kiss.


His
longing spiraled through me and tugged mercilessly at my heart. I clung to his
shirt as I melted into his chest. Michael wrapped me in his arms as he deepened
the kiss. Desire swept through me as his body hardened against mine. I
whimpered softly as my body pleaded for more.


My
head spun with a confusing array of emotions when Michael finally broke the
kiss. His eyes filled with relief as he read my face. He smiled as he stepped
back and slowly twirled me around. He wrapped his arms around my stomach and nuzzled
my neck, his embrace reminiscent of the statue in his garden. “Cest beau,
non?”


I
relaxed into Michael’s embrace. The Eiffel Tower was looming in front of us
again, but this time it was glowing brightly against a pitch black sky. “Oui,”
I responded breathlessly. “It’s beautiful.”


Michael
led me back to the table when the waiter arrived with coffee and dessert. He
tucked me into my chair while the waiter torched the crème brûlée. Both
men murmured “bonsoir” as the waiter walked away. Michael sampled the
creamy dessert.


“Michael?”
I asked hesitantly.


“Mon
amour…” he murmured silkily. He leaned back in his chair
and gave me his full attention.


I
took a deep breath. “I… I know you want a second chance… and you have gone to
great lengths to get one. But I’m worried about my family and friends. Isn’t
there some way we can let them know I’m okay? I can’t just let them go on
thinking I could be hurt… or dead. They’re going to assume the worst, especially
after everything I went through with Justin. If I promise not to attempt an
escape, can you promise me they won’t be hurt and help me figure out a way to
let them know I’m okay?”


Michael
took a sip of coffee as he considered my request. My nerves scattered as I
waited for his response. Finally, he spoke. “I promise your friends and family will
remain unharmed as long as you don’t attempt an escape. I’ll purchase a burn
phone that cannot be traced, but you only get one call, Kristine. Choose one
person, besides the soldier, who can let the rest of your family and friends
know you are okay. You have to make the call in front of me. You cannot reveal
where you are, and you will have to keep the call short.”


I
was so relieved, tears pricked at my eyes. “Thank you, Michael.”


He
quietly examined me. “Ma chérie,
I will not force you to stay forever. Please just give me a few months to prove
how much I love you. Let me show you the kind of life we can have together. If
you still want to leave after six months…” Michael looked away as his voice
broke. He sighed as his eyes met mine. “If you still want to leave after six
months, then I will let you go.” He held up a finger as I began to interrupt. “The
only thing I ask is that you try, I mean honestly try, to give me this
second chance.”


I
searched his eyes questioningly. He looked vulnerable… and scared. A lump formed
in my throat. Michael loved me enough to let me go? I was relieved to
know he would eventually release me, but his willingness to do so completely shattered
my perception of him. 


I
rose shakily from the chair, then eased onto his lap. As I brushed the hair
back from his handsome face, I found myself mesmerized by the single tear that slid
down his cheek. I couldn’t deny that I was attracted to Michael, but I was
already in love with Kadyn. What good could come of allowing Michael to prove I
could love him too? 


I
contemplated his request, still cognizant of the power and the threat he held
over me. If the truth be told, did I really have any other choice but to spend
the next six months with Michael? What if I refused? He still maintained the
ability to hurt Kadyn if I didn’t cooperate. Could I really commit myself to
the path of least resistance? Six months was such a long time. My heart pounded
as I gazed into his eyes. In a broken whisper, I promised, “I will try.” His
tears beckoned mine as we poured our remaining words into a kiss.





[bookmark: _Toc378539494]Chapter 10 -
Without you


Kadyn
refused to open his eyes. If he kept them closed, he could still feel her in
this room, lying next to him on the bed. He reached his arm across the bed, willing
her to be there. There was nothing but empty space. His hand clenched around
the empty space. He could feel Kri slipping away. Kadyn whispered in the dark.
“Please, Kri. Please, find a way back to me.” 


Kadyn
reached for his cell phone as he slowly opened his eyes. He glanced at the
clock on the screen. Three o’clock in the morning? He groaned. He couldn’t
sleep, he couldn’t eat, and he could barely maintain a conversation that didn’t
involve Kri. Kadyn slowly eased out of Kri’s bed. He could hardly stand to
sleep at his own place anymore. Sleeping in Kri’s bed was the closest thing he
had to being with her.


Kadyn
raked his hand over his head. He suddenly realized that he hadn’t shaved in
days... not a good thing when you’re in the military. He walked to Kri’s
kitchen and grabbed a Mountain Dew from the refrigerator. He cracked the seal
and took a swig from the bottle as he eyed the laptop he’d left sitting on the
counter. He took another drink of Mountain Dew. Then he tapped the spacebar on
his computer to wake it up. He stared at the screen and thought about what he’d
learned the night before. 


Cenia
and Mason had searched the Internet alongside Kadyn until shortly after midnight.
They eventually tracked down a couple of news stories in the Jornal de Negócios
out of Lisbon. Interestingly enough, the news stories indicated that Garcia was
being investigated for insider trading, money laundering, and tax
evasion, approximately three years ago. They couldn’t find any subsequent news
stories indicating that he’d actually been charged with those crimes. 


Mason
found an op ed piece in which the author speculated a connection between Garcia
and some Eastern European terrorist group, but the news magazine didn’t look
terribly credible. According to Cenia, it read more like a gossip magazine. A
number of wealthy people from Portugal were being slandered throughout the
magazine. 


Then
Cenia discovered a small notice buried in a back page of the Jornal de Negócios
indicating the police had closed the investigation. Kadyn was left debating two
possibilities… either the guy was guilty and he paid someone off to end the
investigation, or he was innocent and simply being black balled by someone hell
bent on destroying him.


Kadyn
sighed. Either possibility would make it harder to find Kri. If Garcia had a
clean record and no terrorist connections, he wasn’t likely to appear on any government
watch lists or in any criminal databanks. If he was guilty and had enough money
to end an investigation, the same problem could hold true, especially in a
place like Portugal. 


Cenia
was planning to go into work late so she could try to contact the reporters and
the author of the op ed piece in Portugal. She didn’t speak Portuguese, but she
thought it was likely a reporter in Portugal would speak Spanish, so she was
confident in her ability to speak with them. Kadyn insisted there was to be no
mention of the kidnapping. He wanted Kri’s disappearance kept out of the news. So
Cenia had to gather as much information as she could without explaining the
reason why she needed it. He knew he was asking the impossible.


Kadyn
signed into his online bank. He paid a few bills, then transferred money from
savings to checking so he could pay Kri’s rent. He was going to pay it for as
long as he could, so her apartment would be here when she got home. He didn’t
think he’d be doing her any favors if he packed her things and put them in
storage. Although, he didn’t doubt it was going to be some time before she came
home… if she came home. 


Kadyn
closed the laptop, polished off the Mountain Dew, and gathered his things. He
locked Kri’s apartment and walked over to his place to shower and shave for
work. 


An
hour and a half later, Kadyn was standing in the doorway to Captain Graves’
office. He had dropped by unannounced in the hopes that the officer would share
some information with him.


Captain
Graves looked up from his paperwork. He didn’t look the least bit surprised to
see Kadyn. He leaned back in his chair as he gestured toward the door. “Close
the door, please.”


Kadyn
shut the door. He stood there stiffly as he waited for Captain Graves to speak.



Captain
Graves nodded toward an empty chair. “Please, take a seat, Captain Rand.” 


Kadyn
folded himself into the chair. “Thank you for seeing me, sir.”


Captain
Graves steepled his fingers in front of his mouth as he silently studied Kadyn.
Finally, he spoke. “We’re having a press release in three hours, so I might as
well tell you what we know. The car bombs have been linked to four men, all U.S.
citizens. One of the men was overheard blaming another for the devices not
going off. They were in a bar up in Baltimore. All four men have been linked to
an extremist group that has been threatening to overthrow the government. They’ve
historically targeted gun control advocates, but they apparently have a beef
against the Pentagon over our recent use of drones. We already have two of the
men in custody. We’re hoping the press release will help us locate the other
two men.”


Kadyn
leaned forward in the chair. He braced his elbows on his knees as he raked his
hand over his head. He took a deep breath and blew it out as he tamped down the
fears that were festering inside of him.


“I’m
sorry, Captain Rand. There doesn’t appear to be any connection between these car
bombs and the kidnapping of Ms. Stone. While there are a number of men named
Michael Garcia on our watch list, I have confirmed through Customs and Border Protection
that none of the men on that watch list were documented as being in country on
the day of the attempted bombing,” Captain Graves noted sympathetically.


Kadyn
nodded.


Captain
Graves continued. “I had my investigators do some digging on terrorist networks
known to be operating in Eastern Europe. We couldn’t link anyone named Michael
Garcia to any of those terrorist groups. I’m sorry, but I don’t know what more
we can do to help you. We don’t have enough information to pinpoint which
Michael Garcia we’re dealing with. There are over two hundred thousand men with
this name in our databanks. Without some evidence that Ms. Stone was taken out
of the country or across state lines, we had to turn the kidnapping
investigation over to the local authorities. Here is the business card for the
officer who is now heading up the investigation.” Captain Graves pushed a plain
white business card across the desk.


Kadyn
stood. Although it took some effort, he held his back perfectly straight. He nodded
once as he reached for the captain’s hand. “Thank you, Captain Graves. I
appreciate your time.” Kadyn shoved the business card in his pocket and left
the office without looking back. Over the course of a ten minute conversation,
every last hope he had of the feds finding Kri had completely disintegrated.





[bookmark: _Toc378539495]Chapter 11 –
Kiss me slowly


My
arms were stiff. I stretched my limbs, then froze when my hand brushed over a
well-muscled chest. My eyes fluttered open, then widened with surprise. I had
already grown accustomed to waking up alone. I hadn’t expected to wake all
tangled up in Michael’s arms. 


Michael
ran his hand soothingly across my back, and my tension eased. He smoothed the
hair out of my face. He smiled when our eyes met. “Bonjour, mon coeur.
It looks beautiful outside. Shall we explore Paris?” 


I
smiled. The glimpses of Paris I’d seen from the yacht had left me wanting more.
“Oui,” I responded. If I was going out in public, I needed to start
practicing my French. 


Michael
raised a single eyebrow. He nudged me back against the pillows and pinned me
beneath him. His eyes flooded with desire the second he fit his body to mine. His
lips captured mine in a passionate kiss. He broke the kiss abruptly, then gently
scolded, “You make me want you even more when you speak French, mon amour.
I have already warned you about playing with fire.”


I
didn’t even register the words. My entire body ached for the kiss he’d broken
off so abruptly. I tangled my hands in his hair as I pulled him down for more. 


A
low growl vibrated through his chest. He pinned my hands above my head as he
took control of the kiss. His tongue seduced mine in deep, demanding strokes. He
shifted his weight and nudged my legs apart as he ground his hips into mine. 


My
eyes nearly rolled back in my head when I felt him harden against me. I whimpered
softly as I arched against him, then froze when I realized what I was doing. 


Michael
groaned as he broke the kiss. “If you don’t want this going any further, you’d
best go. Get ready, and I will ask the cook to deliver breakfast.”


I
smiled shakily as I scooted toward the edge of the bed. I was still reeling
from the kiss, shocked by my response, and grateful for the reprieve. I glanced
back at Michael as I walked toward the bathroom. “Thanks, Michael.”


He
was sprawled out in bed with his arm thrown across his face. “You’d best lock
the door behind you. I’m already thinking of joining you in the shower.”


I
nearly tripped over my feet. I darted inside the bathroom and locked the door. I
fell back against the door. “What were you thinking?” I asked myself irritably.



“I
wasn’t,” was the response. I pushed away from the door and walked to the sink
so I could brush my teeth. I turned my back to the mirror so I wouldn’t have to
look at kiss-swollen lips and lust-filled eyes. I padded over to the shower and
turned both shower heads and all twelve jets to cold.  I forced myself to stand
in the frigid water until I couldn’t take it anymore. I nudged the temperature
a little higher so I wouldn’t have to shave over goose bumps. 


I
was still shivering when I toweled off. I tugged the bathrobe on, applied
makeup, dried and curled my hair. There was no way I was going out looking like
a wet dog in Paris. By the time I left the bathroom, a breakfast tray had already
been delivered to our room. I went straight for the coffee, hoping to clear my
head. 


Michael
showered while I dressed. I tugged on a pretty coral dress and matching shoes
with gold embellishments before settling in to eat breakfast. 


Michael’s
hair was still wet when he joined me. For some reason, this really screwed with
my head. I suddenly found myself wondering what he looked like naked and
soaking wet. My hands trembled as I poured him a cup of coffee. I did an
internal eye roll, then forced the image from my head.


Michael
reached for a croissant. He inhaled it on the way to the closet. When he
returned, he was wearing dark gray slacks and a white dress shirt. He’d left
the top few buttons of the shirt undone. He looked as frazzled as I felt. He quickly
downed his coffee before pulling me laughing out the door. 


He
sent a quick text while we walked down the hall. By the time we reached the
front door, the car and driver were waiting for us. Michael helped me into the
car. He spoke to the driver in French, then tucked me under his arm. “What
would you like to see first, ma chérie?”


“Le
Louvre,” I responded decidedly. 


Michael
sent another quick text, then prompted the driver to go.


By
the time we reached the museum, Rafael and another man were waiting at the curb
for us. Michael offered me his hand as I stepped out of the car. He motioned
toward the man next to Rafael. “This is my bodyguard, Jean.”


Jean
nodded his head once. “Bonjour, Madame Stone. It’s a pleasure to finally
meet you.” 


I
smiled politely. “Bonjour, Jean.” My head tilted as I studied his face.
“You were on the yacht last night. I remember seeing you when we first boarded
the boat.”


He
grinned. “You are very observant, Madame Stone.”


I
turned and smiled at Rafael, who was standing a bit too stiffly. “Bonjour,
Rafael. I’m glad you could join us.” I knew he was being paid to be there, but
I didn’t want him feeling like that was the only reason he was there. If he was
going to be my bodyguard, then I wanted our relationship to be on more friendly
terms. I didn’t want either of us feeling uncomfortable, especially if we were
going to be spending a lot of time together. 


He
smiled as his eyes met mine. Suddenly, he looked a lot more like the man I’d
walked alongside in the garden. “Bonjour, Madame Stone.” He nodded at
Michael. “Monsieur Garcia.” 


Michael
wrapped his arm around me. “Shall we?” he asked as he took a step forward. 


Jean
turned and walked a few feet in front of us. Rafael fell in behind me. It was a
bit unnerving being sandwiched between three men, but I quickly forgot about
the bodyguards when we stepped inside the Louvre. 


I
had heard stories about the Louvre, but I never realized just how large the
museum was. The place extended across multiple city blocks. Michael and I
wandered through the museum, admiring the paintings and statues for over three
hours. I was certain we could spend a week in that building and still never see
all that it had to offer. While most of the sightseers jockeyed for a glimpse
of the Mona Lisa, it was Monet’s paintings that captivated me most. 


I
glanced questioningly at Michael as we walked out of the building. “I don’t
understand why everyone was so enthralled with the Mona Lisa. There are so many
more impressive works of art displayed in this museum.”


Michael
chuckled. “The Mona Lisa always draws a crowd. You really seemed to enjoy
Monet’s work. Would you like to see the gardens that inspired his paintings?” 


I
stopped abruptly. “Those gardens still exist?”


Michael
nodded. “Yes, of course. The gardens are in Giverny, just outside Claude
Monet’s home. It is a bit of a drive, but I can easily arrange a tour of the
gardens.”


I
threw my arms around his neck. “Thank you, Michael! I would love to go there.” 


Michael
looked surprised by the hug. Then, in complete disregard for the thousands of people
milling around us, he yanked me back into his arms and kissed me long and hard.
I could barely stand by the time he was done kissing me.


Rafael
tried not to laugh as I fought to regain my composure. 


Michael
wrapped his arm around my waist and navigated me toward the car. “Where would
you like to go next?” 


“The
Eiffel Tower,” I responded breathlessly. I felt like I was raiding a coffee
shop. There were so many places to choose from. I knew I’d eventually need
Michael’s help sorting through the options, but on this day, at least, I had
some control over what I was doing.


The
Eiffel Tower was less than fifteen minutes away. Jean and Rafael bypassed the
long line at the base of the Eiffel Tower and engaged in some negotiations with
the man running the elevators.  Somehow, they managed to ensure the four of us
were in the very next elevator alone. 


The
Eiffel Tower was far taller than I had imagined and surprisingly windy at the
top. Michael easily located his house. He identified a number of landmarks for
me as we peered over each side of the observation deck. 


Later
that night, I sat captivated by Michael’s stories about the culture and history
of France. We sipped on wine and ate Nicoise Salad in our usual place by the
fire. The salad was an incredible concoction of tuna, tomatoes, green beans,
capers, baby potatoes, sliced red onion, hard boiled eggs, and small buttery
tasting black olives, which were decoratively displayed on a bed of butter
lettuce. 


We
didn’t climb into bed until we had finished the entire bottle of wine. I shared
stories from my time in the U.S. Senate while indulging Michael in his request
for a back massage. When I grew too tired to continue the massage, Michael propped
himself on one arm and drew intricate designs on my back with his fingers. 


“Can
I ask you something?” I inquired sleepily. The question niggling at my mind was
the one thing preventing me from falling asleep.


“Bien sûr,
mon coeur. You can ask me anything,” Michael murmured as he continued
drawing on my back.


“When
you were buying all of these things for me…” I paused nervously, suddenly
afraid to ask.


“Hmmm?”
Michael responded, completely lost in his ministrations.


“…did
you happen to purchase birth control?” I winced as I asked the question. I had
been on birth control in Virginia and had already missed days of the little
white pills.


Michael’s
hand stilled. He rolled me over onto my back, then blanketed my body with his.
He captured my face with both of his hands and gazed into my eyes.


My
breath caught. My entire body clenched, then flooded with heat as his body hardened
against mine. I silently cursed all three glasses of wine.


Michael’s
eyes searched mine. “Non, ma chérie. There will be no birth
control. I dream of having bébés with you. Don’t you
want children?” 


My
heart came to an abrupt stop. “Yes,” I admitted warily. “But I would prefer to
be married before I start having babies.”


Michael
smiled. “We can be married tomorrow.”


I
stilled, knowing I was on dangerous ground. “Michael, I’m not ready to be
married.”


Michael’s
smile widened. “We won’t marry until you’re ready, but there will be no birth
control. On this I will not negotiate.” Michael kissed me before I could argue
the point further. “Mon coeur, you need to leave this to God. He will
decide when we have bébés.”



I
tried not to panic as my stomach fell out of the bed and rolled across the
floor. I had completely forgotten that Michael was Catholic. We stopped short
of having sex in Montana because he didn’t have a condom. I hadn’t realized he
wasn’t carrying one because he didn’t believe in birth control. 


Michael
offered me a chaste kiss before rolling over and tucking my back against his
chest. “Bonne nuit, mon amour. Sleep well.” 


Sleep
well… I thought, darn well near hysterics. There would be
no sleeping well. That much I did know. My brain went around and around
this new development and the consequences of having sex with Michael. I had
decided to give this man everything he wanted, never in a million years
thinking that might involve a child. 
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When you’re gone


Kadyn
was sitting at a small wicker table outside the Carlyle Grand. He often brought
Kri here for breakfast on Saturdays. It was a gloriously sunny day with very
little humidity, which was quite rare for June. He hardly noticed. Instead, he
watched all the other people around him going about their lives. They were talking
about everything and nothing; and they were laughing, happy to be with the
people they loved. Kadyn closed his eyes as he tried to block out their happiness.



“Hi,
Kadyn.”    


Kadyn
opened his eyes. He smiled thinly at Mickey as he rose from his chair. “Hi, Mickey.
Thanks for coming.”


They
made small talk until the waitress stopped by to take their order. Once
Mickey’s coffee arrived, Kadyn shifted the conversation. “Mickey, I was hoping
we could go back over what happened the day that Kri was kidnapped.” 


Mickey
looked down at her coffee cup as she stirred in sugar and cream. 


Kadyn
cleared his throat and continued apologetically. “I’m sorry. I know it’s
difficult to relive what happened, but I can’t help but think we might be
missing something… something that might give us some clue where Michael would
have taken her.”


Mickey
took a sip of coffee. She exhaled softly as she set the cup back on the table.
She glanced briefly at Kadyn before fixing her gaze on the cup. “I came into
work early. It was an hour before we normally opened, so I was the only one
there. I had to pull some lease papers together for a new resident, who wanted to
swing by and sign them before work. Michael walked in when I was in the storage
room getting a new ream of paper for the copy machine. I recognized him
immediately from the picture Kri gave me last October.”


Mickey
looked down at her hands, which were now visibly shaking. “He said there were a
number of car bombs at the Pentagon that were set to go off. He showed me a
small black cell phone that looked nothing like the kind we use around here. He
said he would detonate the bombs and kill you and thousands of other people if
I didn’t do as he said.”


Kadyn
nodded, encouraging her to continue.


“Before
we left the lease office he made me memorize the message I gave you. He forced
me to get the master key and some duct tape. He held me by the arm as we walked
to Kri’s apartment. We didn’t pass a single person on the way. You know how
short the distance is between her place and the front office. I was hoping she
had already left for work, but she was in the shower when we arrived. I tried
to yell, to warn her, but Michael covered my mouth and threatened to blow up
the Pentagon again. That’s when he put the duct tape on my mouth, my wrists,
and ankles.”


Kadyn
stood and moved his chair so he could sit next to Mickey. Her entire body was
shaking. He wrapped his arm around her and offered his napkin so she could wipe
her tears. “Did he go into the bathroom?”


Mickey
sniffled softly. “I don’t know. I couldn’t see the hallway from where I was
sitting. I didn’t hear the shower running when he went back there. I think she
was done with her shower by then.”


Kadyn
rubbed his hand down Mickey’s arm as he tried to ease her trembling. “Did you
hear them talking?”


Mickey
nodded. “Bits and pieces. I was trying not to cry so I could hear, but I was so
scared. He said some things in French. I heard her refuse to go with him. Then I
heard him tell her about the Pentagon.” Mickey reached for her coffee. 


Kadyn
watched silently as she took a sip. 


After
a few seconds, Mickey continued. “Kri looked so scared when I saw her. She
reached for me, but Michael yanked her away.” 


Kadyn’s
jaw clenched. He hadn’t thought for a second that Kri had waltzed out of the
place, but he hated hearing that Michael had manhandled her.


Mickey
took another sip of coffee. “I think she was just trying to buy some time, but Kri
said something about needing to pack.” Mickey’s eyes narrowed as she tried to recall
Kri’s exact words. “She said, ‘if we need my passport, then I’m going to need
clothes.’ Michael didn’t let her pack anything. He told her he had enough money
to buy whatever she needed.”


Kadyn
smiled. “A passport, huh?”


Mickey
nodded. “Yes. I’m sure she mentioned a passport.”


Kadyn
and Mickey stopped talking as the waitress delivered their food. Kadyn returned
his chair to the other side of the table and immediately dove into his ham and
cheese omelet. It was the first real meal he’d eaten since Kri disappeared. “Would
you be willing to call Captain Graves and let him know you remembered this
conversation about the passport? It’s very important.”


Mickey
looked up from her French toast, which was practically floating in syrup. “Of
course. I’m sorry I didn’t remember this sooner. I didn’t realize the passport
was so important. I was so focused on remembering the message, it was hard to
think of anything else.”


Kadyn
patted Mickey’s hand. “You remembered it. That’s what matters.”


Kadyn
walked Mickey to her car when they finished eating. He called Phil as he walked
back to his motorcycle. 


“Hey,
Kadyn. What’s up?”


“I
think I’ve found a way to get the feds back on the case. I just finished
talking with Mickey, and she remembers Kri saying something about needing a
passport.”


“Well,
that should help. It certainly increases the likelihood that he took her out of
the country.” Kadyn heard a car door shut as Phil paused. “I’ve been searching
passenger lists from commercial flights that departed out of Reagan, Dulles,
and BWI over the past few days. So far, Kri’s name hasn’t popped up. I’m still
working my way down the list of Michael Garcia’s that flew out of our area the
day of the incident. I tried to look into private jets, but I hit a road block.
Apparently, there’s a loophole in the TSA security regulations for private
jets, which means the government doesn’t require the vetting of pilots or
passengers on private jets.”


Kadyn
stopped just short of his motorcycle. “You have got to be kidding me!” 


Phil
sighed. “No. Unfortunately, I’m not. There always seems to be a loophole for
people who have money.” 


Kadyn
shook his head. “Mickey heard Garcia saying he had enough money to buy Kri whatever
she needed. This guy just might have the means to fly her out of here on a
private jet.”


Phil
groaned. “I hope you’re wrong on that count, my friend, because if he did, our
odds of finding her just went from slim to none.”


Kadyn
tried to remain optimistic as he disconnected the call. The passport would
ensure the feds’ involvement in the case, which was what he’d wanted all along.
Kadyn swung his leg over his bike. He settled into the seat and scrolled
through his list of contacts for one last call. 


“Hey,
Kadyn. Feel up to coming over for breakfast? Roger is cooking steak and eggs,”
Cenia answered cheerily.


“Thanks,
Cenia. I already ate. I just wanted to check in to see if you had any luck with
those reporters yesterday.”


Cenia
sighed. “I spoke with both reporters. They refused to talk unless I spilled the
reason why I was asking about Garcia. I’m still trying to reach the person who
wrote the op ed piece that suggested a connection between Garcia and that
terrorist group in Eastern Europe.” 


Kadyn
scowled as he kicked the stand up on his Aprilia with the heel of his boot.
“That’s not exactly the news I was hoping for, but thanks for trying, Cenia. I’m
taking my bike out for a little while so I can clear my head. Mind if I swing by
afterwards?”


“Not
at all. Roger and I should be here all day. Why don’t you plan on joining us
for dinner?”


“Sounds
good. I’ll see you soon.” Kadyn ended the call. He slid the phone into his back
pocket before tugging the helmet over his head. He turned the ignition key and
eased the sleek black racing bike away from the curb, determined to find some
open road.
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Steal your heart


Michael
followed through on his promise. He lined up a disposable phone within days of
my request. I was allowed a single phone call. It was my cousin, Lexie, who I
chose to call in the end. I thought she would handle the call better than my
parents, given the limited information I could provide and the brevity of the
call. I assured her that I was safe and that Michael wouldn’t hurt me. She
promised to let my parents, Kimme, and Kadyn know I was okay. She reluctantly
agreed to ask Kadyn not to come after me, once I explained that it could cost
him his life. 


The
tension between Michael and me eased considerably after I spoke with Lexie. I
was relieved my family knew I was safe, and I was praying Kadyn would heed
Lexie’s advice so he would remain safe as well. 


Michael
and I settled into a routine. During the work week, he’d get out of bed early
to watch the markets open. He’d work until noon, join me for lunch, and then take
me sightseeing for a few hours during the afternoon. He’d return to his office
just before the markets closed, but he always finished work in time to join me
for dinner. We spent every evening together, and I had his undivided attention
on the weekends. 


I
tried to entertain myself in the garden terrace, the pool, and the library while
Michael worked, but I quickly grew restless. I wasn’t used to having so much
free time. I missed my job, my old life, and my friends. I felt lost, and I
grew increasingly irritable about my lack of purpose in life. 


I
was feeling really homesick when I woke up this morning. I tried to eat breakfast,
but I burst into tears when the omelet conjured up memories of a breakfast I’d
eaten with my father. I stumbled into the shower, wept some more, then finally
forced myself to get dressed. I was sulking and on the verge of crying yet
again when I got this brilliant idea to bake cookies. I was certain that I
would feel better if I could do something productive, and the kitchen seemed
like the perfect place to start. I jumped from the chair and bolted toward the
bedroom door. I couldn’t wait to get started. 


I
caught Rafael by surprise when I flung the door open. I paused in the doorway. I
hadn’t run my idea by Michael, so I wasn’t sure how receptive Rafael or the
cook were going to be to my plans. I prepared for battle as I folded my arms
across my chest. “I’m going downstairs to bake cookies.”


Rafael’s
eyebrows rose. “You’re going to bake cookies? Why?”


I
huffed out a breath. I silently studied Rafael as I leaned against the frame of
the door. “Do I need a reason?”


He
tried not to smile. “Madame Stone, I’m sure the cook would be happy to bake cookies
for you; or, if you prefer, we can send someone to purchase cookies from the pâtisserie
down the street.” 


I
narrowed my eyes at Rafael. “I want to bake the cookies. I don’t want anyone
making them for me, and I don’t want anyone purchasing them from a store.”


An
amused look flitted across Rafael’s face as he stepped aside. “Okay.” 


I
couldn’t help but smile as I pushed off from the door. I talked myself down
from doing a victory dance as I walked downstairs. 


Rafael
didn’t say another word. He just followed me to the kitchen. 


I
breathed a sigh of relief when I discovered the kitchen was empty. I was much
more comfortable asserting myself with Rafael than I was the cook. She seemed
polite enough, but she hadn’t said more than two words to me since I arrived. Thankfully,
she was nowhere to be seen. I stopped at the sink so I could wash my hands. 


Rafael
crossed one leg in front of the other and folded his arms across his chest as
he leaned casually against the wall next to the doorway. 


I
pulled the flour, sugar, salt, and baking soda from the pantry. It took me a while
to locate the vanilla. I couldn’t find any chocolate chips, but I did find a large
block of dark chocolate. I set that on the counter as well. 


Rafael
looked thoroughly amused by the time I pulled the butter, eggs, and brown sugar
from the refrigerator. The cook, however, was not amused. Her jaw fell open
when she first caught sight of me. She quickly snapped it shut. She breezed
past Rafael, threw her hands on her hips, and glared at me from the other side
of the center island.


My
heart stalled. I set the food on the counter and began backing up as I
attempted to explain. “I just want to bake cookies. I promise, I’ll be out of
your way before lunch.”


She
began speaking rapidly in French. I was quite certain she was angry, but I
didn’t have a clue what the woman was saying. Suddenly, she whipped the dish
towel from the counter and started swatting it in my direction. 


I
stared at her in disbelief, then stumbled back against Rafael as she shooed me
out of her kitchen. Rafael steadied me as we retreated into the hallway. Then
he nearly fell over laughing.


I
glared at him. “I don’t understand why she got so upset. It’s not like I was
trying to take over the kitchen.”


Rafael
couldn’t stop laughing long enough to respond. I stalked off to the bedroom and
slammed the door in his face, furious over having been banned from the kitchen.


Rafael
tried to make it up to me a few days later. I was in the library trying to
track down something… anything… to read in English, when he popped his
head just inside the door. “Madame Stone, I thought you might like to know that
the cook just left for the market.”


I
was confused by the random report until I noticed the smile tugging at the
corner of his lips. My eyes widened. “Do you think she’ll be gone long enough
for me to bake something?”


He
slowly nodded. 


I
quickly shoved the book back onto the shelf. Rafael was grinning by the time I
rose from the lower shelf. My heart tripped when I got a load of his smile. I
couldn’t help but wonder how many women had lost their panties to that man’s
smile.


Rafael
turned as I brushed past him. “Do you need any help?”


I
glanced back at him as he trailed after me. “I couldn’t find any chocolate
chips last time I was in the kitchen, but I found a big block of chocolate. If
you truly don’t mind, I could use some help breaking that up into chunks for
the chocolate chip cookies.”


Rafael
seemed to be enjoying the role of co-conspirator. He closed the distance
between us. “You don’t need a recipe?”


I
laughed. “I could make chocolate chip cookies in my sleep… with my hands tied
behind my back.”


We
took turns washing our hands in the kitchen sink. I pulled the block of
chocolate out of the cupboard and handed it to Rafael. 


His
eyebrows rose as he studied the thick block of chocolate. “I might need a
chisel and a mallet for this.” He immediately began digging through the
drawers.


I
pulled the butter, brown sugar, and eggs from the refrigerator, then dug
through the pantry for the flour, sugar, baking soda, vanilla, and salt. 


Rafael
winked as he handed me a large mixing bowl, measuring cups, and a wooden spoon.
“I thought you might need these.”


I
grinned. “The bowl could prove useful.” I was practically giddy by the time I began
mixing the butter, sugar, and eggs together. I shot Rafael a grateful look. “I
think this may be the most fun I’ve had since arriving in Paris.”


Rafael
chuckled as he continued chipping away at the block of chocolate. “Don’t let
Monsieur Garcia hear you say that.”


“Let
me hear what?”


I
jumped skittishly. “Michael, you scared me!”


Rafael’s
face fell as Michael narrowed his eyes at me. “What are you doing in here?”


I
offered a tentative smile. “I’m baking cookies.”


Michael
scowled. “We can purchase cookies from the finest pâtisseries in France.”


My
shoulders fell. “I know, but I really want to bake. I make really good cookies,
Michael. Please… just this once? Let me bake while the cook is out.”


Michael
shook his head as he tugged me from the kitchen. “I don’t want you in the
kitchen. You are not a servant, and I won’t have you behaving like one.”


I
gasped. I yanked my arm out of his hand and quickly stepped in front of him. I
folded my arms across my chest. “Servants aren’t the only people who cook,
Michael. All kinds of people cook.”


Michael’s
jaw clenched. “Not where I come from. Where I come from, it is important to
maintain a certain degree of separation between the employer and the hired servants.”



I
literally saw red. I had to take a number of deep breaths before my vision finally
cleared. I was fuming over Michael’s superior attitude until I caught Rafael
shaking his head and rolling his eyes behind Michael’s back. I burst out
laughing.


Michael
narrowed his eyes. “What’s so funny?”


I
resisted glancing back at Rafael. I didn’t want to get him in trouble. My voice
held a bitter note. “This is funny… ridiculous even. I’m not the
employer, Michael. You are. I don’t even have a job anymore because you robbed
me of my job. You expect me to feel comfortable here? You want me to consider
this my home, but I’m not even welcome in the kitchen. I am nothing more than a
glorified guest!” My fists clenched as I stared Michael down. “Scratch that.
I’m not a guest. I’m a prisoner. Once again I’m a prisoner in my own home.” I
turned and stalked out of the room before he could respond.


Michael
made some effort to apologize later that night, but he wouldn’t budge from his
position. The kitchen was to remain off limits.


*
* * * * *


Rafael
tried redirecting my energy. He presented me with two new books... one on
French history and another on French cuisine, which he thought would help me
better navigate the menus when Michael and I went out to eat. That kept me
engaged for all of a day.


The
gardener, an elderly gentleman named Theron, took pity on me. He started
joining me in the garden terrace shortly after I was banned from the kitchen. He
encouraged me to work alongside him, dividing and nursing the flowering plants.
Sifting the dark soil through my hands proved more effective than therapy. No
matter how homesick I felt, the garden terrace always left me feeling at peace.
The gardener’s English was about as good as my French, but I found the small, gray
haired man utterly charming. Rafael warned me whenever Michael was nearing the
garden, so I had sufficient time to wash my hands and plaster a bored look on
my face. If Michael knew about my rendezvous with the gardener, he never let
on. He either chose to turn a blind eye or he truly didn’t know I was gardening
with Theron.


Michael
began secreting gifts in random places for me. My favorite by far was the iPod that
I discovered on a table in the library. He had already preloaded it with hundreds
of songs by a variety of American, French, and British artists. 


A
few days later, he left a new pair of athletic shoes and some exercise clothes
in the center of the closet. When I inquired where I might run, Rafael informed
me that Michael had converted a storage room next to the pool into a
state-of-the-art gym for me. I hadn’t even seen the construction crew in the
house. The gym proved to be a Godsend. From that point on, I took my
frustration out on the treadmill. 


Days
melted into weeks. Michael remained patient with me, even when I grew sullen
and pined for my family and friends. Despite my occasional bouts of sadness, he
relaxed more with each passing day. I made a concerted effort to be more
receptive to his affections, and this seemed to chip away at the tension, the
manipulation, and the threats that had previously plagued us. The man standing
in front of me now was relaxed, caring, and kind. This made him even more
difficult to resist, but Michael wasn’t the only one I was finding difficult to
resist. The city of Paris had completely seduced me too.


One
day it was the Musée Rodin, where Michael took me to see August Rodin’s famous
sculpture, the Thinker. Although I enjoyed seeing this famous work of art, it
paled in comparison to a marble sculpture of Christ and the Magdalene. One of
my favorite pieces was a bronze sculpture entitled Eternal Springtime, which
featured a man and woman in a sensual pose. The woman kneeled at the man’s feet.
Her back arched deeply over his arm just as he was leaning in for a passionate
kiss. But it was the sculpture entitled I am Beautiful that captivated me most.
As with most of Rodin’s sculptures, the lovers depicted in this one were
entirely nude. Rodin had captured a man holding a woman over his chest. The
woman was nestled into a small ball as her knees rested on the man’s chest. The
man’s broad back arched beautifully under the strain of lifting the woman. For
reasons I could not identify, the sculpture seemed to capture my relationship
with Michael. It wasn’t until we left that I learned that the sculpture was also
referred to as The Abduction.


Michael
and I explored the Musée d'Orsay during another outing, and I found I enjoyed
this museum far more than the Louvre. The ceiling of the Musée d'Orsay was constructed
almost entirely of glass. A massive gold clock hung on an arched glass wall at
the end of the lobby. While the Louvre had seemed a bit stuffy, this museum
felt airy and light. The artwork was comparable, so I suspected it was the
architecture of the building that made me prefer the Musée d'Orsay.


Michael
eventually steered me away from the museums, so he could take me to explore the
catacombs and underground tunnels of Paris. He thought I might enjoy them
because they were the very same tunnels that had inspired Phantom of the Opera,
which had long been my favorite musical. 


Lexie
had first taken me to see Phantom of the Opera in Seattle. I was instantly
spellbound by the haunting music, and my heart ached for the main character,
Christine Daaé, who was faced with the impossible decision of choosing between
the love of two men… one who was dark and irrevocably broken, the other who
epitomized all things good. In the end, the phantom forced Christine to choose
him by threatening the other man’s life. That’s when he discovered he loved her
enough to let her go. I was so enthralled by the haunting love story that I
insisted on seeing the musical two more times. 


Michael
was forced to indulge me in a pair of pants and some boots, so we could explore
the underground tunnels. The tour of the tunnels was not at all what I expected.
I was shocked and more than a little disturbed to find collections of skulls
interspersed among some equally creepy murals. While certainly unique, the
tunnels were dark and unsettling. I vowed I would never return.


We
resumed our exploration of museums over the next few weeks. Then Michael
surprised me with a day trip to the Palace of Versailles. I enjoyed seeing the
Hall of Mirrors and the grand apartments, but it was the palace grounds that
caught and held my interest. The sprawling garden with its flowers and tall
hedges was beautiful in its own right, but the fountains and the sculptures
scattered throughout the grounds made everything inside the palace walls pale
in comparison. Near the end of the day the fountains lit up, and the water moved
in a stunning display that was synchronized to classical music. It was truly breathtaking.


I
was exhausted by the time we arrived back in Paris, but Michael insisted we had
one more stop. I remained in the car while Michael ran into a book store nestled
among the expensive shops on the Champs-Élysées. I was a bit surprised to see Michael
doing his own shopping. I had assumed he had other people shop for him, given
his archaic view on servants. Michael quickly returned to the car with his
shopping bag. He didn’t say a word about what he had purchased. He just linked
his fingers with mine as we drove the few remaining blocks home.


When
we reached the foyer, Michael pulled a wrapped package from the shopping bag
and handed it to me. 


I
looked up in surprise. “Pour moi?” 


Michael
groaned. I had been teasing him by speaking in French
throughout most of the day. I knew it turned him on, but I couldn’t seem to
resist torturing him. “Who else would I be shopping for? Open it,” he
encouraged excitedly.


I
sat down on the piano bench and opened the package. “A Kindle?” I asked
incredulously.


“Oui.
I have so few interesting books written in English in my library. We can
purchase any books you might like to add to the collection, but I thought you
might like to download some books. Maybe this will help you pass the time while
I work.” Michael shifted uncomfortably as he waited for my reaction.


My
eyes softened when I noticed how nervous he was about the gift. “Michael, this
is wonderful. I love it.” I sat the box on the piano bench and stood. I rolled
up to my tiptoes and kissed him softly on each cheek. “Merci, mon
chérie.” 


Michael
groaned again. “Mon Dieu. You have no idea what it does to me when you
speak French. Keep it up, Kristine, and I will take you right here on this
piano.”


I
raised one eyebrow, doubtful that he would carry out such a threat when any one
of his staff could inadvertently walk by. 


Before
I could blink, Michael picked me up, kicked the bench aside, and sat me on top
of the elegant piano. 


I
was mortified I might scratch the piano with my heels so I promptly kicked my
shoes off. 


Michael
watched them fall. Then he lunged for me. 


As
he tugged me toward him, I slid down the piano, landing on the keys. Michael’s
lips crashed against mine in a kiss that was brutal and raw. The sporadic
sounds the piano keys made as Michael hiked my legs up and pressed into me were
the most erotic thing I’d ever heard. 


My
body literally crawled with need. I tightened my legs around Michael’s waist
and tangled my hands in his hair as I locked my arms around his neck. I
returned his kiss with reckless abandon. Michael growled somewhere deep inside
his chest. The sound vibrated against my breasts, further stoking my desire. 


Michael
abruptly ended the kiss. He loosened his hold, allowing my body to slide down
his until my feet finally touched the floor. “Viens,” he insisted, as he
pulled me to the stairs that led to the basement. 


I
looked back in shock at the Kindle and the piano bench that was turned over on
the floor. My heart beat anxiously as I questioned where Michael might be
taking me. A seductive energy had been sparking between us for weeks now. I had
dodged his efforts to have sex, but I was holding onto my self-control by a
thread. What I really needed to do was cool off.


Michael
dragged me to the pool. The room was dark, illuminated only by the twinkling
LED lights embedded in the ceiling. “Get undressed,” he demanded gruffly as he
began unbuttoning his shirt.


“But,
I don’t have a swimsuit,” I objected. Being naked seemed like a really, really
bad idea.


Michael
immediately stopped messing with his shirt. He walked toward me, turned me
around, and quickly unzipped my dress. He slid the sleeves over my shoulders,
and the dress fell to the floor. 


I
turned around and stared at him in shock. 


Michael
scooped me up and threw me into the pool. Then he stripped down and dove in. He
wasted no time pinning me against the side of the pool. I stood stock still.
The guy was entirely nude; and his caramel colored skin, well-defined muscles,
five o’clock shadow, and the dark curls dripping against his handsome face were
turning me on in the worst possible way.


Michael
cupped my face with both of his hands as he branded me with another scorching kiss.
The water licked at us while Michael lowered his mouth to my neck. I bit my lip
to prevent myself from moaning, but a desperate keening sound escaped from
somewhere deep inside my chest. 


Michael
kept me pinned to the side of the pool as he lowered my bra strap. He began circling
my hardened nipples with his tongue. My breath caught as he latched onto my
breast. He slipped his hand inside my panties, then groaned when he discovered
my body was already slick with need. His fingers slowly stroked between the
soft folds as his mouth moved to my other breast and sucked in long greedy
pulls. My eyes flew open as his fingers dipped inside of me. My entire body
clenched, then trembled with need. I pushed Michael away, suddenly alarmed by
how far we’d gone.


Michael
loosened his hold on me. He peered down at me with eyes as black as night. “I
want to make love to you. I can feel how much you want this too. Please,
Kristine, tell me you are ready to give yourself to me.”


I
bit my lip as my brain warred against the white hot desire still pulsing within
me. I wanted desperately to feel him inside of me but not without birth
control. There was too much risk involved.


Michael
groaned at my look of indecision. “Mon amour, you have put this off for two
months now. I am done waiting. When I return from my business trip, we will
consummate this relationship.” 


My
lust filled brain focused on the wrong threat. “You’re leaving?”


Michael
caressed my cheek, then kissed me softly on the lips. “Yes, ma chérie. I
am afraid it’s unavoidable. Rafael will look after you while I am gone. I
scheduled some time at the spa for you tomorrow. You won’t even miss me.”


I
was suddenly terrified at the thought of Michael leaving. “How will I sleep? What
if someone breaks into the house and hurts me?” 


“Rafael
will stand guard at the bedroom door.” 


“All
night?” I asked incredulously.


Michael
nodded. “All night. You will be safe. I promise.” 


My
eyes pooled with tears. “Please don’t leave me.” 


Michael
lifted me out of the water and sat me on the edge of the pool. “Please,
Kristine, don’t be scared. It’s only for two days. Surely, you can bear
to be without me for two days…” he responded teasingly.


My
eyebrows knit in confusion. “It’s not that. It’s just…”


Michael
squeezed my thighs and arched a single eyebrow, daring me to deny I’d miss him.



I
rolled my eyes. “Okay. I might miss you a little bit.”


Michael
chuckled as he climbed out of the pool. “I might miss you a little bit too.” He
reached for my hand and pulled me to my feet. He pulled two thick white towels
from a cabinet near the pool. He tied one around his waist before wrapping me
in the other towel. “Come, let’s get ready for dinner.”


I
turned to retrieve my dress.


Michael
quickly caught my arm. “Non. The maid will take care of our clothes.”


I
scowled at him. “You know, Michael… where I come from, everyone over the age of
three is responsible for picking up his own clothes.”


He
laughed as he tugged me into the hall.


Two
hours later, Michael and I were seated on the patio of a small Italian
restaurant in the Latin Quarter. We were both enjoying a fresh crabmeat and
lobster lasagna. The seafood pasta was one of the most decadent things I’d ever
eaten. Mozzarella and parmesan cheese blanketed sheets of pasta, fresh spinach,
sweet crab meat, and even sweeter lobster. Each layer was laced with butter,
cream, garlic, and nutmeg. I savored every bite, analyzing the ingredients so I
might someday recreate the recipe. 


We
whispered intimately over coffee, long after the meal had ended. Our table
offered a perfect view of Notre Dame, which was glowing majestically against
the night sky. As the sky grew darker, hundreds of people on roller blades
skated by. I gasped in delight as their wheels drenched us in colored lights. The
unexpected spectacle was magical, the perfect ending to a beautiful day. But,
by the time our evening drew to a close, it was sadness that washed over me. I didn’t
want Michael to leave.





[bookmark: _Toc378539498]Chapter 14 –
Firework


Kadyn
was surprised to find a missed call from a Montana number on his cell phone when
he stepped outside the Pentagon. He was heading home from work. He leaned
against the side of his Acura TL and listened to the message.


“Call
me as soon as you get this message. If you don’t call me back within
twenty-four hours, then I’m getting on a plane to Virginia so I can kick your
ass.” She hadn’t bothered to leave her name or number, but Kadyn knew there was
only one woman in Montana who knew him well enough to issue that threat and
make good on it. He quickly reviewed his list of missed calls and tapped on the
Montana number sitting near the top of the list.


Lexie
answered on the first ring. “It’s about time, Kadyn. Do you know how pissed I
am?”


Kadyn
raked his hand over his head as an uneasy feeling settled in the pit of his
stomach. There’s no way Lexie knew what was going on with Kri. He had kept it
out of the news, and he knew Cenia, Mason, and Phil wouldn’t have breathed a
word about the abduction. Dan was the only person he’d told in Montana, and he knew
Dan wouldn’t tell anyone. So why was Lexie pissed? He knew he was about to find
out, but he still thought it wise to avoid the baited question. “Hi, Lexie. How
did you get my number?”


“You
aren’t the only one with resources, Kadyn. Where the hell is my cousin?”


Kadyn
kicked a rock across the parking lot. “Kri’s been kidnapped again. I’m doing
everything I can to find her. I’ve even pulled the feds in.”


“I
know she’s been kidnapped, Kadyn. I want to know where she is and how this
happened,” Lexie responded irritably.


Kadyn’s
hand tightened around the phone. “Wait. How do you know she’s been kidnapped?
Who told you?”


“Kri
told me,” she snarled.


He
shot to his feet. “Kri told you? You heard from Kri? When?”


Lexie
huffed out a breath. “She called this morning. I only got to talk to her for
two minutes, so I still don’t know what the hell is going on.”


Kadyn
began pacing alongside his car. “What did she say? Is she okay?” 


“I’ll
tell you what she said, after you tell me what happened,” Lexie
responded stubbornly.


“Fine,”
Kadyn growled. “Michael Garcia kidnapped her the same morning the car bombs were
planted at the Pentagon. The lease officer, who he left duct-taped in Kri’s
apartment, overheard Michael telling Kri he planted the bombs. He threatened to
blow up the Pentagon if she didn’t go with him. The feds recently determined that
he was not involved with the car bombs, so I think he heard the news release
and lied about his involvement so he could force Kri to go with him. Still,
there’s some speculation that he’s involved with a terrorist group. I think she’s
in some serious trouble, Lexie. Now tell me what you know.”


Lexie
sighed. “Not much. He only gave her two minutes to talk to me. I don’t think
you’re going to be able to trace the number because she said she was calling on
something called a burn phone. Whatever the hell that is. She told me she’s
okay. Michael hasn’t hurt her, and he has promised not to hurt you or anyone
else as long as she cooperates and doesn’t try to escape. She said Michael
loves her, he won’t hurt her, and he’s just asking for a second chance. She said
she’ll be gone for a few months, and she doesn’t want you trying to find her.
She’s afraid you’ll be killed if you do.”


Kadyn
stopped pacing. The line went silent as he processed the news. 


“Kadyn,
are you still there?”


“Yes.
Just give me a minute.” Kadyn leaned back against his car. He slid down the
side until he was crouched on the ground. He set the phone on the pavement and
clenched both sides of his head as he tried to sift through everything. He sat
there for some time before he picked the phone back up. “Did Kri say where she
was… anything at all that would hint at her location?”


“No.
I got the impression that Michael was standing right there monitoring the
call.”


Kadyn
sighed. “Okay. I want you to text me the phone number that appeared on your
Caller ID when Kri called. I’ll give it to the feds and see what they can do.”


It
was Lexie’s turn to sigh. “Kadyn, there is no number to trace. The phone number
was blocked. What are we going to do?”


“I
don’t know!” he yelled. His jaw clenched as he forced himself to calm down.
“Look, I have some friends digging through all the passenger lists on the
flights that went out that day. The feds are still on the case, so it’s
possible they’ll come up with something that will help us pinpoint where they’re
at.”


“So
you’re going to keep looking for her?” Lexie inquired cautiously.


Kadyn
rose to his feet. “Of course I am.”


“But
Kri said not to. She said it could cost you your life. I think you should let
the feds handle it, Kadyn. Kri would die if anything happened to you.”


Kadyn
chose to ignore the warning. “Do you think she’ll try to escape?” 


“Not
if she believes it would lead to your death,” she responded flatly.


“Then
I have to find her. This guy is obsessed with her. I’m not going to sit around
and do nothing while that sick bastard manipulates her into doing something she’s
going to regret.”


Lexie
sighed again. “I was afraid you were going to say that. Look, is it okay if I
tell her parents?”


“I
would prefer to wait on that. I want to keep this out of the news. If it hits
the news, then Michael will make it even more difficult to find her. The more
people who know, the harder that is going to be. Besides, her parents have
already been through enough. I don’t want to worry them any sooner than I have
to. I have Kri’s cell phone. I’ll break the news to them when they start
leaving messages indicating they’re worried.”


“Okay,
Kadyn. I’ll hold off on telling them for now, and I won’t tell anyone else,
besides Nate. He already knows because he was there when I got the call. But I
want you to keep me in the loop.”


“I
will,” Kadyn promised. “Please let me know if you hear from her again.”


“I
will,” Lexie agreed.


Kadyn
disconnected the call as he climbed into his car. He made no attempt to drive
as he sat there. He couldn’t even see the steering wheel. The only thing he
could see was Michael’s hands and mouth on Kri. Then the only thing he could
see was black.


*
* * * * *


It
had been just over three weeks since Lexie’s phone call, and Kadyn still had
nothing… not a single lead. Still, it was the only thing he could think about,
even as he sat on the steps of the Lincoln Memorial looking out over the Reflecting
Pool. Cenia and Roger sat on one side of him. Mason and Gabi sat on the other.
His friends Troy, Sara, Matt, and Shawn sat two steps below. They were waiting
for the fireworks to begin. Proud to be an American was booming over the loud
speakers that lined the National Mall. People all around them were singing
along with the lyrics, but Kadyn wasn’t in the mood to sing. 


He
was there but not really there. He hadn’t even known Kri last July. They had
only been dating nine months when Garcia took her, and still Kadyn couldn’t
picture his life without her. He finally had to break the news of Kri’s
abduction to her parents. He had left it to their discretion whether to tell
the remaining friends and family back in Montana. He was both surprised and
relieved that the media hadn’t gotten wind of the story. He had stressed the
importance of keeping it out of the news, but he was surprised that her friends
and family were able to keep this part of their lives quiet. Still, he knew fear
could be a powerful motivator. 


Cenia
nudged Kadyn’s shoulder. “I miss her too.”


Kadyn
nodded. “We’ll find her. It’s just going to take some time.” He slowly pulled his
eyes from the Reflecting Pool so he could look at Cenia. “Do you think we
should reconsider pulling the media in?”


Roger
was following the conversation. “I’d hold off on that for a little while
longer. The longer Garcia thinks he’s gotten away with this, the sloppier he’s
going to get. He’s probably already questioning whether he needs to keep her hidden.”


Cenia
nodded. “Look, based on what Lexie said, I don’t think he’ll tie her up, starve
her, or beat her like Morris did. He’ll take a different approach. Kri told me he
was an incurable romantic. He was heartbroken when she refused to marry him. He’s
going to use this opportunity to romance her. He wants to win her heart… prove
he’s worthy… since she rejected his proposal outright and refused to see him
again.”


Kadyn
fixed his eyes on the Washington Monument. He couldn’t bring himself to look at
Cenia. “And what if it works? What if she falls for him? Then how do I get her
back?”


Cenia’s
jaw went slack. She hadn’t meant to discourage Kadyn. She had been trying to
reassure him that Garcia wouldn’t hurt Kri. She sighed as she followed Kadyn’s
gaze. The Washington monument was now glowing softly against the night sky.
“You know Kri loves you. If she ends up falling in love with him too, then I
think it’s safe to assume that the man who forces her into a cage won’t be able
to compete with the man who loves her enough to set her free.”


Roger
chimed in again. “Either way, we need to free her.”


Just
then, the first firework soared over the Washington Monument and exploded into
a brilliant shade of blue. The night sky quickly filled with hundreds of other
fireworks in bursts of red, white, and blue. Kadyn didn’t see a single one. The
only thing he could see was the haunted look in Kri’s eyes when he found her
crying in the middle of that dark mountain road. He wondered whether she’d have
that same haunted look when he finally freed her from Michael.




[bookmark: _Toc378539499]Chapter 15 –
All that I am


Michael
woke me up to say goodbye. The room was dark. The sun hadn’t even risen yet. Tears
stole down my face as I watched the limousine drive away from one of the
balconies in our room. I couldn’t believe he was leaving. I was alone in Paris,
without my family, my friends, and now Michael. I knew Rafael would be staying
behind with me, but I couldn’t shake the feeling that something dreadful was
going to happen… that the terrorists Michael worked with would find some way to
hurt me while he was gone. I shuddered as I crawled back into bed. I pulled the
pillow over my head and softly cried myself to sleep.


I
woke to the smell of coffee a few hours later. A tray of food was sitting on
the coffee table, as always, and I hadn’t heard a single soul enter the room. I
stumbled out of bed and picked at the food before taking my coffee to the
bathroom. I thought a soak in the tub might improve my mood. I lifted the tile
over the hidden panel and programmed the water. I abandoned my coffee on the
side of the tub and slipped out of my nightgown. I sprinkled in some bath salts
and swirled my hand through the water, waiting for them to dissolve. I reached
for my coffee as I stepped into the water. 


I
couldn’t believe how much I missed Michael, the pain and dread his absence
evoked. As I sank into the bathwater, my thoughts drifted toward all of the
other people I missed… my parents, Kadyn, Cenia, Kimme, Lexie, Charlie… even
little Siobhan. Michael had consumed so many of my waking hours over the past
two months that I had given them very little thought. A pang of guilt tore through
me when I realized just how diverting Paris had been. 


My
thoughts slowly returned to Michael. He had changed over the past two months;
either that or I had finally spent enough time with him to see him for who he
really was. I tried to sort through how Michael made me feel. As much as I
wanted to deny it, Michael made me feel happy, cherished, and loved. He managed
to stoke a passion in me that I never knew existed… not just for him but for
sculptures, flowers, and art… for history and architecture… for food and wine… for
life. 


I
squeezed the bathwater out of the sea sponge and thought about how much my life
had changed. I maintained very little control over my life these days, especially
over my emotions and the way my body responded to Michael. I suddenly realized
there was freedom in that; a freedom that came with letting go. 


In
hindsight, I couldn’t help but feel some gratitude toward Michael. Before he
brought me to Paris, I was merely surviving...  surviving my abusive marriage,
surviving my divorce, surviving the move to DC, the fellowship, and Justin. I
wasn’t really living my life at all. Michael had shown me how to live
rather than survive life; how to savor and enjoy the world around me. 


My
eyes welled with tears. I squeezed them shut as my heart began to ache. Then I bolted
upright. What I felt wasn’t gratitude, it was love. I stared at the water in
disbelief. It had to be true. I no longer knew where he ended and I began. I
needed him as much as the air I breathed. Somewhere, somehow, I had fallen
completely, undeniably, and hopelessly in love with Michael.


I
remained dazed by this discovery while going through the motions of getting
dressed. I stood at the windows overlooking the gardens while I tried to
reconcile my feelings for Michael against my feelings for Kadyn. My feelings
for Kadyn hadn’t changed, so how could I love Michael? How could I possibly be
in love with two men at the same time?


Rafael
knocked softly before opening the bedroom door. “Bonjour, Madame Stone,
are you ready to leave for the spa?”


I
turned away from the window to respond. “Bonjour, Rafael. I’m so sorry.
I’m afraid I forgot we were going to the spa.”


He
offered an encouraging smile. “No worries, Madame. The spa is not far, and I am
certain they will wait for you.” 


I
ducked into the closet to grab a pashmina and followed Rafael out the door. 


His
knee rested casually on the seat as he sat facing me in the limousine. His
fingers flew over his cell phone briefly before he relaxed into the seat. 


I
avoided looking at him, but I could still feel him studying me. I wondered if
he thought I might try to escape with Michael gone. I wondered whether I should
try. Did I even want to?


The
limousine pulled alongside the curb in front of Le Bristol Hotel. Rafael reached
for my hand as I stepped from the car. 


“Bonjour,”
the doorman greeted as he ushered us inside the pristine hotel. 


“Bonjour,”
Rafael and I responded. I tried not to gawk at the elegantly appointed lobby.
Rafael placed his hand on the small of my back as he steered me toward the spa.
I hung back when he approached the receptionist. They spoke in hushed tones. 


The
receptionist smiled and nodded at me.


“Bonjour,”
I whispered softly. The spa boasted such a tranquil environment, I was hesitant
to speak.


“Bonjour,”
she replied in an equally soft tone. She reached for her phone. 


Within
seconds, a nice looking man with blond hair and startling blue eyes was in the
lobby greeting me. Rafael quickly jumped between us. I gasped as he shoved the
man in the chest. They argued loudly in French. The blond man looked completely
insulted. 


I
was shocked by Rafael’s behavior and clueless as to what the problem might be.
I glanced over at the receptionist. She picked up the phone and made another
call when Rafael and the man continued arguing. At least now they were arguing
in low tones.


A
tall woman with long dark hair quickly joined us. She spoke to her colleague
first. I stepped back to give them some privacy.


The
man glanced at me curiously. He nodded briefly as his eyes returned to the
woman. He glared at Rafael before he walked away. 


The
woman addressed Rafael’s concerns in a soothing tone. 


Rafael
nodded. The tension eased from his face as he turned toward me. “Madame Stone,
this woman will take you for your massage.” He gently grasped my shoulders. “No
man is to touch you while you are here, do you understand?” 


I
couldn’t respond. I was shocked that this was what the argument had been about.



Rafael
determinedly repeated himself. “You will be receiving numerous services while
you are here. Monsieur Garcia arranged for them all. No man is to touch you
during any of these services. He left clear instructions on this.”


I
glanced at the massage therapist as my eyes flitted around the reception area.
Michael’s tastes ran on the expensive side. I was certain we were standing in a
five star hotel and a very exclusive spa. I looked at Rafael. “I’m sure they’re
all professionals here.” 


A
stubborn look settled over his face. “Regardless, Monsieur Garcia is the only
man who is allowed to touch you.”


I
looked pointedly at Rafael’s hand. He was still gripping my shoulders. He
jerked his hands away, as if scalded. I didn’t say another word as I followed
the woman back to my room.


My
entire body was massaged, scrubbed, and waxed. The staff offered me sparkling
water and a variety of cheeses and grapes before painting my nails. I received
a rather lengthy facial. Then they whisked me off to a private courtyard for a
glass of white wine and a decadent three course meal. The first course included
field greens, endives, pears, pecans, and dandelion leaves, which were drizzled
with a honey vinaigrette dressing. The main course included a hickory smoked
salmon nestled in a bed of wild rice. They served a small fruit tart and coffee
for dessert. 


As
soon as I finished dinner, they led me to an all white salon where they washed,
trimmed, and styled my hair. By the time they were finished applying my makeup,
I didn’t recognize the woman staring back at me in the mirror. My soft messy
waves and casual makeup had been replaced by a long, straight sheet of glossy
blond hair and makeup that was elegant and refined. My skin literally glowed.


“Mon
Dieu,” Rafael gasped when they finally led me back to the lobby.


I
winced as his cell phone hit the floor. He quickly scrambled to pick it up. I
stood there awkwardly until he rose from his chair. 


Rafael
continued gaping at me as he paid the receptionist. She handed him a large bag
of makeup and skin care products, which he handed to me. As he helped me into
the car, he whispered, “If only Monsieur Garcia could see you now.”


*
* * * * *


I
tried to recreate the look the next morning. The task required considerable
effort, but with the bag of supplies they’d sent home with me, I was able to
accomplish nearly the same result. I hadn’t decided whether to keep all the
changes. I was rather fond of my messy waves, but I did want Michael to see the
new look, especially given Rafael’s response. 


I
ate breakfast before joining Theron in the garden terrace. Rafael didn’t say a
word as he followed me down the hall. He looked tired, like he hadn’t slept. If
he had, he certainly hadn’t slept very well. I wondered whether he had stayed
up all night, guarding the room as Michael had promised he would. I felt like
an idiot for being so insecure and making such a selfish request. 


I
practiced speaking French while I helped Theron prune the flowers. I washed my
hands and settled back inside the bedroom to read my Kindle a few hours later. The
Kindle proved to be a lost cause. Michael was supposed to arrive soon. I was
both anxious and terrified to see him. I still couldn’t wrap my head around the
fact that I had fallen in love with him. I was seriously questioning whether I
should tell him and more than a little worried he would follow through on his plan
to consummate our relationship. 


Rafael
knocked on the door. “Madame Stone?”


“Oui?”
I
responded, glancing up at the door. 


He
leaned against the frame of the door and silently studied me. 


I
shook my head when I realized I had instinctively responded in French. “Yes, Rafael,
please come in.”


He
took one step inside the door. “Monsieur Garcia’s flight has been delayed. He suggested
I take you out for coffee. There’s a nice café on the Avenue des Champs-Élysées
that is within walking distance from here if you would like to go.”


I
set my Kindle on the table. “That sounds wonderful,” I responded. I was certain
the fresh air and coffee would help soothe my nerves.  I smoothed my hands over
the wrinkles in my dress as I rose from the chair. I had chosen a soft,
feminine dress to wear for Michael in dusty hues of green and pink.


Rafael
and I walked in silence, which was awkward to say the least. He kept stealing
sidelong glances at me, but he seemed reluctant to speak. I wondered if it had
something to do with his behavior at the spa. The tension eased from his face by
the time we reached the café. “Would you like to sit inside or out?” he asked. 


The
café’s outdoor seating area was framed by an ornate metal fence with an opening
in the middle. Pink, lavender, and white flowers were scattered in decorative
flower boxes that hung over the fence. The area inside the fence was peppered
with small metal tables. Each table held only two chairs. The sun was shining
and the temperature was pleasant, so it was an easy decision. “Let’s sit
outside,” I replied with a smile.


Rafael
chose a table in the far corner, away from the other patrons. He pulled a chair
out for me just as the waiter caught sight of us.


The
waiter approached as Rafael took his seat. He bowed slightly as he greeted us. “Bonjour,
Madame, Monsieur.” 


“Bonjour,”
Rafael and I responded simultaneously. We exchanged amused glances. 


The
waiter handed us both menus, poured our water, and walked away. He returned the
second we set our menus on the table. “Êtes-vous prêt à commander?”


“Oui.” I responded. The waiter looked at me expectantly, so
I continued. “Je voudrais une
tasse de café.” 


Rafael raised an eyebrow at me. He looked mildly impressed, like
he hadn’t expected me to know enough French to order my own cup of coffee. 


I smiled. I was used to Michael ordering for me. Still, coffee
ranks pretty high on my list of priorities, so that was one of the first
phrases I learned. Michael had helped me perfect it, so I was certain I had
spoken it flawlessly.


Rafael ordered a long list of things in French. 


The waiter didn’t write a single thing down. He smiled, bowed
politely, and walked away. He returned a few minutes later with two small cups
of coffee, creamer, sugar, a large bottle of sparkling water, and a basket full
of croissants and other assorted pastries.


“Merci,” Rafael murmured before the waiter walked away. 


Our eyes met. “Thank you,” I commented softly. 


“For what?” Rafael asked. He looked surprised by the show of
gratitude. 


“For this.” I waved at the table. “For bringing me here.” I held
the cup of coffee up to my nose and inhaled deeply. The aroma was divine. I
took a sip. My eyes fell closed when the rich, earthy concoction slid over my
tongue. The taste that lingered hinted at chocolate. I had to bite my lip to
prevent an audible moan. It was hands down the best cup of coffee I’d ever tasted.


When I opened my eyes again, Rafael was grinning at me. “So you
really like coffee, huh?”


I smiled. “Not like. Love.” I took another sip and envisioned at
least four other cups lined up in front of me. I was certain it would total no
more than a grande from Starbucks. I still couldn’t get with the French and
their very small cups.


Rafael laughed loudly. “I like you.”


I glanced up in surprise. “Good to know, especially considering
your job. How did you manage to get roped into babysitting me, anyway?”


He shrugged. “I am the only person Monsieur Garcia trusted to
protect you.” He reached for a croissant.


“Why?” I persisted. I took another sip of coffee and eyed the
croissants.


Rafael studied me, as if weighing his response. “In case you
haven’t noticed, my brother is deeply in love with you.”


I choked on my coffee. “Michael is your brother?” 


Rafael was grinning again. He seemed pleased to have dropped that
little bombshell on me. “Yes, my older brother.”


I couldn’t wipe the stunned look from my face. “Then why in the
world do you refer to him as Monsieur Garcia? Aren’t you two on a first name
basis?”


Rafael shook his head. “Not when I’m working. You know how he is.
We have to maintain a certain degree of separation.”


I rolled my eyes. “Michael and his degrees of separation.” I drained
my coffee cup before reaching for one of the chocolate filled croissants. I
tore off a piece and popped it in my mouth. “Since we’re on this topic, I’m
going to confess I really hate it when you refer to me as ‘Madame Stone.’ It
makes me feel a hundred years old. Can’t you just address me as Kristine?”


Rafael shook his head. “Michael would lose his mind if I addressed
you by your first name.”


I had figured as much. I frowned into my empty cup. “What was your
job before I came along?” 


“I worked in security,” he responded vaguely. He waved the waiter
back over and ordered two more cups of coffee. 


I watched the waiter walk away. I lowered my voice to a whisper when
our eyes met again. “Does it concern you… the threat posed by the people your
brother works for?”


His eyes clouded briefly. “Michael could be targeted simply
because he has money. His business associates pose no greater threat than the
common thief. You shouldn’t let them concern you. Like Michael, I am very good
at what I do. I assure you, you are very well protected.”


The waiter returned with two cups of coffee and two egg, ham, and
cheese sandwiches. “Bon
appétit,” he encouraged jovially before sauntering
off to another table.


I stared at the sandwiches. I couldn’t figure out why the egg was
sitting on top of the sandwich when the ham and cheese were tucked inside. 


“Croque Madame,” Rafael said, nodding toward the sandwich.


The Croque Madame didn’t look like the type of sandwich you
could eat with your hands. I glanced at Rafael, silently questioningly whether
I should use a fork.


He laughed. “I’ll admit, it’s not your typical sandwich.” He reached
for his fork.


I followed his lead and took a tentative bite. The sandwich tasted
far better than it looked. I took a few more bites. Then I reached for my
coffee and waited for Rafael’s eyes to meet mine. “I want to thank you for everything
you’ve done to keep me safe, especially since Michael has been gone.” I paused
as I reflected on Justin’s abduction and the abuse I suffered at the hands of my
ex-husband. I spoke quietly as I continued. “My life has been threatened countless
times over the past ten years. I haven’t really felt safe since I was a child.
It’s nice to know there’s someone looking out for me.”


A confusing array of emotions flitted across his face. Sympathy,
anger, and something else I couldn’t identify. “It is truly my pleasure,” he responded
softly. 


We sat at the café for hours. I was surprised by how much I
enjoyed Rafael’s company. He was so reserved when Michael was around. As far as
storytellers go, he gave Michael a run for his money. He spun fantastic stories
about Michael as a child. Stories I tucked away so I could tease Michael later.
He also confessed that while Michael had done quite well at boarding school, he
had managed to get himself kicked out for beating up other kids. He had to
finish out high school in Portugal. When he saw the look on my face, Rafael
quickly explained that he only beat up kids who were bullying other children. I
found it fascinating, given his current line of work.


We chatted amicably all the way back to the house. I spent the
rest of the afternoon in the bedroom, where I resumed my internal debate. I was
still questioning whether I should reveal my feelings for Michael. 


The cook delivered a tray for dinner, but I ignored it. Michael’s
absence was gnawing at me. I had grown accustomed to his constant affections,
and our separation had left me feeling needy, which was incredibly unnerving. I wondered if he had missed me as much as I had missed him.
I wondered where he went, what he’d done, why he didn’t take me, and whether
he’d seen another woman. I could hardly blame him given how long I’d been dodging
his affections. My heart clenched at the thought of losing him to someone else.



I
was standing on the balcony in our bedroom with my arms wrapped tightly around
me. The front of my body was bathed in soft sunlight. I was watching the sun slink
behind the back garden. Michael had only been gone for two days, and I was at a
complete loss about what to do with myself. I gazed out over the impeccably manicured
gardens, my eyes settling on the two lovers carved in stone. What would
Michael do when he discovered how I felt? How much longer could I resist him,
knowing what I now knew? Should I resist him? Did I even want to? 


I
stood there staring out over the gardens for some time before the smell of
citrus, cedar, and cloves gently enveloped me. I felt the warmth from Michael’s
body behind me. I hadn’t even heard him enter the room. 


Michael
wrapped his arms around me, gently tucking me into his chest. 


A
shiver ran through me as I savored the feel of his body locked so enticingly around
mine. “You’re back,” I whispered with a smile.


“Tu es tellement belle,” Michael murmured as he
lifted my hair. His lips brushed against my neck. He left a long, lingering trail
of kisses from the back of my ear to my collar bone. The gardens disappeared as
my eyes fell closed. I melted into his chest as he began kissing the other side
of my neck. Michael’s hands moved seductively over my body, skimming slowly
over my hips, stomach, breasts, and neck before turning me around in his arms. I
opened my eyes slowly, hesitant to break the spell he had woven around me. 


Michael’s
expression seemed pained, but his eyes softened the moment they found mine. He raised
his fingers to his lips before capturing my face in his hands and lowering his
lips to mine. Michael’s tongue quickly breached my lips as he locked our mouths
together in a heated kiss. 


My
eyes flew open in surprise at the sweet taste in his mouth. He tasted funny… wrong
somehow. I tried to pull away, but he tightened his grasp and deepened the kiss
even more. A tingling sensation built inside my chest, then spiraled seductively
through my blood. Heat wove through my abdomen, then raced down my arms and
legs with an intensity that stole my breath. My toes curled at the sensation.


Michael
pulled me back inside the bedroom. “Tu m'as manqué. I missed you, mon
coeur,” he murmured against my lips. He resumed the kiss as he grabbed my
hands and forced me up against the wall. He pinned me with a well-muscled thigh
before ravishing me with his lips. 


My
heart beat a thunderous score. “Michael,” I gasped. “What are you doing?”


A
low growl rose from his chest as he flipped me around and unzipped my dress.
“I’m claiming what’s mine.” 


I
shivered as the dress fell to the floor. “Michael…” I whispered pleadingly.


He
forced my arms above my head and pressed the front of my body into the cold wall.
“Do not move,” he warned in a threatening tone. He ran his fingers down the
back of my hands, my arms, across my back, my bottom, and legs… all the way to
the heels of my feet. 


My
nails raked the wall as every inch of skin he touched lit with need. I was shaking
by the time he worked his way up my body with little nips and open mouthed
kisses. I knew then that I was going to cave. My body was literally crawling
for him. 


Once
Michael got back up to my hands, he abruptly turned me around. His lips met
mine in a brutal kiss before he unhooked my bra. He pinned me back against the
wall and resumed the ritual, dragging his fingers down my body and kissing
every inch of available skin on his way back up. 


Then
he released me. The only thing pinning me to the wall now was his heated gaze.


My
heart raced as he peeled off his shoes and socks. I watched his fingers skim
every button as he loosened his shirt and pants and let them fall to the floor.
His boxer briefs fell on top of the pants. The light from the window danced off
his golden skin. I marveled at how he could look so dangerous and beautiful at
the same time. I took a tentative step forward.


Michael
grasped my thighs, hiked my legs around his waist, and pinned me back against
the wall. He pressed his hips against mine. “Can you feel how much I want you, ma
chérie?” 


“Yes,”
I rasped. 


Michael
kissed me long and hard. I locked my arms and legs around him when he began
sucking on my tongue. His hands raked wickedly over my body, stoking an already
insatiable need. By the time he lowered me to the bed, I had lost all ability
to think. The only thing I could do was feel… Michael… everywhere.
I lost all track of time as he continued branding my body with searing kisses. 


I
clenched the sheets as Michael pulled my panties down. He nibbled at the inside
of my thigh. My body arched painfully as I pleaded with him. “Please,
Michael…”


His
eyes locked on mine. His voice was gruff when he spoke. “Please, what?”


God,
help me. I couldn’t think. I couldn’t speak. I could only feel,
and Michael had stopped moving when every inch of my body was screaming
for more. I was trying not to sob. Oh, God! I don’t want it to stop.


Michael
refused to touch me. His eyes were completely black as they bore into mine. “I
want you to say it,” he growled.


I
groaned as I reached for him. “Michael, I want you.”


His
eyes grew fierce. “More than anything?”


“Yes,”
I choked out. 


Michael’s
eyes continued to hold mine. “Or anyone?” he demanded in a threatening
tone.


“Yes!”
I screamed. I blinked back tears as my head fell back against the pillows. 


Michael
pinned my hands above my head as he nudged my thighs open and slammed into me. 


I
hissed in a breath. I was shocked that he hadn’t eased into me. My hands
clenched in his as I tried to breathe through the pain. 


Michael
bit at my chin and lips. His tongue swept possessively through my mouth as he
claimed yet another part of me. He moved his hips in slow seductive circles until
I relaxed enough to savor the feel of him buried so deeply inside of me. 


“More,”
I whispered wantonly.


His
control slipped as he drove into me. “You’re mine, Kristine. You belong to
me.” 


“Yes,”
I conceded as his body slammed into mine. I sank my nails into the back of his
hands as my body began to pulse around his. He cried out as he thrust one last
time. The room fractured into shards of colored light. Red… gold… green… and
blue shimmered, then blurred into unrecognizable colors as they wound tightly around
our bodies. Then everything exploded… the lights… the room… our bodies... into
a million beautifully broken pieces. 


*
* * * * *


The
early morning sun tugged my eyes open as it slinked across my face. I reached
for Michael. He was sitting on the edge of the bed with his head buried in his
hands. I sat up, suddenly alarmed. “Michael, what’s wrong?”


He
didn’t respond. 


My
heart beat erratically as I crawled across the bed. I slid to the floor and
kneeled at his feet. Slowly, I removed his hands from his tear stained cheeks.
“Mon cherie, please… you’re scaring me. Please tell me what’s wrong.”


Michael
looked completely wrecked. He muttered something in French. Finally, he began
speaking words I could understand. “Je
suis désolé,
ma
chérie. I am so sorry about last night. I do not know
what came over me. I missed you terribly. I wanted you so badly, I… I lost my
mind.”


Fiercely
erotic memories flashed before me. I shook my head, recalling the sweet taste
in his mouth. “Michael, what happened last night? What was that? Did you
put drugs in my mouth when you kissed me?”


“Oui.”
Michael responded despondently. “I thought it would help.” 


My
jaw clenched. “Help what?”


His
eyes filled with shame as he looked away. “Help make you want me.” His
shoulders fell as he bowed his head.


My
eyes widened. Michael was just as broken as I was. My anger dampened as I sat
staring at the top of his head. I took a deep breath and slowly reached for his
face. “Michael, I don’t like taking drugs. I have been drugged before, and I
don’t like losing control like that. When I feel something, I want it to be
real. Besides, I wanted you before you gave me the drugs.”


“You
wanted me?” he asked numbly. He looked up but his eyes were glazed, and he
didn’t appear to see my face.


I
searched for the words that would help him understand. “Oui, seulement
toi.” 


Michael’s
eyes cleared. “Seulement toi…” he repeated. 


“Oui,
Michael. Seulement toi.” This time, I didn’t give him a chance to
respond. I captured his face in my hands and kissed him… gently at first, then
more forcefully. Desperate to convince him, I crawled onto his lap and pushed
him down onto the bed. Then I poured every last ounce of love I owned from my
body into his. 





[bookmark: _Toc378539500]Chapter 16 –
Chasing pavements


Another
month slipped by before Kadyn finally got the break he was looking for. Once
again it was Dan who uncovered the missing piece.


Kadyn
had just left the Pentagon. He was driving his car into DC, so he could look
over the security measures his communications team had established for the
Secretary of Defense’s speech at the Mayflower Hotel. He wasn’t supposed to be
on his cell phone in the District, so he promptly switched the incoming call to
the Bluetooth system in his car.


Dan’s
voice boomed over the speakers. “Kadyn, I’m about to make you a very happy
man.”


Kadyn’s
heart stopped. Still, he didn’t miss a beat. “Finally, the skip tracer pulls
through,” he murmured sarcastically.


Dan
laughed. “Navy boys aren’t known to back down from a fight. So cowboy up,
partner, because you’re about to get the girl.” 


Kadyn
couldn’t help smiling at Dan’s optimism. “I have a meeting with the SecDef in
fifteen minutes. You mind picking up the pace, cowpoke?”


“Okay,
so short story made long…” Dan goaded.


Kadyn
groaned.


Dan
laughed. “I’ve been digging around the Montana Board of Investments, where Garcia
worked when he was living in Montana. It took me a while to find someone who
was working there a year and a half ago, back when Garcia was around. You
wouldn’t believe the turnover in that place…”


“Short
story, Dan. Short story,” Kadyn growled.


“Don’t
get your panties in an uproar, fly boy. You need the facts. I’m gettin’ you the
facts. Now stop interrupting.”


Kadyn
counted to ten. Twice.


“So,
I finally get a name, and I track down this guy at this private investment firm
out in Seattle... a guy by the name of Darren Black. He used to work with Garcia
at the Board of Investments. Said Garcia had fallen head over heels for one of
the local girls, a pretty blond girl he was showing off at the office. Garcia
said they were getting married and he wouldn’t be sticking around… and, here’s
the good part… Garcia was bragging about buying some mansion for this girl. Any
guesses on where?”


Kadyn
lost it. “Dan, if you don’t tell me NOW, I will board the next flight to
Montana, so I can strangle you with my bare hands!”


Dan
roared with laughter. “In your dreams, fly boy. The mansion is in Paris,
France.”


“No shit?” Kadyn whispered. He couldn’t believe Dan’s
instincts had been right all along.


“There’s
just one problem. I can’t pinpoint an address for the house. I don’t have
access to that kind of data… not when the house is in France.”


Kadyn
smiled. “That, my friend, will not be a problem. I owe you one, sailor.”


Dan
snorted. “You owe me more than one.”


“Yes.
Yes, I do,” Kadyn readily agreed. 


“Let
me know if you need back up when you go. It’s been a while since I kicked me
some French butt.”


Kadyn
shuddered at the thought of Dan in France. “We’ll see, sailor boy. We’ll see.”


Kadyn
disconnected the call. He was in too big a hurry to try to find parking, so he
turned his keys over to the valet in front of the hotel. He shot off a quick
message to Phil, Mason, Cenia, and Roger. We have a lead. My place in one
hour.  Then he strode inside the hotel so he could brief the Secretary of
Defense on the security protocols they had established for his speech.


* * * * * *


Cenia,
Roger, and Phil were sitting on the floor outside his apartment when Kadyn
arrived. Mason hadn’t made it home yet. They followed him into the apartment. Kadyn
quickly briefed them on what he’d learned from Dan.


“The
real estate transaction will be a matter of public record if France is anything
like the United States. That should be fairly easy to obtain, especially since
we have a timeframe. I’ll have to pull in someone who can read French, but I
should be able to pin down an address within the next forty-eight hours. Of
course, that’s assuming the house was purchased in his name,” Phil noted excitedly.


Cenia
looked at Kadyn. “If we’re going to Paris to look for Kri, then we need to
approach this the right way. We won’t get anywhere if we question people in
English. Whoever is in on this is going to have to make some effort to speak
the language. I’ll see if I can find someone to run us through a French
immersion course within the next few days.” Cenia jerked her head toward Mason,
who had just walked through the door. “And we won’t get anywhere if we show up looking
like that.”


Mason
narrowed his eyes at Cenia. “What’s wrong with what I got on?”


Gabi
peeked out from behind Mason. “Cenia, don’t even try. Mason has no clue he
doesn’t match. I keep telling him he can’t pair a striped shirt with plaid
shorts and athletic socks with sandals. This guy’s a lost cause. There’s no way
he’ll blend in Paris.”


Cenia
laughed at the pained look on Mason’s face. “Okay, so Mason’s out until he
learns how to dress. The rest of you know better. If you want people to talk to
you in Paris, you’re going to have to dress nice. No jeans, no athletic shoes,
no Hawaiian shirts…” she looked pointedly at Mason, “and no white socks with
sandals. We need to dress in a way that blends in, and don’t forget that money
talks. We’re going to need some serious cash.”


Kadyn
nodded. “I agree. Phil will track down the address, I’ll scrape up some cash,
and Cenia will schedule a French immersion course.” He glanced at Mason.
“Buddy, I leave it up to you on whether you can sacrifice your sense of style
for the mission.”


Roger
folded his arms across his chest. “Look, I hate to be the voice of reason here,
but none of us can afford to get in trouble with the French authorities. We
can’t take the same kind of risks we took in Trout Lake. We can’t storm the
castle with guns blazing, not in a foreign country. We’ll jeopardize our
careers and find ourselves in a French penitentiary so fast it’ll make your
heads spin. I love Kri just as much as the next guy, but we have to be careful
about how we approach this.”


Kadyn’s
expression turned solemn. “Our ability to act will be extremely limited. If we
see Kri, we might not be able to intervene right away. We’ll have to watch and
wait for the right moment. Hopefully, we’ll catch her alone at some point, so
we can nab her without violating the law.” 


Roger
nodded. “If that happens, she might not have her passport on her. We may have
to pull in the American Embassy.”


“Couldn’t
we just call the American Embassy and send them over to question Garcia about
her disappearance? She’s an American citizen who’s been abducted to a foreign
country. I would think that would be right up their alley,” Mason reasoned from
the kitchen.


“We
could do that. It would be a hell of a lot cheaper than flying over there and
paying for a hotel,” Phil agreed.


Kadyn
shook his head. “I’d prefer to check things out myself before pulling the
embassy in. What if they send an investigator over to the house? Garcia could
refuse entry. Then what? Then he knows we’re on to him, and he’ll take her
someplace else. If the guy has enough money to buy a mansion, he probably owns
more than one home. And, if he’s as smart as I think he is, they’re not all going
to be located in France. No. I say a handful of us go and check the place out.
We’ll gather as much evidence as we can to prove she’s there. If we can’t catch
her alone, then we’ll pull the authorities in.”


Cenia
tugged her laptop out of her backpack and plopped down on the couch. “That sounds
like a good plan, Kadyn. If we’re going to do this, I need to know who I’m
enrolling in this French immersion course. The sooner we get started the
better. I know Kadyn’s going. I am too. Roger?”


“Woman,
you’re on crack if you think you’re going off to Paris without me,” Roger
responded drily.


Mason
retrieved a beer from the refrigerator, twisted the lid off, and took a swig. “Count
me in,” he said, leaning over the breakfast bar. 


“While
I’d love an excuse to jet off to Paris with Mason,” Gabi winked at Cenia,
“summer semester ends next week. I have final exams.”


Phil
walked over to the refrigerator, stooped inside, and pulled out a longneck. He
joined Mason at the counter as he twisted off the cap. “I’ll be in a better
position to gather Intel for you if I stay here. Oh, that reminds me. You need to
ensure your cell phones will work in France. You’re going to need SIM cards and
an international calling plan, unless Kadyn can requisition some satellite
phones.”


Kadyn
reached for his cell phone. “I’ll call Shawn to see if he’s flying to Europe
next week. He’s been flying that route a lot lately. If not, we may have to
find a military hop. Ramstein Air Force Base is going to be the nearest base.
We’ll have to drive or catch a puddle jumper from there.”


“You’re
going to have to get an international driver’s license if you drive,” Gabi noted
as she joined Cenia on the couch.


Kadyn
tapped the screen on his cell phone. “I think we should drive. It looks like Ramstein
is only a four hour drive from Paris, and we’re going to need a car in Paris. A
cab won’t work, especially if we snag an opportunity to grab Kri. We need to be
able to hightail it out of there fast,” Kadyn responded.


Within
four days' time, the friends did what they had been longing to do for over two
months. They flew to Europe to rescue Kri.





[bookmark: _Toc378539501]Chapter 17 –
I dare you to move


I
was standing in the closet, stepping into a jade lace dress, when a hand
clamped over my mouth. I was forced back against an unforgiving body. I tried
to scream as I struggled to break free.


Rafael
pressed his mouth to my ear and hissed, “Be quiet or they’ll find us.” He kept
his hand over my mouth as he dragged me toward the shelf displaying the shoes.
My eyes widened when the shelf slid into a hidden pocket in the wall. The area
behind the shelves was pitch black. 


I
tried to break loose from Rafael. My heart was beating erratically. I was terrified,
certain that horrible, unspeakable things would happen if he pulled me into that
dark abyss. Rafael hadn’t touched me since the spa. I couldn’t believe he was
holding me like this when I was barely dressed. 


Suddenly,
Justin was holding me, forcing a vial against my lips. I kicked at his legs as
he forced me into the hangar… or was it a room? I whimpered when I heard
the wall slide shut behind me. I clawed at his hands. 


He
turned me around and pinned me against the wall. His hand was still covering my
mouth. Why is he smothering me? Justin and then Rafael’s face swam
before me. I couldn’t see well enough to identify who it was.


Rafael’s
face came into focus. “Please, Madame Stone. Not one word.” His body remained
pressed against mine. He slowly removed his hand. 


“Please
don’t hurt me,” I rasped. I couldn’t catch my breath.


He
immediately stepped back. 


My
eyes began adjusting to the dark. I could barely see him standing in front of
me. I trembled violently. “Why… what… what are we doing in here?”


Rafael
pressed a finger to his lips. He appeared to be listening for something. 


The
only thing I could hear was my heart pounding and my own ragged breaths. 


“This
is a safe room. Someone tripped the silent alarm,” he explained in a hushed
tone.


I
was silently questioning whether I should whisper another word. I took a step
forward and grasped Rafael’s shirt. “Where’s Michael? Please tell me he’s
safe.” Tears streamed down my cheeks. I choked back a sob as images of what
terrorists might do to him… to me… swam before my face. My heart stalled. I
felt my fingers loosen and slide down Rafael’s chest. Then everything went
black. 


*
* * * * *


I
could hear Michael whispering angrily in French. “Michael,” I sobbed as I struggled
to sit up. The duvet slid down my chest.


Michael
rushed over to me. “Mon coeur…”


“Oh
God,” I cried. “Thank God, you’re okay.”


Michael
gathered me in his arms. “Shhh, ma chérie. I’m safe. You’re safe.
Everyone is okay.” He rocked me gently as he held me against his chest.


I
looked around, thoroughly confused. I was back in our bed, clothed only in my
panties and bra. “Was it a dream?” I asked hesitantly. “Justin grabbed me. He
was forcing me to drink from a vial…” my voice trailed off when I realized that
wasn’t right. 


Michael’s
jaw clenched. “Non, mon coeur. That was not a dream. Someone tried to
break into the house. Rafael pulled you into one of the safe rooms.”


“A
safe room?” I repeated. Images came together, like a puzzle, but some of the pieces
were still missing. “In the closet?”


“Oui.
Je suis désolé.
That
must have been terrifying for you.” Michael eased me back against the pillows
so he could lie next to me. He tucked me into his chest. 


My
eyes widened as I shot back up. “Oh my God, Michael! I was so worried about
you. I was afraid… the terrorists… Oh, God!” I buried my face in his chest as I
began sobbing again. 


Michael
whispered soothingly in French. When I finally stopped crying, he switched back
to English. “Ma chérie, we are going away for a few days, while they
strengthen our security system. The plane is ready. We just need to get you dressed
so we can leave.” 


“I’m
so tired, Michael. God, I am so tired. I just want to sleep.” A lone tear
trickled out of the corner of my eye. “I’m too afraid to sleep.” 


Michael
kept me tucked against his chest as he sat up. He appeared hesitant to release
me. “I’m sorry, but we should leave now, mon coeur, while we know it’s
still safe. I’ll help you dress. Rafael will find something to help you sleep
on the plane. The maid has already gathered everything you’ll need.”


*
* * * * *


Michael
helped me dress. Rafael gave me a pill that was supposed to help me sleep. The
walk to the car, the drive to the airport, and the flight were all a blur. By
the time my head cleared, we were driving along a long expanse of azure colored
water, which Michael identified as the Mediterranean Sea. The deep blue water
was dotted with white boats of all shapes and sizes. When we arrived in Saint-Tropez,
our driver turned onto a steep, winding driveway that led to a large villa. 


The
villa was painted the softest shade of yellow. Bright white shutters flanked
twelve massive windows across the front of the house. Eight large windows lined
the top floor. Four windows graced the bottom floor, along with two sets of French
doors. The driveway and the back of the house were nestled among a well-manicured
lawn, flowering bushes, and tropical trees. A large travertine patio was
sandwiched between the front of the house and a large infinity pool that hung
over the edge of the cliff. Both offered a spectacular view of the sea below. While
still quite large, the place appeared to be half the size of Michael’s mansion
in Paris.


Beauty
and tranquility surrounded the place, but I was too tired to fully appreciate
it. I asked Michael to take me to our room. He insisted I eat some chilled
potato and leek soup with baguette bread at a small sitting area nestled in
front of the window before I crawled into bed. 


My
mind kept flashing back to the attempted break-in, so I begged Michael to lie
down with me. He offered me another sleeping pill before stripping down and
joining me in bed. I couldn’t bear to have him hold me from behind, so he stretched
out on his back and tucked me against his chest. I burrowed into his arms and
quickly fell asleep. 


While
I was sleeping, insidious tendrils of fear spiraled through me like smoke,
leaving behind images of Tom, Justin, and nameless, faceless men who beat me
over and over again. I was so deeply anchored in sleep, I was unable to escape until
the pill wore off in the early morning hours. I woke even more exhausted than I
was the day before.


Michael
called to me from the window as soon as he heard me stir. “Mon coeur,
why don’t you come join me for breakfast?” 


I
pulled a pillow over my head. “No, thank you.” My voice was barely audible
through the pillow.


Michael
sat down next to me. He removed the pillow, smoothed my hair back, and sprinkled
soft kisses all over my face. “Please, mon amour. I promise we are
safe.”


I
tried to smile when he kissed me, but I couldn’t. I cried instead. Michael pulled
me into his arms and held me until the tears subsided. I stayed in bed the
entire day… not really awake, but not sleeping either. I was lost somewhere in
between. Michael sat by the window with his laptop so he could watch me while
he worked. 


I
left the bed twice but only to use the bathroom. The second time, Michael found
me hiding next to the sink. 


He
rushed to me as soon as he saw me on the floor. “Mon Dieu, Kristine!
What happened?”


I
tightened my arms around my knees. “They’re here. I heard them outside.” I
looked up at him through wild, fearful eyes.


Michael
sprinted to the window, then slowly walked back to me. “Mon coeur, it is
only the gardeners. We are safe here. I promise you, we are safe.” Michael
scooped me up in his arms and tucked me back in bed. “Would another sleeping
pill help?” he asked as he hovered over me. 


Tears
trickled slowly down my cheeks. “No. I’m too afraid to go back to sleep.” 


Michael
crawled into bed with his clothes on. He leaned back against the heavy mahogany
headboard and pulled me on top of him so I was reclining against his chest and
nestled between his legs. He tucked my head under his chin and wrapped his arms
around me. I sighed contentedly, then fell into a deep, dreamless sleep. 


I
woke a few hours later. I heard a noise at the door and flinched against Michael’s
chest. I watched nervously as Rafael showed an older gentleman into the room.
He had salt and pepper hair, kind brown eyes, and a slightly weathered face. He
was dressed in a nice gray suit, and he carried a small black bag. I watched
him approach the bed. Then I began to shake.


“It’s
okay, ma chérie. This is my physician. He won’t hurt you. He is here to
help,” Michael whispered soothingly. He kept me tucked against his chest and
used hushed tones as he spoke to the physician in French. 


The
man studied me while Michael spoke. His brows furrowed, then his eyes softened
as he gently shook his head. The physician continued to watch only me as he
spoke to Michael. I couldn’t move. I couldn’t speak. I could only watch him
watching me. 


Finally,
Michael spoke to me. “The physician needs to take your blood pressure and
measure your heart rate. Is it okay if he does that, ma chérie?”


I
slowly nodded. 


Michael
kissed the top of my head. “You don’t have to move. I will be right here
holding you the whole time.”


The
physician spoke softly in French as he wrapped a blood pressure cuff around my
arm and felt for a pulse on my wrist. He flashed a small pen light across my
eyes before he stood. He spoke to Michael, again in French. He wrote out two
prescriptions on a small notepad and handed them to Rafael as he walked toward
the door.


Michael
tightened his arms around me and explained. “Rafael will send someone to get
the medicine, mon coeur. The physician said you are in shock. He is
concerned that what happened yesterday may have triggered some fear and
anxieties that are tied to your past. He wrote prescriptions for anti-anxiety
medication and antidepressants. They should help you feel better.” 


I
nodded, too tired to speak. I eventually drifted back to sleep. 


Michael
woke me when the medications arrived. He insisted I take the medicine with
food, so I joined him at the window for a late lunch. I picked at the cheese,
grapes, and bread and stared unseeingly at the brilliant blue sea. Once Michael
gave up trying to coax me to eat, I took the medicine and returned to bed.


* * * * * *


I
stayed in bed for two more days. I would have remained for a third, but Michael
forced me to take a bath. I watched numbly as he ran the water, stripped us
both down, and helped me into the tub. He cradled me against his chest as he slowly
washed and rinsed my hair. He trailed a soapy sea sponge gently down my back, arms,
chest, and legs. When he finished washing me, he handed me the sea sponge and
smiled encouragingly. 


I
stared at the sea sponge for the longest time. Then I began washing his body, just
as he had mine. When I finished, I pulled his back against my chest so I could massage
shampoo into his hair. I watched from the opposite side of the tub as he sank
into the water to rinse the suds away. He sat back up, and my breath caught.
The water glistened on his shoulders, chest, and face.  


Concern
flitted across his face. “Mon coeur?”


My
eyes traveled his beautifully carved face, the shadowed jaw line, the curls in his
hair, broad shoulders and chest as a desperate need unfurled somewhere deep inside
my soul. I slowly eased onto my knees. My voice was barely a whisper by the
time our eyes met. “I need you, Michael. I need you to make love to me.”


A
flicker of surprise, then relief washed over his handsome face. “Here?” he asked
softly.


I
crawled toward him. “Yes. Here. Now, Michael. Please.”


Michael’s
eyes softened as he pulled me onto his lap. He cupped my face in his hands and
kissed me so tenderly, I wanted to weep. 


I
closed my eyes and breathed him in. His tongue swept through my mouth. I grasped
his hair and kissed him hungrily. He eased inside of me, burying himself as
deep as my body would allow. My head fell back as he licked, kissed, and nipped
all down my neck and breasts. He set a slow, methodical pace as his body rocked
against mine.


The
water lapped teasingly between us. He continued ravishing me with his lips. A sweet
tension built between us until we both hovered just on the edge of release.
Michael kept me teetering on that bittersweet edge for an eternity before he
lifted me from his hips and drove inside of me… once… twice… three times. We
clung together as the room fell away. Then we both fell blissfully apart. 


We
lie intertwined in the bathtub until the water turned cold. Michael lifted me
from the tub, before stepping out and snatching a thick towel from a nearby towel
warmer. He wrapped me in the warm towel before briefly drying himself. He tied
his towel around his waist, grabbed a third towel, and steered me toward the
bedroom.


Michael
sat me on the edge of the bed. He stood in front of me and towel dried my hair.
When he was satisfied my hair was sufficiently dry, he threw the towel aside and
braced his arms on either side of me. He nibbled at my bottom lip. Then his
tongue teased mine in a slow, seductive kiss. 


I
slipped the towel from around his waist, locked my arms around his back, and pulled
him on top of me as I collapsed back onto the bed. I wiggled beneath him until
his body was perfectly aligned with mine. “More,” I whispered hoarsely. 


A
storm rolled over the house. Michael captured my lips and hands as he pushed
inside of me. Thunder rolled off in the distance, rain pelted the windows, and
lightening ripped through the darkened sky. That storm was nothing compared to
the way he made me feel inside. 


Michael
and I remained holed up in the bedroom for three days straight. We did nothing
but eat, sleep, and make love. By the time we had our fill of one another, Michael
had chased every last demon away. There were no more thoughts of Tom, Justin, terrorists,
or even Rafael. The only thing I could think about was how Michael felt both in
and outside of me.


* * * * * *


Michael
eased me out of the bedroom and back into the world. He began with a tour of
the house. This house was nothing like the one in Paris. It was lighter,
brighter, and more airy. While the villa was every bit as elegant as the
mansion, the elegance was less old world, more understated and casual. Aside
from the kitchen, bathrooms, and servant quarters, which were tucked in the
back, most rooms boasted a breathtaking view of the Mediterranean Sea. The
house was clearly designed to entice people outside. 


In
Paris, Michael preferred to eat in our room by the fire. Here, in Saint-Tropez,
Michael preferred to eat outside by the pool. The pool and patio were lit at
night, so we spent as much time there in the evenings as we did during the day.
There were three sitting areas on the patio. One sitting area was located near
a beautiful water fountain that ran into a basin on the side of the house. Because
it was shaded during a good part of the day, this quickly became my favorite
place to read. A central sitting area was arranged around a large rectangular
fire pit. This was where we ate dinner most nights as we gazed out over the darkening
sea. 


The
third sitting area framed an outdoor kitchen and bar. Rafael and some of the
other security staff often hung out in this area, listening to music and
playing cards. I learned quickly that whenever Michael dismissed them, it was
so he could ravish me in the pool. Michael would wait until I noticed him
staring intently at me. He would pin me with his smoldering gaze while he
clipped out, “Laissez-nous s'il
vous plaît,” without once breaking eye contact with
me. The security staff would exchange knowing smiles or wink at me before
clearing out. Then Michael would slowly rise from his chair and stalk me like a
panther in the night. I inevitably found myself screaming and running for the
pool.


Michael
grew bored of the house by the end of the second week. He took me into
Saint-Tropez, and we began spending our days wandering through small galleries
and designer boutiques or eating and drinking coffee at trendy little cafés. On
our third outing, Michael dragged me into a Louis Vuitton store and insisted on
buying me a small black evening bag with a long gold chain for a shoulder
strap. He also purchased a floral summer bag. Then he proceeded to drag me
through a number of other shops so he could fill the floral bag with designer
sunglasses, a wallet, a small jeweled mirror, a cell phone, and sunscreen. When
we returned home that evening, Michael stuffed the wallet with money and
programmed phone numbers and music into my phone. He explained that the phone
would only work in Europe, and while he didn’t think I would need it, he wanted
me to keep the phone and the money with me in case we were ever separated
during one of our outings.


The
next morning, Michael indulged me in some time by the pool. My skin was already
turning a nice honey color, despite Michael’s repeated attempts to slather me
with SPF 50 sunscreen. We had only been sitting by the pool for an hour when Michael
threw my sundress at me and hauled me back into town, claiming I needed to
protect my face from the sun. He pulled me into a quaint little boutique where
he insisted I model a number of sun hats. He purchased eight of them. He took
me to lunch at an outdoor café. Then he decided he was bored of shopping. 


That
was when Michael took me out on his sailboat. I boarded the boat fully
expecting someone else to sail, while Michael and I sat back and enjoyed the view.
Instead, I sat slack-jawed while Michael sailed the boat. I hadn’t a clue the
man could sail. 


We
spent a number of afternoons sailing the Mediterranean, always returning to the
villa before nightfall. Late one afternoon, Michael lowered the sails so we
could relax in a fairly private expanse of water. We had just finished eating
the lunch the cook had sent with us, and I was curled between Michael’s legs
with my head resting on his chest as he played with my hair. We lie there in
silence enjoying the tranquility and the gentle rocking of the boat. 


Michael
eventually broke the silence. “I’m glad we came here.”


I
smiled as I ran my hand through the hair on his chest. “Me too. It’s so
peaceful.”


Michael
hummed his agreement. “Do you think you might be ready to return to Paris?”


My
hand stilled on Michael’s chest as I sorted through my feelings.


Michael
quickly continued. “I’ve upgraded the security system and increased our
security staff. Rafael has been back twice over the past month to make sure
everything is as it should be. I need to go back to tend to some business. If
you prefer, you can stay here with Rafael and the staff, and I will return in
three days. Otherwise, we can fly back home together. We can return here, to
the villa, anytime you like.”


“Home,”
I murmured thoughtfully. I wasn’t entirely sure I knew where home was for me. I
sat up so I could look into Michael’s eyes. “I don’t want to be separated from
you, mon chérie, not even for a day. If you’re going back, then I’m
going with you.”


Michael
smiled, his relief evident. “And, because you are mon coeur, I do not
wish to be parted from you, not even for a minute. We’ll return together.”


With
our decision made, I relaxed against his chest so we could savor our last
remaining hours in the Mediterranean Sea. 





[bookmark: _Toc378539502]Chapter 18 –
Different worlds


Cenia,
Kadyn, Mason, and Roger sat in the rental car and stared at the massive stone
house. They exchanged glances with wide eyes. 


“She’s
been holed up here?” Mason asked as his jaw fell slack. 


“We
don’t know that for sure,” Roger reminded him. “Let’s find a parking space and
walk around. Cenia, you bring the camera. Maybe, if you snap off some pictures
of the houses, you’ll pass as a tourist.”


Cenia
waved a hand over her bright floral dress. “I did not dress like this to play the
tourist. Mason should be the tourist.”


“I’m
wearing a white dress shirt with khaki pants for crying out loud. What more do
you want?” Mason huffed out a breath. “Fine. Give me the damn camera. I’ll be
the tourist.”


Kadyn
rubbed his temples. “Would you two stop bickering? You’re making it difficult
to think.” Kadyn pulled away from the curb and parked the car around the corner,
one block over. They stood outside the car and debated their approach. “I think
we should split up. Cenia and Roger, why don’t you two walk around the block
from the back side, so you end up on the same side of the street as the house.
Act like you like each other. You know, two people out for a romantic stroll.” 


“We
do like each other,” Cenia objected, only half insulted.


Roger
laughed as he wrapped his arm around her shoulders and tugged her close.


Kadyn
continued. “Mason and I will approach the house from this end, on the opposite
side of the street. We’ll stop in the middle of the block and pretend to have a
conversation so we can scope out the house.”


Mason
folded his arms across his chest. “Dude. I know how to have a conversation. I
don’t have to pretend.”


Kadyn
wiped all expression from his face as he stared at Mason. “We’ll meet back here
at the car.” His eyes slanted toward Cenia and Roger. “As you two walk around
the back of the block, try to examine the back of the house. Is there a yard?
Is it fenced? Is there a gate? Are there places to hide? You get the drift.”


Cenia
and Roger nodded.


“If
anyone gives you a hard time for wandering too close to the house, just mention
that you heard the house was recently up for sale and ask if it has already
been purchased. Did you memorize that line in French?” Kadyn asked.


Cenia
smiled. “Oui.”


Kadyn
shook his head. “Let’s go.” The friends parted ways as they followed their
designated paths. They met back at the car forty minutes later.


Kadyn
jerked his head toward Roger. “Debrief.”


Roger
leaned against the side of the car. “There’s a rather large garden in the back
of the property and another house. It looks like some sort of carriage home, possibly
a guest house or servant quarters. There were a number of men in uniforms working
on ground floor windows and the back doors. The ground floor windows run
ceiling to floor. There are two sets of French doors that lead out to the
garden. Given the security vans parked down the block, my guess is they’re
working on the security system. Aside from the security workers, I didn’t see
any residents or staff.”


Cenia
shook her head. “This place is massive. I’m not sure we would spot anyone
unless they were standing at the windows or walking through the garden. The
garden has a number of thick hedges that could provide some cover, and the
house is distanced far enough from the others to where we might get away with
conducting some surveillance. The trees won’t offer any cover. The trunks are
quite small and the branches are sculpted.” 


“There
is no way we can approach this house from the front, and given the
neighborhood, I seriously doubt we can break into the house and get away with
it. I snapped off some pictures of the front of the house so we can download them
onto my laptop and examine the house further. I’ll go around back and snap off
some more pictures when the security workers clear out,” Mason stated.


Roger
pushed off from the car. “I’m with Mason. I don’t think we should attempt to
break in. What if Cenia and I go up and ring the doorbell to ask if the
property is for sale? Do you think we’re dressed nice enough to pass as
interested buyers?”


Kadyn
shook his head. “No. Not for this neighborhood. Besides, I seriously doubt Garcia
or Kri will be answering the door… assuming they’re even here. We’ll just have
to keep an eye on the place. We’re bound to see someone coming and going over
the next few days.”


“I
have an idea.” 


All
eyes turned to Cenia. 


“There
are all kinds of shops and bakeries located a few blocks from here. We passed
some on the Champs Elysees. Why don’t we visit some of the coffee shops? You
know how addicted Kri is to coffee. Garcia has had her for close to three
months now. Maybe… just maybe… he has taken her out for coffee. We can show her
picture to some of the waiters and see if anyone recognizes her. It would help
us confirm whether or not she’s here.”


“You
don’t seriously think the guy kidnapped her, and then took her out for coffee?”
Mason asked incredulously.


Cenia
nodded as her eyes raked over the exclusive neighborhood. “Yes, I do.” She glanced
at Kadyn. “I think the guy brought her here to seduce her. This guy is not
stupid. He’s going to use all of the resources at his disposal to win her over.
Why would he keep her locked inside the house when he has all of this to work
with?” Cenia motioned in the direction of the Seine and the Eiffel Tower.


Roger
shrugged. “I think Cenia is right. Besides, I could use a bite to eat. Let’s
leave the car and walk back that way. If I remember correctly, the Champs
Elysees is only a couple of blocks away.”


A
few minutes later, the friends were seated at two small metal tables just
outside a trendy coffee shop on the Champs Elysees. Long narrow boxes of flowers
in pink, lavender, and white were scattered decoratively along the ornate metal
fence that established the boundary for the outdoor seating area. The friends
attempted to order their drinks and food in French. They breathed a sigh of
relief when the waiter switched over to English.


Cenia
excused herself to use the ladies room when the waiter left with their order. Kadyn
watched as she disappeared through the glass doors leading into the coffee shop.
When she returned, she approached the waiter, who was pouring water at a small
outdoor catering station. 


Roger
gritted his teeth when Cenia laughed and touched the waiter’s arm.


Mason
nudged Roger’s shoulder. “You do realize what she’s doing, right?” 


Roger
scowled. “Yes, but I don’t have to like it. What is it that women find so
appealing about French men anyway?”


Mason
ran his hand over his buzz cut. “Who knows? They look like a bunch of sissies with
their long hair. And, if our waiter is any indication, they bathe in their cologne.
You might want to keep an eye on Cenia, in case she passes out from the fumes.”



Kadyn
was watching Cenia. She glanced admiringly at the waiter’s bicep before draping
her hand over his shoulder. The guy inched toward her as she showed him a
picture on her cell phone. Kadyn responded without looking at Roger. “Even the
waiters dress nice. They know how to seduce women, and the accent appears to
short circuit their brains.”


Roger
rose from his chair, just as the waiter leaned in to smell Cenia’s hair. 


Kadyn
grabbed his shoulder and forced him back into the seat. “Just give her a
minute.”


The
three men watched as the waiter whispered something in Cenia’s ear. Cenia
smiled, then kissed the guy on the cheek. 


Cenia
eyed Roger warily as she returned to her seat. She quickly turned her attention
to Kadyn. “My new friend, Amaury, remembers seeing Kri a few weeks ago. He said
she looks different, though. She’s wearing more makeup, and she’s wearing her
hair straight. I told him she’s a friend of ours from the states and that we’re
trying to catch up with her while we’re in town. He seemed to buy it. I asked
if she was with anyone, and the man actually had a name. He said the guy’s a
regular around here. Apparently, one of the baristas has a huge crush on him,
and she was pretty miffed when he waltzed in with Kri.”


Kadyn,
Roger, and Mason looked at her expectantly. No one said a word.


Cenia’s
eyebrows knit together. “He said she was with Rafael Garcia.”


“Who
the hell is Rafael?” Mason bellowed.


Cenia
hushed him. She looked at Kadyn. “Do you think Michael could be going by
another name?”


Kadyn
shrugged. “Maybe. I’ll ask Phil to look into it.”


The
waiter returned to the table with their coffee and pastries. A low growl
emanated from Roger when the man winked at Cenia.


“Merci,”
Cenia responded with a flirtatious smile. Her smile widened as she watched the waiter
walk away. “I think I may have a date tonight.”


All
three men groaned. 


Roger
ripped into a croissant. He scowled at Cenia. “What is it with French men?” 


Cenia
laughed. “You got me, but you all might want to start taking notes.”


* * * * * *


The
four friends continued to watch the house over the next few days.
Aside from the gardener and a gray haired woman with a young girl, they didn’t
see anyone coming or going from the house. 


They
eventually split up so they could expand their search to include additional
coffee shops and some of the more popular tourist sites. They were unable to
find anyone, besides the waiter and the barista, who recognized Kri. The
barista offered no insight as to who Rafael Garcia might be, although she could
easily recite what he typically ordered. She was still miffed about Kri.


Phil
called to confirm that the mansion was the only property registered to Michael
Garcia in Paris. He couldn’t find a single thing on Rafael Garcia. After ten
days, the four friends were forced to return home, discouraged and empty
handed.





[bookmark: _Toc378539503]Chapter 19 –
Let love in


Rafael
and Jean accompanied Michael and me on the flight back to Paris. Jean
disappeared the moment we entered the house. Michael, Rafael, and I lingered in
the foyer. 


Michael
gave me a hug. “I have some things I need to tend to, so Rafael is going to review
the new security measures with you. I’ll join you for lunch in a couple of hours.”
He kissed me on the cheek before heading toward his office, which was located
just off the foyer. 


Michael
disappeared into the office. I glanced nervously at Rafael. We still hadn’t
talked about what happened in the safe room, and I was really embarrassed about
how I had reacted. 


Rafael’s
eyes softened as they met mine. “Madame Stone, before we review the new security
system, I want to apologize for what happened last month. I’m very sorry I
scared you. I was so anxious to get you into that safe room without being
heard, that I didn’t stop to think about how that might affect you, especially
given your past. I should have approached the situation differently.”


I
smiled reassuringly. “Please, Rafael, you don’t need to apologize. You had the
best of intentions. You were just trying to keep me safe. I wish… Sometimes, I
wish my past didn’t own me the way that it does. When those memories hit, I
can’t hardly see the person standing in front of me. All I see is the past.”


Rafael
nodded. “Still, I would prefer not to cause you anymore pain.”


I
hugged him, much to his surprise. He patted me awkwardly on the back before
relaxing and returning the hug. 


Michael
cleared his throat. 


I
spun around so quickly, Rafael had to steady me. Michael was standing in the
doorway to his office trying not to smile at us.


His
eyes locked on Rafael’s. “You know how I feel about other people touching her.
Maybe there should be a little less touching and a bit more security briefing
between the two of you?”


Rafael
released his hands from my arms. He didn’t look the least bit offended by
Michael’s comment. A smile tugged at the corners of his mouth.  “Oui, bien sûr,
Monsieur,” he responded in a
slightly mocking tone.  He reached for my hand and tucked it in the crook of his
arm as he led me toward the back of the house. 


Michael
growled from the doorway. 


I
burst out laughing. Then I ran back and jumped in Michael’s arms. “Oh, stop it,
you big bully. You know I love you!” I kissed him fully on the mouth.


Michael’s
smile fell away as he backed away from the kiss. “You love me…” he repeated, as
if he wasn’t quite sure he’d heard me correctly. His eyes searched mine. “You… love
me?” he asked again. Confusion and doubt flitted across his face.


I
was still locked in his arms. My toes hung suspended above the ground. I bit my
lip. I knew I was dangling over the edge of something really big... something I
hadn’t really thought through.


Michael
took a step back inside his office and kicked the door closed. He hitched my
legs around his waist and pressed my back against the door. “Please answer me,
Kristine. Do you… love me?” 


My
heart beat frantically as I sifted through my feelings and my unplanned
confession. That’s when I knew how it felt to be Michael… to let go and love
with reckless abandon. It was fierce and raw and messy and painful, but it was
also very real. My heart pounded. My pulse quickened, and my breath got tangled
in the response. “Yes, Michael. I’m deeply in love with you.”


His
mouth came crashing down on mine as he sought to confirm my response. “Je t'aime, Kristine, tu es mon cœur,” he rasped as
he wrenched open the door. He strode out of the office, still kissing and
carrying me in his arms. He walked past Rafael, who stared wide eyed from the
piano bench. 


Michael
broke the kiss long enough to issue a new command. “I’ll be handling her
security briefing myself.” I giggled and waved goodbye to Rafael, who now stood
gaping at the two of us. Michael carried me all the way up the stairs to our
bed, where he took me ten ways to heaven before commencing our security tour.


*
* * * * *


Michael
spent a couple of hours showing me how to access each and every safe room in
the house. He had buttons built into every room that he said would trigger the
silent alarms, which not only sounded at the main security office but also
caused all of the cell phones for the security staff, the household staff, and
Michael to pulse. 


Michael
turned my phone over to Rafael so he could link it to the system and set it up
to pulse with the same warning. He introduced me to our new security staff
before we went our separate ways. I retrieved my Kindle from the bedroom and
walked down to the library when Michael settled in to work.  


We
met back in the bedroom for dinner at seven-thirty. I poured our water and wine
while Michael pulled our plates from under the covered tray. I examined the
food curiously. The meal was beautifully presented, but the smell was
nauseating. I wondered if all the time on the sailboat and the plane trip had
wreaked havoc on my stomach. Michael’s cooks in Paris and Saint-Tropez were
exceptional, and I had yet to eat a bad meal in France. I took a sip of wine,
and my stomach roiled. I set the wine down and tried picking at the food.


Michael’s
fork paused mid-air. “Mon coeur, you don’t like the food?”


I
abandoned the food and reached for a glass of sparkling water. “I’m sure the
food is fine. My stomach is just feeling a bit off.” 


“But
you hardly ate anything today,” he objected as he set his fork down.


His
concern over such a small matter made me smile. “Michael, it’s nothing. I’m
sure I’ll be eating everything in sight tomorrow.”


“Perhaps,”
he replied as he studied me over the top of his wine. 


I
curled my feet under me and sipped on water while Michael finished his meal. When
he finally set his plate aside, he reached over and started weaving a lock of
my hair around his finger. “Are you sure you’re feeling alright?”


I
planted a soft kiss on his forehead, trying to erase the worry lines that now
carved his handsome face. “Yes. I promise you, I will be fine.”


I
washed up and crawled into bed. Michael had wandered out of the bedroom while I
was still in the bathroom. I was half asleep by the time he joined me in bed. I
burrowed into his warm chest and whispered, “Je
t'aime, Michael.” 


“Bonne
nuit, ma chérie. Je
t'aime,” he replied just
as I drifted off to sleep.


*
* * * * *


I
thought I had made a full recovery when I woke the next morning, but the moment
I sat up, my stomach turned. I barely made it to the bathroom in time. Michael
found me two hours later, lying on the bathroom floor.


Michael’s
eyes widened with panic. “Mon coeur! What happened? Are you okay?”


“I’m
fine,” I insisted as I pushed up from the cool tile. I suddenly realized how
ridiculous that sounded. “I think I have the flu,” I confessed miserably.


Michael
gathered me into his lap as he kneeled on the floor. “Can I carry you to the
bed? I’ll bring the trash bin in case you are sick.”


“Yes,”
I sighed gratefully. “I’d like to go to bed.”


Michael
scooped up the trash can, gently carried me to the bed, then sweetly tucked me
in. “Can I get you something, ma chérie?”


I
squeezed his hand. “Water and some medicine to help with the nausea, if you
have it.”


The
faintest smile tugged at his lips before he kissed my hand. “Mon amour,
I do not think medicine is such a good idea. Why don’t we try water and some
table crackers?”


I
shrugged. “Okay. It’s worth a shot.”


Michael
sent a quick text on his phone. “The cook will bring it up for you. Why don’t
you stay in bed, read your Kindle, and relax for a little bit. I’ll catch up on
work while you rest.” Michael paused, then continued hesitantly. “I was
planning to take you to the ballet at the Palais Garnier tonight, but we
don’t have to go if you’re not feeling up to it.”


“The
Palais Garnier?” I asked curiously. I didn’t recognize the name from any of our
previous outings. 


Michael
laughed. “I would think you of all people would know the Palais Garnier, mon
coeur. It is the opera house from the Phantom of the Opera.”


I
gasped as I sat up in bed. “Oh, Michael. Can we please go? I promise, I’ll feel
better!”


Michael
kissed the top of my head. “Of course, ma chérie, tout ce que ton coeur
désire… anything
your heart desires.”


“Well,
when you put it that way…” I grabbed teasingly for Michael, but he quickly
darted out of reach.


He
laughed. “Rest, so we can play later.”


I
sank back against the pillows. Michael stopped to talk to Rafael just outside
the door. He winked at me as he gently pulled the door closed. I tried to read
my Kindle while I nibbled on the crackers the cook’s granddaughter brought up.
I washed them down with a small amount of water before snuggling into the thick
feather comforter for a short nap. I quickly drifted off to sleep. 


My
stomach felt a lot better when I woke up, so I ate a few more crackers and
resumed reading my Kindle… that is until Rafael delivered two presents from
Michael. I felt like a kid at Christmas when he placed the beautifully wrapped gifts
next to me on the bed. 


The
presents were wrapped in a heavy cream paper and tied with gold fabric ribbon.
I couldn’t hold back my excitement when I unwrapped the large flat box and
discovered an iridescent gold tea length halter dress, with layers of sheer pleats.
A wide black satin belt accentuated the waist. Tucked inside the box was a
large barrette, which held two black satin roses. The second box held delicate gold
heels. I nearly leapt from the bed.


I
fell in love with the dress the second I put it on. I twirled in front of the
mirrors in the bathroom while I waited for the tub to fill. I shed the dress
just long enough to bathe and apply makeup. I pulled my hair back and wound it into
a French roll. I tucked the black roses alongside the twist of hair. After I
finished pulling myself together, I stood and gaped at my reflection in the
mirror. How could that be me? 


I
was sitting by the windows overlooking the gardens when Michael returned to our
room. He stopped dead in his tracks. “Tu
es tellement belle,” he whispered. His eyes raked over
my face, the dress, my legs, and shoes before he made a small circle in the air
with his finger. 


I
smiled and turned for him. He frowned as he closed the distance between us.
“I’m not sure I can take you out like this, mon coeur.”


My
face knit with confusion. “Why?” 


“Because
you will be the ruin of entirely too many marriages if I take you out in public
like this. Also, I won’t be able to resist doing this.” Michael held my arms as
he lined my bare shoulders and my neck with soft kisses. “And, this…” he motioned
toward the hair twisted at the back of my head, “…makes me want to loosen your
hair and haul you back to bed.” As if mesmerized, he reached for the barrette.


“Don’t
you dare!” I warned in a low tone. “I want you to take me to the ballet, and I
am not redoing my hair!”


Michael
laughed as he grabbed my hips and pulled them against his. 


My
eyes widened when I discovered just how aroused he had become. 


His
face grew serious again. “You are sure you’re feeling okay, ma chérie?” 


I
wrapped my arms around Michael’s shoulders so I could tangle my fingers in his
hair. “Yes, Michael. My stomach feels fine. I’m even a little bit hungry.”


“Très bien,” Michael
murmured. He nibbled my ear as he muttered all the things he planned to do to
me in French. 


I
gasped at the few words I understood.


Michael
eventually tore his hands from me so he could get ready for our date. He paired
one of his black suits with gold cufflinks and a gold and black paisley tie. 


I
was the one swooning by the time he applied his signature citrus and clove
scented cologne. I ran my fingers along the thin layer of stubble that darkened
his jaw line and considered taking him up on his offer to haul me back to bed. 


Michael
chuckled at the look on my face. He draped a black pashmina over my shoulders.
“If it becomes too unbearable, mon coeur, we could always lock ourselves
in one of the bathrooms at the opera house. They are very well appointed.”


I
rolled my eye and shook my head, although the idea sent a delicious shiver down
my spine. I linked my arm in his as we made our way out to the car. 


I
was trying not to think about those bathrooms fifteen minutes later when we
were seated at the L’Opera Restaurant. My stomach felt perfectly fine, but I decided
to skip the wine just to be on the safe side. Michael sipped on a glass of
Beaujolais while he perused the menu. I encouraged him to order for me, then sat
back and marveled at the restaurant’s bright red and white décor, which had a
shockingly retro-modern feel in stark contrast to the 1800’s architecture of
the opera house the restaurant was housed in. 


Michael
ordered our food. Then he sat back and watched me study the room. “So, what do
you think?”


I
reached for a glass of sparkling water before meeting his gaze. “It’s very
unexpected. The décor is a bit contemporary for my blood.”


Michael
nodded as he surveyed the room. “Mine too.”


“I
don’t think I thanked you for the dress, Michael. It’s beautiful. Thank you… for
this evening and for the dress.”


Michael
shrugged. “You deserve to have beautiful things, mon amour.” 


The
waiter returned to our table with two strawberry and spinach salads and a wire
basket filled with warm baguette bread. “Bon
appétit.”


Michael
and I exchanged smiles as we both responded, “Merci.”


Michael
dug into the salad.


I
reached for a piece of bread. “You know, Michael. You are constantly showering
me with gifts. I don’t have access to my bank account anymore, so I can’t buy
you anything, although I would very much like to. It feels a little awkward,
accepting your gifts when I can’t return the favor.”


Michael’s
mouth fell open. “You want to buy me a gift? Why?”


I
shot him an irritated look as I took a bite of salad. “Why do you buy me gifts?”


Michael
looked confused and a tad bit insulted. “I buy you gifts because I want you to
know I am thinking of you… because I want you to know you are loved… and
because I can.” 


I
sat back in my chair and crossed my arms, raising both eyebrows for effect. 


A
smile spread slowly across Michael’s face. “Point made.”


The
waiter arrived with the main course. I smiled at Michael when I saw what he had
ordered. “You chose well, mon chérie. This smells amazing.”


Michael
nodded at the waiter, who then shaved parmesan cheese over the top of our
plates. “I thought a chicken entrée would be easier on your stomach.”


The
chicken breast was served alongside a crayfish risotto. Both were drizzled with
a light citrus sauce. I took a small bite of the risotto and hummed my
appreciation. I inhaled two more bites, suddenly famished.


Michael
resumed our conversation when the waiter left. “Aside from the wine you
purchased for me on our second date, I can’t say that I have ever had a woman
purchase me a gift.”


I
nearly choked on the risotto. “Michael, you can’t be serious?”


He
looked thoughtful, then slowly shook his head. “Not since I was a child.”


I
eyed Michael with considerable sadness. “So you purchase the women you date
gifts, but they don’t give you gifts in exchange, not even on your birthday?”


Michael
shrugged. “I hadn’t really given it much thought. Perhaps they thought it was
pointless given my finances.”


I
narrowed my eyes. “Your finances are irrelevant. I’m sure you would enjoy the
sentiment regardless. The fact remains that I would like to purchase you a
gift, but I can’t.”


Michael
took another bite of chicken. “Do you still have the money I gave you in Saint-
Tropez?”


I
looked at him in surprise. “Yes, of course. I thought that was for emergencies…
in case we were separated.” 


Michael
laughed. “I’ll open you your own account then.”


“With
what money?” I asked stubbornly.


Michael
looked thoroughly entertained as he reached for his wine. “Mine, of course.” 


I
sighed. “Buying you a gift with your own money sort of defeats the purpose,
don’t you think?”


“No.
Not really. Not if it’s the thought that counts.”


The
waiter stopped back by to see if we wanted coffee and dessert. I glanced at
Michael, then shook my head. “I better not.” 


Michael
handed the waiter his credit card. He watched the waiter walk away, then reached
for my hand. “Mon coeur, each day with you is a gift. You don’t need to
buy me anything, although I am certain I would enjoy anything you picked out
for me. I do think you raise a good point, and I would like to open an account
for you, so you can go shopping and purchase what you’d like.”


I
opened my mouth to object. When Michael gave me a disapproving look, I quickly
slammed it shut. 


He
kissed my hand. “Please, mon amour. I don’t want you to think of it as my
money. I am happy to share it with you, and it is the least I can do since I
have robbed you of your own career.”


Michael
pulled me to my feet. He kissed me on the forehead as he wrapped the pashmina
around my shoulders. “Come. I want to show you the main opera house before the
ballet begins.”


As
Michael steered me out of the restaurant, my mind gnawed on the fact that I no
longer had a career. I knew I wouldn’t be happy without one, not for very long anyway.
I wondered what kind of career, if any, I could pursue in Paris. I stopped dead
in my tracks. Why would I pursue a career in Paris? Had I decided to stay?


Michael
stood in front of me with a concerned look on his face. “What’s wrong?”


I
licked my lips nervously. “Nothing.” Nothing I was ready to discuss anyway.
“I’m just overthinking things. Let’s go see the grand staircase.”


Michael
looked hesitant to proceed, but he allowed my evasiveness to slide as he led me
into the foyer of the main opera house. My eyes widened at the opulent decor. I
would have been content to sit on the grand staircase so I could admire the
candelabras, scantily dressed sculptures, and frescos for the rest of the
evening, but Michael insisted we take our seats in the balcony. 


I
leaned against the ornately carved balcony as I admired the main auditorium. The
walls, the massive curtain across the stage, and our seats were lined in a deep
burgundy fabric that felt like crushed velvet. I couldn’t pull my eyes from the
long columns, balconies, busts, and sculptures that appeared to be carved in
gold. The historic chandelier and the softly painted fresco in the ceiling competed
mightily against the ballet. Michael didn’t see much of the ballet either. He was
too busy watching me. I had a sneaking suspicion that he was simply biding time
until he could get me back home in bed. 


He
was.


*
* * * * *


Michael
was still sleeping when I woke the next morning. We had been up past three a.m.
fulfilling all those wicked promises of his. I propped myself up on my elbow as
I watched him sleep. His dark wavy hair was all disheveled. It was nearly long
enough to pull back into a pony tail now. His golden skin had turned a deep tan
from our time in Saint-Tropez. His five o’clock shadow was about twelve hours
overdue, which made me long to bite his jaw. 


A
half-smile tugged at his delectable lips. He raised one eyebrow as he peeked at
me from under his lids. “Bonjour, mon coeur. Can I help you with
something?”


I
couldn’t help but giggle. “I was just admiring the view.”


“Hmmm.
Then you won’t mind if I do the same?” Michael propped himself on one elbow as
he pushed me off mine. “You know what I love about you, ma chérie?”


I
shook my head. “No. Actually, I’m at a complete loss about that.”


“Oh,
really? Then allow me to enlighten you. Well, there’s this…” Michael kissed my
nose, “and this…” he kissed my forehead, “and this…” he kissed behind my ear,
“and this…” Suddenly, he ducked under the sheets. He trailed kisses all down my
body, “and this… and this… and this…”


“Oh
my God, Michael! You are insatiable.” I tried to crawl out of bed, but he
hauled me back by my ankle. He flipped me over so I was lying on my stomach. 


“Le
mienne,” he growled as he peppered kisses up my legs and back. He took his
time kissing my neck. He pinned my arms on the pillow with his, then drove deep
inside of me. I gasped as he held me there on the edge of pain. He sucked on
the sensitive skin behind my ear. Slowly, he began moving inside of me. His
voice was seductive and low. “Tell me you don’t want this, mon amour.
Tell me you don’t need me as much as I need you. Say the word, and I will let
you go.”


I
moaned as my body wound tighter and tighter. I wanted to surrender to him, to
give up every last bit of control. I knew then. As twisted and messed up as it
was, I wanted Michael to own me… and I didn’t want him to let me go. I relaxed
beneath his primal hold. I gasped when he pulled out and thrust forcefully back
inside. Stars pricked at the back of my eyes. I yearned for so much more. “Please,
Michael, don’t ever let me go.” 


Michael
released my arms. He reached for my breasts as he drove inside of me, each
thrust deeper and more punishing than the last. 


My
hands raked over the pillow. “Yes,” I rasped.


A
searing heat filled me as he buried himself as deep as he could go. My body
pulsed in time with his, then shattered forcefully. We both lie panting and
speechless until we fell back asleep, an inextricable tangle of arms and legs.


It
was noon by the time either of us stirred again. The second I woke I knew
something had shifted between us, but I couldn’t quite comprehend what it was. Michael’s
words… and mine… were still echoing through my mind. Had we been talking about
sex or something more? A wave of nausea hit me as I tried to make sense of it
all. 


Michael
shot me a concerned look as I fell back against the pillows and moaned. He
eased out of bed, then brought me a croissant and some ice water from the breakfast
tray. I hadn’t even heard the cook slip in. “Would you like a cup of coffee?”


My
stomach roiled. “No. This is good.”


Michael
raised an eyebrow questioningly. “Feeling nauseous again?”


I
nodded as I scooted up into the pillows. “I guess I’m not quite over that
stomach flu I was fighting off yesterday. I was probably pushing it by going
out to dinner last night. Do you feel okay? God, I hope I haven’t made you sick.”


Michael
tucked a loose strand of hair behind my ear before kissing my forehead. “I’m
fine. Will you be okay while I take a shower?” 


I
offered him a reassuring smile. “Of course, mon chérie, I’ll be fine.”


My
stomach recovered a few hours after eating the croissant. I lounged in the
shower for a while. Then Michael and I shared a light lunch in the garden
terrace. 


Michael
reached for my hand as I polished off the last of my turkey sandwich. “Will you
join me for the evening mass at Notre Dame?”


My
eyes widened in shock. My ex-husband had refused to go to church with me, so I
was a bit surprised by Michael’s request. “You want to take me to church?”


Michael’s
smile widened. “Oui. I think it will do us both good.”


I
couldn’t help but notice the hope in his eyes as I considered his request. I was
raised Lutheran, but I had attended a number of Catholic services with friends.
The services really weren’t all that different. I reflected on all that Michael
and I had done over the past few weeks, then gently squeezed his hand. “Yes,
Michael. I’d like that.”


We
were seated in the cathedral among hundreds of other people just a few hours
later. While it felt good to be back in church, the sermon was lost on me. The
entire service was spoken in French. I followed along as best I could, but my
mind kept wandering toward the architecture and the extravagant decor. 


Large
marble columns supported countless arches that ran close to four stories high.
Light streamed in blue, green, purple, and gold through stained glass windows
that depicted scenes from the bible. Chandeliers glowed softly all along the center
aisle, and an insane amount of candles were stacked in front of the altar. When
my eyes found the crucifix, I remembered the reason I had come. 


I
kneeled as I began praying for my family and friends. I prayed for Michael. Then
I prayed for myself, asking for both guidance and forgiveness. I was thoroughly
confused about the direction I wanted my life to take, so I simply prayed that God
lead me where He wanted me to go. 


Michael
joined me as I prayed. Warmth flooded me. I had never had a man pray by my side
before. That single act solidified my feelings toward him like nothing else
could.


Michael
took me to a small café in the Latin Quarter after the service. My stomach was
feeling better, so I was holding out hope that I could finally enjoy a cup of
coffee. We had to leave the café before we were even seated. I was still
reeling from the experience when we got home. 


Michael
removed my heels and peeled my silk stockings off while I sat dazedly on the
edge of the bed. “You don’t understand, Michael. I don’t just love coffee, I
live for the stuff. I’m quite certain I was born drinking it. So why can’t I stomach
it now?”


Michael
listened to me whine about my obvious addiction. Then he grinned. “Because, mon
coeur, I do believe you have made me the happiest man alive.”


I
shot him a disgruntled look. It wasn’t like coffee was the bane of his
existence. He drank the stuff too. My eyes suddenly widened with shock. “Oh,” I
gasped softly.


Michael
beamed as he kneeled at my feet. He rested his arms and chin on my lap and
gazed up at me through adoring eyes. “Oui, ma chérie. I think we’re
having a bébé.”





[bookmark: _Toc378539504]Chapter 20 –
It will rain


Kadyn
was exhausted by the time he returned home. Between the five hour drive back to
Germany, the military hop to BWI, the time change, and the hour long drive back
to Alexandria, he could barely stand. He unlocked the door to Kri’s apartment. There
was one phone call he was determined to make before he collapsed on the bed. 


Kadyn
sighed heavily as he dialed Kri’s mom. “Mrs. Stone? It’s Kadyn. I promised I’d
call when we got back from Paris.”


“Hi
Kadyn. I’m glad you made it home safe,” she responded softly.


“I’m
sorry, Mrs. Stone, but we didn’t find her. We found two people, a waiter and a
barista, who claimed they saw her, but that was it. We aren’t giving up,
though. I promise I’ll keep looking.” Kadyn closed his eyes as Kri’s mom began to
cry. “I’m so sorry,” he whispered. “I promise I won’t stop until I find her.”


Eventually,
Kri’s mom had to turn the phone over to her father. His gruff voice had Kadyn
pulling the phone away from his ear. “Kadyn?”


Kadyn
raked his hand over his face. “Yes, sir. I’m sorry. We didn’t find her in
Paris.”


“Thank
you for trying, Kadyn. What’s the next step? What about a press release? Do you
think it’s time to get the media involved?” 


Kadyn
sighed. “I’ll talk with the federal investigators tomorrow to see what they
think. I’m going to ask them to get the American Embassy in Paris involved,
since she was spotted in a restaurant there.”


“Wait.
She was spotted in a restaurant? That’s good news, right? It means she is still
alive, and she’s not hurt. How long ago was this?” Kri’s dad asked excitedly.


Kadyn
wished he could be as optimistic as Kri’s father. “About a month ago. Yes, sir.
I think it is good news she’s been seen. At least we have some idea where he
took her, although we don’t know if he still has her in France.”


“Do
you think it would help if Kri’s mother and I went to the embassy in France?” 


“No,
sir. I think you should stay put for now. If Kri gets away, she may come there
instead of here. I don’t know if she’ll feel safe coming back to this
apartment.” 


“Do
you want us to come to Virginia to pack Kri’s things? Maybe I can help put a
fire under the federal investigators. It doesn’t seem like they’re making Kri’s
case a very big priority.”


“No,
sir. I really think you should stay put for now. I promise I’ll stay on top of
the investigators, and I’d like to hold onto Kri’s apartment. I’ll take care of
her things for as long as it takes to find her.”


“Thank
you, Kadyn… for everything. I don’t know what we’d do… I… I’m so happy Kri met
you. Thank you for being there for her and for all you’re doing to help find
her.” 


Silent
tears streaked Kadyn’s cheeks as he sat and listened to Kri’s father break down
and cry. Eventually, the two men disconnected the call, no longer able to
speak.


*
* * * * *


The
FBI took the lead on Kri’s case when Mickey offered evidence that Kri was taken
out of the country. Special Agent Vargas was the investigator assigned to the
case. When Kadyn met with Agent Vargas the next morning, he was disappointed
and more than a little frustrated that they hadn’t uncovered anything new. He
seemed optimistic when Kadyn advised him that Kri had been spotted in Paris,
and he agreed the best course of action was to get the American Embassy in
Paris involved. They decided to hold off on a press release in order to give
the embassy some lead time to investigate the Garcia residence and Kri’s
presence in Paris. 


After
the meeting, Kadyn touched base with Phil and Dan to update them on the developments.
Both men agreed to continue searching for information on Rafael and Michael
Garcia, but it was clear they were running out of places to look. All of the
dead ends were chipping away at his confidence, and for the first time in
months, Kadyn wondered if he would ever see Kri again. 


*
* * * * *


A
week later, Kadyn took an afternoon off so he could drive into Senator
Rockefeller’s office to collect Kri’s things. Kri’s friend, Patrick, brought a
box of Kri’s belongings to the front office. Patrick shook Kadyn’s hand before
he leaned in for an awkward hug. He walked Kadyn back to meet with the senator
in his private office. Kadyn quickly updated the two men on the kidnapping investigation.



Senator
Rockefeller looked thoughtful as he studied Kadyn. “What can I do to help?”


Kadyn
shook his head. “I wish there was something you could do, but I honestly can’t
think of anything more we can do.”


Senator
Rockefeller scowled. “I’ll put some pressure on the federal agents. I want to
ensure they’re making this investigation a priority.”


Kadyn
nodded. “Thank you, sir. I’ll leave the name and number for the lead
investigator with Jamie.” 


Senator
Rockefeller’s face softened as he rose from his chair. “One of Kristine’s bills
passed the Senate last month.” He smiled as he handed Kadyn an autographed copy
of the Congressional Record Statement introducing the bill. There was a picture
tucked in the bottom corner of the frame, a snapshot of Kri and the senator
standing together and smiling at the camera. At five foot seven inches, Kri was
hardly short, but the senator still managed to tower over her.


Kadyn
ran his hand over the words at the top of the framed document. “The Homeless
Health Improvement Act,” he murmured thoughtfully. “Is this the bill that funds
mobile medical services for the homeless?”


Senator
Rockefeller nodded. “Yes. This was the bill she was working on the night Justin
Morris took her. This was the second time the bill came up for a vote. After it
failed to pass the Senate last November, Kristine negotiated some rather
creative amendments with Republican leaders on both the House and Senate side.
It’s because of her efforts that the bill has now passed. I’m confident the
bill will pass the House with little to no changes.” The senator patted Kadyn
on the back. “It’s an incredible accomplishment from a remarkable young woman.
I’ve never seen a bill like this pass in such a short amount of time. Thanks to
Kri, hundreds of thousands of homeless people will soon have access to medical
services.”


Kadyn
shook his head. “Thank you, sir. I’ll make sure Kri knows, and I’ll give her
your gift as soon as she gets home.” 


Senator
Rockefeller walked Kadyn and Patrick to Jamie’s desk. “Thank you, son. It’s a
tragedy how much pain and violence you and Kristine have endured during this
fellowship. My heart goes out to both of you. Please know that I am here to
help. You need only call.”


Kadyn
was still marveling at Kri’s accomplishment and Senator Rockefeller’s kindness
when he drove back home. He wondered if Kri was even aware her fellowship had
ended. 


*
* * * * *


Kadyn
turned twenty-five three days later. He had no interest in celebrating his
birthday, but Cenia insisted on having a small gathering at her place. She
bribed Kadyn with homemade lasagna and chocolate cake. The party was subdued,
but it included nearly their entire circle of friends. The white elephant in
the room was the one friend who was missing.


The
conversation turned to Kri shortly after Cenia served the cake. “I’m worried
about how all of this is affecting you, Kadyn. I don’t even remember the last
time I saw you smile,” Cenia observed softly. 


“What
is there to smile about?” Kadyn asked drily.


Mason
eyed his friend warily. “Kadyn, you need to accept the fact that we may never
find her. You can’t continue like this. Eventually, you are going to have to
start living your life again. Maybe it’s time you considered dating other women.”


Everyone
in the room fell silent. 


Kadyn
stood glaring at Mason. “I don’t have any intention of dating other women,” he bit
back sharply. “Ever.”


Mason
rose from his chair. He began pacing in front of Kadyn. “You dated Kri for what...
nine months? Kadyn, she has been gone for over four months now. You are
twenty-five years old for Christ sake. How can you say that you’ll never date
anyone else? What if you never find her? What if she has fallen in love with
this guy and doesn’t want to be found? You need to stop and consider that Kri may
have already moved on. For crying out loud, the guy took her to a friggin’
coffee shop. She could have screamed for help. She could have tried to get
away. She didn’t. Why do you think that is?”


Cenia
tried to step between the two men, but she was too late. Kadyn slammed his fist
into Mason’s jaw and stalked out of the party. He left his furniture with Mason
and moved the rest of his belongings into Kri’s apartment the next day.
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Forever and always


When
I woke the next morning, I discovered water table crackers, some candied ginger,
a tea pot, and matching cup on the nightstand next to me. A soft pink rose adorned
the small silver tray. I sat up slowly, hoping to avoid a repeat of the
previous morning. My stomach turned when I reached a forty-five degree angle. 


As
soon as I lowered myself, the nausea went away. I suddenly realized there was a
very good reason why the tray of incredibly odd breakfast items was sitting
right next to me instead of on the coffee table by the couch. I reached over
and grabbed a couple of crackers. I scowled at the teapot, still perturbed by
my inability to drink coffee. 


I
was relieved that Michael was gone. I needed some time alone to think. I
propped myself up on the pillows at a safe thirty degree angle and reluctantly
reached for the tea. Mint and lavender filled the air as I poured the fragrant
concoction into a delicate blue toile cup. I was surprised the tea smelled so
good. I held the cup in front of my lips as I contemplated whether I might truly
be pregnant. 


Although
Michael seemed quite certain, I wasn’t entirely convinced. There had been a
point in my mid-twenties when I thought I might be pregnant because my period
was a week late. When I told my husband, he accused me of doing it on purpose.
He hated the idea of having kids and had made it clear he didn’t want children.
Ever. I wanted children, but I was terrified of having one with him, given his
violent temper. I would never forget how angry he was when I told him. He raced
down a narrow back road in his Fiat threatening to kill us both. He disconnected
my seatbelt and tried shoving me out the passenger door. It was one of those
days when I thought he might actually succeed in killing me. 


A
subsequent doctor’s appointment revealed that I had some female problems that
would make it difficult, if not impossible, for me to conceive. My periods were
sporadic after that… that is until I discovered how to space my birth control pills
so I seldom ever had one. 


I
hadn’t taken any birth control pills since arriving in Paris, and I hadn’t
thought twice about missing my period, since I hardly ever had one. While
having unprotected sex wasn’t a very intelligent move, I didn’t really think I
could get pregnant. I certainly hadn’t thought it could happen in two months’ time,
not when my doctors had warned me that it would be difficult to conceive. 


If
I was pregnant, then there was no going back… not for me. Sadness washed over
me as I thought about raising a child without my mother to guide me through the
experience and without being able to share him with my family and friends. I
hadn’t considered it safe to bring a child into my previous relationship, but
what about now? While Michael had done a good job keeping me safe, how long
could that last with his connections? Would he be able to protect our child?


I
finished the cup of tea and reached for the candied ginger as I tried to sit
back up. My stomach was fine. A slow smile slid across my face. See, I
thought, not pregnant. I breathed a small sigh of relief and padded off
to the bathroom to shower and dress. 


Michael
showed up just as I was heading into the hallway to track him down. I threw my
arms around his neck. “Hey, I’m feeling better! I really think it was just the
flu.”


Michael
gave me a curious look before smiling and kissing me on both cheeks. “Bonjour,
ma chérie. I’m happy you’re feeling better. Do you want me to order more
food for breakfast?”


I
planted a soft kiss on his lips. “Non, merci. What you left on
the nightstand was fine. Actually, I think it helped.” 


Michael
walked over to the nightstand. He grabbed the remaining crackers and candied ginger.
“Do you want coffee?” he asked tentatively.


My
stomach turned at the thought. “No, thank you. What are you doing? Are you done
with work?”


“It’s
Sunday, mon coeur. I thought I would take the day off. Are you up for a
drive?” Michael looked hopeful as he asked. In fact, he looked entirely too
hopeful. 


I
wondered what he was up to. “Sure. I just need to grab a pashmina. Where are we
going?” 


A
smile tugged at Michael’s lips. “C'est
une surprise.” 


“I
knew you were up to something!” I laughed at the innocent look he tried to
paste on his face. “It’s a good thing you don’t play poker for a living!”


We
both laughed as we walked out to the car. Rafael and Jean followed us in a black
sedan. Michael sent a few text messages before wrapping his arms around me. I
curled into his warm chest and quickly drifted back to sleep.


He
kissed the top of my head. “Mon coeur, don’t you want to see your
surprise?”


“Hmm?”
I replied groggily. “We’re here already?”


Michael
laughed. “You have been asleep for over an hour! Sit up. I want to see if you
recognize where we are.”


I
raised my head from his chest and peered out the window. My eyes widened when I
recognized the view. I gasped. “Monet’s gardens?”


“Oui,
ma chérie. We are at Giverny.”


I
stared at Michael in awe before throwing my arms around his neck. “You
remembered!”


Michael
was beaming. “Of course. How could I forget?” He jerked his head toward the
window. “Let’s go walk around.”


I
couldn’t push him out of the car fast enough. A quaint cottage with crushed
pink brick walls and bright green shutters was sitting just off to our left. The
cottage was nestled in a flower bed boasting thousands of pink tulips. Tiny blue
flowers danced among the tulips, just below the buds. “It’s perfect,” I
breathed. 


I
turned to look at Michael, who was leaning against the car watching me, but my
eyes snagged on the pond. Heavy willow trees kissed clusters of water lilies
all along the edge of the pond. A large Japanese bridge arched beautifully over
the water. “This looks exactly the same as the garden in his paintings,”
I exclaimed breathlessly. 


I
couldn’t tear my eyes from the pond, so I motioned for Michael to join me.
Finally, he did. I glanced at him pleadingly before the garden won its bid for
my eyes. “Can we walk the grounds?”


Michael
took a step in front of me, temporarily blocking the view. He peered down at me
through watery eyes. “Of course, mon coeur. That is why we are here.” He
tucked a loose strand of hair behind my ear.


I
coaxed my eyes from his so I could glance around. “But where is everybody? I
would think this place would be swarming with tourists.” I looked around again.
Aside from Rafael and Jean, who were hanging back by the car, I didn’t see a
single soul. 


Michael
shrugged. “We came on a slow day?”


I
nudged his shoulder and smiled. “Nice try.”


Michael
twined his fingers with mine as we began to walk. We made our way toward the cottage,
where I ran my fingers over the finely crushed brick. I knelt down to smell the
pretty blue flowers that were licking at my feet. I decided to save the
Japanese bridge for last, so we walked through the grass to admire the willow
trees. 


I
thought about how badly I had longed to touch the Monet painting I discovered in
Senator Rockefeller’s house. I was certain it was an original and restrained myself,
fearing the natural oils from my fingers would damage the beautiful artwork. I stared
in awe at the tree in front of me. I can actually reach out and touch
Monet’s garden. 


I
held my hand out and ran it across the curtain of leaves. Oblivious to
everything else around me, I began weaving a pattern back and forth between the
delicate leaves. I closed my eyes as the leaves trickled over my face,
shoulders, and arms. When I opened my eyes, I found Michael standing on the
opposite side of the leaves. He was watching me with a soft smile on his face.
I grasped the branches dangling on either side of my face. Michael walked up to
the curtain of leaves and linked his fingers with mine through the other side.
The leaves were now nestled between our hands. 


We
stood silently staring at one another through the leaves. With each second that
he held my eyes and hands, my heart beat faster. The smile slid from my face. 


Michael’s
eyes darkened with desire. He pushed through the leaves and forced me backwards
until I was pressed against the trunk of the tree. The only thing I could hear
was my heart pounding mercilessly against my chest. I could see nothing beyond
Michael and the cascading leaves. We were entirely concealed by the tree. 


Michael’s
eyes threatened to drive me to my knees. He lowered his lips to mine. His
tongue seduced mine, languidly at first. The kiss grew more demanding, then reckless
and raw. 


I
was gasping for air by the time he pulled away. I grabbed the tree behind me
for support. My legs felt too weak to stand. My pulse quickened. I looked at
Michael, then lunged for more. 


Michael’s
breath caught as I threw myself against him. He slammed me back against the
tree. He stole my cry with a kiss that left me burning to feel him inside of me.
My back arched as his hands raked over my breasts. I groaned in frustration
when he stepped back again. Suddenly, he was pacing in front of me. I watched
him with growing alarm. “Michael, what’s wrong?”


“This!
I didn’t anticipate this,” Michael growled angrily.


I
sank back against the tree. “What? Michael, what’s wrong?”


His
voice rose. “I’m practically mauling you. That… that wasn’t part of the plan! I’m
screwing everything up.”


“Michael,
you’re not screwing anything up. This… us… this day… this place, it couldn’t be
more perfect!”


Michael
resumed pacing as he silently sorted through his problem. I watched him walk
back and forth in front of me, both of us still hidden by the leaves. He
stopped abruptly. He stared at me for what felt like an eternity, then gently grasped
my shoulders. “Ma chérie, I know I said I would give you six months to
decide…”   


My
heart stalled. I quickly counted the months. It had only been four.


“…but
I cannot bear to wait a minute longer. I love you… desperately. A piece
of me dies every time we part. The thought of you leaving… is unbearable.
I want you… I want you to stay… to choose to stay... because you love me...
not because you think you might be pregnant, not because you think it would be best
for a bébé, but because you want to
spend the rest of your life with me.” Michael’s eyes grew pleading. He took a
deep breath and continued. “So I don’t want to wait another day. I don’t want
to ask after you determine you are pregnant. I want to ask you now, while we
still don’t know.”


Michael
grasped my hands as he fell to his knees. Tears streamed down his face as he
looked pleadingly up at me. “Please, Kristine. I have loved you from the first
moment I saw you. With each passing day, I love you more. I need you more than
the air I breathe. I can’t live without you. I want to spend the rest of my
life with you, to have children with you, to grow old with you, and then die in
your arms. Please, Kristine. Please, choose me… love me… marry
me.”


I
looked down at Michael through a veil of tears. Images of Kadyn shimmered
before me. Kadyn… leaning against his motorcycle… singing to me… drying my
tears… standing at the end of Lexie’s hospital bed… telling me he loved me on
New Year’s Eve… kneeling before me in the snow. The ground tilted, and images
of Michael flooded my mind. Michael… whispering seductively at the Musée Rodin…
kissing me on the piano… his tear stained face when he said he would let me go…
holding me as the doctor examined me in Saint-Tropez… picking me up from the
bathroom floor… kneeling before me broken-hearted the first time he proposed. I
fell to my knees as my heart ripped forcefully in two. 


Michael
reached for my face. He immediately began brushing my tears away. “It’s okay, mon
amour, if you need more time…”


I
choked back a sob. “Michael it’s you… I choose you… I love
you... I want to marry you.”


Michael’s
eyes widened in surprise. “Veux-tu
m’épouser?” 


I
nodded as tears streamed down my face. “Oui, Michael. I will marry you.” 


Michael
peppered my face with kisses, whispering hoarsely in between each one. “Kristine…
tu es mon cœur… mon amour… ma vie. You are my heart… my
love… my life.” His lips met mine in a reverent kiss that tasted of tears. And
there, behind a soft flowing wall of sun kissed leaves, he truly claimed me.
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I’ll be there for you


Kadyn
allowed himself two days to sulk while he ignored a flood of phone calls from
his friends. Then he returned to his old apartment to mend things with Mason. He
found him sitting on the couch. He pocketed his keys as he stood in the entryway.
“Look, Mason, I’m sorry I hit you. I don’t know what came over me, but I’m
sorry man.”


Mason
set his laptop down and rose from the couch. His jaw clenched, then relaxed as
his eyes met Kadyn’s. “I’m the one who should apologize. I shouldn’t have said
those things to you.”


Kadyn
nodded once. “Are we good then?”


“Yeah,
man, we’re good.” Mason waved to the chair next to the couch. “Do you have a
few minutes?”


Guilt
flickered over Kadyn’s face when he saw the bruise darkening Mason’s jaw. He sank
into the chair.


Mason
closed his laptop. “I know you love Kri… probably more than I can comprehend.”
He dropped back onto the couch. “Cenia and Gabi have helped me see there are a
lot of reasons why Kri would cooperate with Garcia and why she wouldn’t
necessarily try to get help. Kadyn, we’re friends… good friends… and I’m
sticking by you no matter what. I want to help you find her. I’ll do whatever
you need.”


Kadyn
sighed. “Thanks, Mason. I appreciate it, and I want you to know that I value
your friendship. You’re like the annoying little brother I never had.”


Mason
grinned. “I’m older than you.”


Kadyn
smiled for the first time in months. “That’s irrelevant. You’re still my little
brother.”


 “So
what do you think we should do next… to find Kri?” Mason asked.


Kadyn
braced his elbows against his knees. He looked at Mason, then slowly shook his
head. “I sure wish I knew.”


*
* * * * *


Kadyn
stood in the center of Kri’s closet. His eyes and hands ran over her clothes.
He inhaled deeply, then sighed. He couldn’t smell her perfume… couldn’t see or feel
her here in this place anymore. 


He
spoke anyway. “Where are you, Kri? Do you still want to come home?” 


Kadyn’s
hand froze when he found the dress Kri wore to Senator Rockefeller’s Christmas
party. “Do you still love me… or has Michael stolen your heart?”
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Secrets


I
couldn’t tear my eyes from the braided gold and diamond engagement ring now
glittering from my ring finger. The princess cut diamond was framed on all four
sides with a single row of smaller diamonds. As beautiful as that centerpiece
was, it paled in comparison to the intricate design that formed the sides of
the ring. I smiled at the diamond that was secreted underneath the center
stone. It was so unexpected, much like my relationship with Michael.


I
pushed up from the chair. Michael was working, which was a bit of a relief. I
needed some time alone to process his proposal and the implications for our
future. If I was being entirely honest with myself, I was a bit shocked that I
had so readily agreed to marry Michael. I didn’t doubt that I loved him. I just
couldn’t see a way to reconcile my past with my future. 


If
Michael and I were going to be married, I wanted my family to be there. We
couldn’t go on letting them think I was being held against my will. Guilt ate
at me as I considered how they must be feeling, the fear they must be
feeling. I hadn’t spoken with Lexie in months. I needed to call my family, to
let them know I was still alive and unharmed. Then what? I tried to play
the conversation out in my head… “Mom, I’m alive. No, he hasn’t hurt me.
We’re getting married. Will you come?” I groaned. 


I
wasn’t getting anywhere pacing across the bedroom, so I decided a much longer
walk was in order. I cracked the bedroom door open and smiled at Rafael. “Bonjour.”


He
smiled tightly. “Bonjour.”


I
pulled the door open the rest of the way. “Are you okay?”


His
eyes widened with surprise. “Yes. Why?”


I
shrugged. “You seem a little down.”


He
shook his head. “You are entirely too observant.”


I
smiled. “Would you mind escorting me to the garden?”


This
time the smile made it to his eyes. “I’d be more than happy to escort you to
the garden.”


I
grew quiet as we walked down the hall. I was hoping Rafael would view it as an opportunity
to share what was weighing so heavily on his mind. I finally had to ask. “Do
you want to talk about it?”


He
glanced at me distractedly. “About what?”


I
turned toward him as we made our way down the stairs. “About whatever it is
that has you feeling so down.”


He
laughed. It wasn’t his normal, hearty laugh. Instead, it held a bitter note.
“That would be a very bad idea.” 


My
cheeks heated. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to pry. I… I just wanted to see if I
could help.”


Rafael
looked crestfallen. He reached for my hand and squeezed it gently. “Thanks,
Kristine.”


I
froze. I couldn’t believe he’d actually spoken my first name. 


He
glanced toward Michael’s office, then nudged me forward. “I imagine you have
enough things to work through. I’ll be fine.” He offered an encouraging smile,
which was not at all convincing. 


I
nodded as my mind circled back around to my own problems. 


Once
we got outside, Rafael fell back and trailed a few feet behind me. I glanced
back at him a few times. He seemed to be as lost with his thoughts as I was
with mine.


Eventually,
I found myself sitting on one of the benches overlooking the fountain. I tucked
my knees under my ankle-length skirt and pulled them against my chest as I pondered
just how difficult it would be to reach out to my family. If I called them and
told them where I was, no amount of reassuring them about my well being would
prevent them from turning Michael over to the authorities. If I told them I was
happily engaged to the man, they would question my sanity or assume I was being
coerced to make that statement. And, even though I had no intention of pressing
charges against Michael for kidnapping me, what about Mickey? Surely there were
charges pending against Michael for what he’d done to her. The whole thing was
a mess… a mess that was not easily untangled. I sighed miserably.


“Ma
chérie, what’s wrong?” 


I
looked up, surprised to find Michael standing in front of me. I glanced at
Rafael. 


He
gave me an apologetic shrug. 


My
eyes returned to Michael. “Rafael texted you?”


“Oui.
What’s wrong? You look upset.” He sat next to me on the bench. “Please tell me,
mon coeur. Maybe there is something I can do to ease your mind.” Michael
nodded to Rafael, effectively dismissing him.


I
reached for his hand. “I want to marry you, Michael. I truly do; but I want a
future with you that includes my family. How do we fix what happened without
getting you in trouble?”


Michael
sighed. “I’ve been wondering the same thing. I have made a royal mess of
everything, and I need to find a way to make it right before we get married. But,
that’s not all I need to make right with you. I haven’t been entirely honest
with you, mon amour. There are some things I should have told you a long
time ago.”


My
heart tripped. How many more challenges could Michael throw my way? “Go on,” I
encouraged warily. 


Michael
took a deep breath as he turned to face me on the bench. “First, you should
know that I am not associated with any terrorists. I led you to believe that I
was the day I showed up at your apartment…”


My
eyes narrowed. “But, Michael…” 


He
pressed his fingers to my lips. “Please, mon coeur. I need to get this
all out. I want you to know the whole story. You can be angry with me when I am
done.”


I
removed his hand as I tried to batten down the anger that was already brewing.


“I
am sorry for deceiving you, ma chérie, but I didn’t see any other way. I
was completely devastated when you refused to marry me. I wanted to work things
out with you, to convince you to give me another chance, but I’m afraid my
emotions got the best of me. Then you had that restraining order issued against
me. I wasn’t supposed to be anywhere near you. I couldn’t stay away from you in
Montana. So I came back here, to Paris, for a few months. I had already purchased
this house for you. I signed the papers the same day I introduced you to my
colleagues… the day you got angry with me for introducing you as my fiancé. Do
you remember that day?”


“Yes.
I remember,” I responded tightly.


“Don’t
you see, mon coeur? I was already planning to propose. I was just
waiting for New Year’s Eve because I wanted it to be special. My entire life, I
have lived like this.” Michael waved his hand around the property. “No one but
you has ever told me no. I wanted you to know how much I loved you. So I bought
the ring, and the house, and two tickets to Boca Raton, never thinking for one
minute that you would say no.”


“Boca
Raton? That’s where you sent the postcard from, when I began working for Senator
Rockefeller,” I interjected. 


Michael
nodded. “Yes. I have a house in Boca Raton. I purchased plane tickets so we could
celebrate our engagement there. The jet was being refurbished. When you refused
to marry me, I went alone, although I did delay the trip until after you moved
to Virginia.” 


I
couldn’t resist interrupting again. “But, Michael, that would mean you
purchased the house before our third date. Don’t you think that was a little
early to be buying me a ring and a house? Can’t you see how that would scare me
away?”


Michael
sighed. “I couldn’t see past my love for you. I told you, I fell in love with
you the first moment I saw you. It’s true, Kristine. I don’t know how I knew,
but I did… and it’s not like I was some young kid who doesn’t know what love
is. I was thirty-five years old when I first proposed to you. I dated a number
of women before you, and not a single one of them made me feel like I couldn’t
breathe without her.”


Regret
nipped painfully at my heart. Michael hadn’t been able to see beyond his love
for me, but I was stuck behind a wall of fear and distrust. Not once had I
taken Michael’s feelings into consideration. Not once had I given Michael the
benefit of the doubt. I had completely discounted his feelings for me and had
assumed the worst about him at every turn. 


Michael
stared at the fountain. “This house was to be my wedding gift to you. I still
had every intention of marrying you, so I spent some time here overseeing the renovations.
I wanted to make sure the house was perfect. You know me well enough by now to
know that I don’t do anything halfway. I flew back to Montana a few times so I
could see you. I wanted to make sure you were okay. That’s when I learned you
were awarded the fellowship in DC. The house was still being renovated, so I
went to Boca Raton. Once the house was finished, I was going to fly to DC to convince
you to give me a second chance; but pulling the house together took longer than
I expected. I was worried about you being alone in DC, so I sent Rafael to watch
over you while I managed things here.”


My
eyes widened in disbelief. “Rafael was watching me in DC?”


Michael
nodded. “That’s how I learned you had been kidnapped. That night you went into
work late, Rafael followed you to the office. Once he made sure you were safely
inside the building, he sat outside and waited for you to leave. He watched you
walk to the parking garage. When you entered the building, he drove to the back
of the garage so he could follow you when you came out. He wanted to make sure
you made it home safe. He didn’t know your tires had been slashed. When you took
too long to drive out of the garage, he ran inside to look for you, but you
were already gone. I flew back to the states as soon as I heard. We were trying
to find you, but your soldier beat us to it.” 


I
blinked back tears as memories of the abduction bit at me.


Michael’s
eyes grew sad. “I was so afraid you were hurt. I felt so helpless. I wanted to see
you… to hold you… to make sure you were okay the second you returned to DC, but
you were never alone, and I didn’t want to screw up another chance to work
things out with you. I was concerned that the kidnapping would only make you
more afraid of me. So I stayed in DC, and I waited. I waited for you to heal.”


Michael
rose from the bench. “I’m not proud of it, but I did follow you to the Bahamas.
I couldn’t bear to have you out of my sight. I was insanely jealous of this
soldier of yours. It killed me to see him kiss you. I should have been the one
protecting you, the one helping you heal, and the one who made you smile when
you wanted to cry. When I saw the two of you together in the Bahamas, I
realized I was running out of time.” 


Michael
stood staring at the fountain with his back turned to me. “Still, you were
never alone. I could never seem to find a good time to approach you. I knew
your soldier went to work early at the Pentagon. So that morning, when the news
broke about the car bombs, I saw an opportunity to force your hand. I knew I had
to convince you that I was responsible for planting the bombs, otherwise you
wouldn’t come with me. The phone I showed you that morning was simply a
disposable phone. I bought it off a day laborer, who was sitting outside a convenience
store near your apartment.”


“You
didn’t plant the car bombs at the Pentagon?” I asked incredulously.


He
walked back to the bench and knelt down in front of me. “No. I hadn’t a clue who
planted the bombs. I heard the news on the radio when I was driving to your
place. After you were kidnapped, Rafael and I took turns following you to and
from work. I wanted to ensure you made it okay. I couldn’t bear the thought of
anything more happening to you. As far as the car bombs go, the U.S. government
issued some press releases about two months ago that linked them to an anti-government
extremist group. I can show you the news reports if you would like.”


I
stared slack-jawed at Michael. “Americans planted the bombs at the Pentagon?” 


Michael
nodded. 


I
shook my head. I was relieved Michael hadn’t planted the bombs, but there was something
about his story that still didn’t add up. “What about investing and washing
money for terrorists in Portugal?” I finally asked.


“That
is partially true. When I initially applied for a position as a financial
analyst with this investment firm in Lisbon, they had a very good reputation. I
had to prove my worth managing hedge funds, so I wasn’t assigned to those particular
clients that first year. I had no idea the firm was investing money for a
terrorist organization. I am very good at what I do, so after I worked there for
a year, the general partners shifted some of those accounts my way. I grew
suspicious when I learned the firm was laundering money for these clients. I asked
Rafael to investigate. When he discovered these clients were connected to a
terrorist organization, I left the firm and reported the partners to the
authorities.” 


“But
the newspapers said you were being investigated…”


Michael
sighed. “That press release was issued for my own protection. The Lisbon
authorities were concerned I would end up dead if the general partners
discovered that I was the one who reported them. By listing me as one of the
suspects, they were protecting me. I told you before. You don’t just walk away
from people like that. That’s why I went to live in Montana for a while. The
authorities encouraged me to disappear until all of the people involved were
incarcerated. Montana was the most obscure place I could think of.” 


Michael
slid next to me on the bench. He looked completely exhausted. “Mon coeur,
what you need to understand before you marry me is that two of the general
partners managed to escape prosecution. They are still missing. I’m sure they
have their suspicions about me, which is why I have all of this security… not
to mention the fact that the terrorists could discover I was the one who
destroyed their money laundering operation. They lost billions when those accounts
were frozen.”


He
grasped my face. “Kristine, do you understand? By falling in love with you, I
have put you in grave danger. If they come for me, they will hurt you. This is
why Rafael behaved the way that he did when he forced you into the safe room.” 


I
pulled his hands away. I needed to process what he said, and I couldn’t do it
while looking at him. I forced my eyes from his face as I rose from the bench.
I walked up to the fountain. I shivered, then hugged my chest as I watched the water
churn around the lovers’ feet. Slowly, I tried to fit each piece of information
into the right box. 


First,
the terrorist box. Michael wasn’t connected to the car bombs at the Pentagon; he
didn’t knowingly invest funds for terrorists; he quit the firm when he learned
they were involved with terrorists; he reported the firm and the terrorists to
the government of Portugal; and he risked his life to shut the operation down.
I glanced over my shoulder at Michael. He looked wrecked. This spoke volumes
about Michael’s character and his integrity. He was an honorable man, not a
criminal.


I
turned back around to face the fountain. My eyes lingered on the sculpture. Now
for the Kri and Michael box. Michael had loved me from the very beginning. I
refused to let him prove it. He tried to make me happy… he proposed, he offered
me a ring, he planned an engagement trip, he bought a house he thought I’d like,
he stocked the house with things he knew would comfort me, and he gave me time
to heal from the abduction even though it was painful for him to do so. Michael
had also tried to keep me safe. He sent Rafael to watch over me, and he searched
for me when Justin kidnapped me. So, what had he done wrong? Michael
manipulated me and Mickey when he feared he was losing me to Kadyn. I sighed
heavily. Being manipulative was the only real strike against him. 


Michael
walked up behind me. He rubbed my arms before wrapping his arms around me. I
could feel the tears on his cheek as he pressed his face to mine. “I don’t want
to add more fear and pain to your life; but, Kristine, I have tried to live
without you. I… I just can’t. Can you still love me? Can you still marry me,
knowing all of the risks?”


Fear
crept through my veins and chilled my blood. Still, my heart thumped a painful
objection at the thought of walking away. I sighed as I relaxed into Michael’s
arms. “Michael, everything you have told me has only made me love you more. I
can’t bear to be parted from you anymore than you can stand to be separated
from me. I won’t lie, Michael. I’m terrified. I’m terrified of what they might
do to you… terrified you might not be here one morning when I wake up… and I’m terrified
of what they would do to me or any children we might have.” 


Tears
slid down my face. “I have spent my entire adult life living in fear. Fear has
stolen years from me, but I’m done being robbed. I won’t allow fear to control
me anymore. I love you, Michael. I love you enough to overcome this fear.”


Michael
didn’t respond. He couldn’t respond. 


I
caressed his cheek. “We can do this, Michael. We can find a way to work through
these fears together.”


Michael
nodded. His lips brushed over my neck. 


I
looked back up at the sculpture and marveled at how closely it reflected us in
this moment. “Can we go upstairs, mon chérie? I’m really tired, and I’d
like to eat something before I lie down.”


Michael
turned me around. He held my face in his hands as he gently kissed me. “Of
course, mon amour. I’d like to lie down with you and hold you for a while
if that’s okay.”


As
we walked back to the house, I thought about how my feelings toward Michael had
changed with his confession. I was already deeply in love with him, but the
threats we were facing added a layer of desperation to that love… the kind of
desperation that comes with knowing your days together might be numbered. 


*
* * * * *


The
next morning, Michael lie next to me in bed, lightly running his finger down my
forehead, nose, and chin, then around each temple and cheekbone. I watched him
as he watched his finger trail over my face.


“I
think I know how we might be able to fix some of my mistakes,” he murmured as
his fingers repeated their previous path.


“Oh?
And which mistakes would those be?” I asked tentatively.


Michael’s
finger stopped tracing my face. “Taking you from your family and threatening the
office manager.”


I
propped myself up on my elbow and gave Michael my full attention.


Michael’s
brows furrowed as he considered the merits of his plan. “What if I send Rafael
to smooth things over with the office manager? You said her name is Mickey?”


“Yes...”
I admitted hesitantly. I wasn’t sure I liked where this plan was heading.


“What
if Rafael goes to her and explains the situation, extends my apologies, and
offers some support or assistance to make up for what happened?”


I
frowned. “Shouldn’t you be the one apologizing?”


Michael
shook his head. “She would be too afraid to listen if she saw me.”


My
eyes narrowed skeptically. “What kind of assistance would you be offering?”


Michael
shrugged. “Therapy if she needs it. If she doesn’t, then maybe there is some
other way I can help her, like setting up an education fund.”


My
frown deepened. “Isn’t that considered bribery? You’re offering money so she’ll
drop the charges.”


Michael
ran his finger over my forehead as he tried to smooth the worry lines away. “I
don’t know. There is a fine line between gifts and bribery. If Rafael can
convince her that I regret what I did to her, that I haven’t hurt you, that I
love you, that you love me, and we are happy together; that information alone
might be enough for her to drop the charges, especially since I didn’t hurt her.
The financial assistance would simply be a form of remediation.”


“I
suppose that’s possible,” I conceded. “So how do we let my family know I’m okay
and convince them that I truly want to be here with you?”


“You
can write letters to your friends and family. To be on the safe side, we’ll
have Rafael mail them from the states, so they can’t be traced back here. Then
you can follow up with a phone call from another burn phone. Eventually, I can
fly them here, or we can travel to Montana to see them.”


I
linked hands with Michael. “Aren’t you worried about going back to the states?
There may be criminal charges pending against you. I don’t want you to end up
in prison.”


“That
will require a bit more work,” he admitted. “My efforts to defund a terrorist organization
may help. The Lisbon authorities are going to want to ensure my availability to
testify when they track down the missing partners, in the event those
individuals don’t accept a plea agreement and force the matter to trial. If I
have my contacts within the Portuguese government reach out to the U.S.
government, then perhaps we can get the charges dropped, especially if you sign
a statement or a written affidavit that confirms you are here willingly.”


I
turned his plan over in my head. “You know, Michael… that just might work.” A
smile spread slowly across my face as I dared hope for a future that included
Michael and my family. 


Michael
kissed me on the cheek. “Why don’t you work on your letters while I talk to
Rafael and make the necessary phone calls? Would you like to use stationary or
a laptop to write the letters?”


I
ran my fingers through his hair. “I think my family would find more comfort in
a hand written letter.”


He
smiled. “Very well, then. I’ll have some stationary sent up for you.” He reached
for his cell phone. “How is your stomach, ma chérie? Are you up for
breakfast? Would you like to try some coffee?”


I
silently assessed my stomach. I didn’t feel the least bit nauseous. “Breakfast
sounds good. No coffee, though. The mint and lavender tea is kind of growing on
me.”


He
shot me a look that suggested I had sprouted two heads. He sent a quick text to
the cook, tossed the cell phone on the bed, leaned over, and kissed me quite
thoroughly. “So, mon coeur, assuming we can straighten everything out,
where would you like to be married?” 


I
flopped back against the pillows. “I don’t know. What kind of timeline do you
think we’re looking at? Who would you want to be there?”


Michael
smiled as he sat next to me on the bed. “I would marry you tomorrow, ma
chérie, if I thought you would agree to it, but we need some time to work
things out so your family can be there. I won’t invite many guests. I would
prefer to keep it small so the wedding doesn’t make the news. I don’t want the
wrong people knowing you have married me. That would only endanger you further.
The timing would also depend on whether you want an indoor or outdoor wedding.
It’s already October.”


I
quietly considered the options. 


Michael
broke the silence. “What about Notre Dame?”


I
shook my head. “That cathedral is too big for a small wedding. My two favorite
places in France have been Giverny and the Palais Garnier. Would either
of those two places be an option?”


Michael’s
smile widened, just as the cook slipped our breakfast tray onto the table by
the fireplace. “Anything you could dream would be an option.”


I
sat up. “Well, if we have a winter wedding, I would like to get married in the
main foyer of the Palais Garnier. There is just something about that staircase.
If we have a spring or summer wedding, then I would prefer to be married in the
gardens at Giverny.”


Michael
stood and pulled me out of bed. He folded me gently in his arms, then kissed
the top of my head. “Why don’t we have the wedding on Christmas Eve on the
grand staircase at the Palais Garnier?”


My
heart thrummed its agreement. “That sounds perfect, mon chérie. Do you
really think we could organize it that quickly? What are the odds the opera
house would be available on such short notice?”


Michael
laughed a loud boisterous laugh. “Mon coeur, you really have no clue who
you are marrying do you?” He patted me on the bottom as we walked over to the
breakfast tray. “I will make the necessary arrangements. The only thing you
need to worry about is picking out the dress and writing those letters to your
friends and family.” 


*
* * * * *


Michael
walked into the library. His personal assistant, Devry, trailed behind him with
some paperwork. Michael stooped over my chair and kissed me on both cheeks.
“How are your letters coming along, mon amour?” 


I
smiled up at him. “Good. I only have one letter left.” My letter to Kadyn was
proving extremely difficult to write.


Michael
eased into the chair across from me. Devry continued to stand. He played
absently with the papers in his hand. Michael leaned forward in the chair. “I reached
out to my contacts in Portugal this morning and explained everything. They
agreed to help smooth things over with the U.S. authorities. It took them a while
to locate the federal agency in charge of the investigation, but they have
spoken with the lead investigator. They just called with the news.” 


My
heart tripped. “It’s good news I hope…”


Michael’s
eyes captured and held mine. “The U.S. authorities will close the kidnapping
investigation and forego any criminal charges against me on two conditions.
First, they want you to meet with staff from the U.S. Embassy in Paris and sign
an affidavit that attests to the fact that you are staying here willingly.”


I
carefully released the breath I had been holding. “Okay. What’s the other
condition?” 


“The
office manager has to agree to this.”  


“That
could prove difficult, given what you put her through,” I responded softly.


Michael
nodded. “I’d like to send Rafael to DC tonight, so he can talk to her before
the federal investigators do. How much more time do you need to write the
remaining letter?”


“An
hour?” I speculated.


Michael
rose from his chair. “Okay. I’ll make sure Rafael and the jet are ready to
leave by then. We can go to the embassy first thing in the morning.”


I
suddenly felt very nauseous. “Are you certain they can’t force me to leave the
country? Maybe you shouldn’t go with me. What if they arrest you?”


Michael
stilled. “You are here in France legally. I made sure of it when I brought you
through customs. If everything has been smoothed over with the authorities,
there should be no risk of them arresting me or sending you back to the
states.”


I
trembled violently. “I don’t think we should go to the embassy until we know
what Mickey has to say. I don’t want them to arrest you, Michael. I don’t want
them to take you away.” 


Michael
knelt in front of me. “If we are separated for any reason, mon coeur,
please know that I will find a way to resolve this problem. I will hire the
best attorneys, and even if I am incarcerated, I will make sure that Rafael
continues to watch over you, that you are safe, and you are provided for. If
they separate us, you have to know I will find a way for us to be together
again.”


“I’m
scared of losing you,” I whispered as a tear stole down my cheek. 


Michael
pulled me to my feet as he bundled me in his arms. “I’m scared of losing you
too, mon coeur, but I need to make things right.”


I
burrowed into his chest. “I know. That makes me love you even more.”


“Devry
can notarize the affidavit. All you need to do is read and sign it. Rafael will
deliver it to the federal authorities in DC tomorrow. The embassy may have you
sign another statement, but I think it would help expedite things if this was
delivered to DC.” Michael nodded to Devry, who then handed me the papers.


I
quickly reviewed both pages. They were exact duplicates of the same short statement.
I read the statement aloud, assuming Devry would need some assurance that I had
in fact read and understood what was written. “I, Kristine Annabelle Stone,
being of legal age, sound person, and sound mind, do swear and affirm: 1. I am
currently residing with Michael Aveneil Garcia in Paris, France of my own free
will; 2. I waive any and all claims of wrong doing involving Michael Aveneil
Garcia’s initial efforts to bring me to France.” I looked at Michael. “That’s
it?”


He
nodded. “That’s what they requested.”


“Okay,”
I replied. I signed both copies of the affidavit and handed the documents back
to Devry. He signed and stamped the documents. 


Michael
pulled me in for a toe-curling kiss. “I need to make a few more phone calls. Just
so you know, mon amour, Jean will be assigned to you while Rafael is
gone. One of us will come back to get your letters in a little while.” 


I
watched Michael and Devry walk away as I sank back into the chair. I ran my
fingers over the textured stationary as I mulled over the letter to Kadyn. The
letters to my parents, Lexie, Kimme, Charlie, and Cenia had been fairly simple.
I assured them I was safe, told them I loved them, and promised to call soon. I
didn’t want to discuss my decision to stay in Paris and marry Michael until I
could speak with them by phone. 


Mickey’s
letter had been more revealing. I apologized for what Michael had done to her
and assured her that I was safe. I confessed that I had fallen in love with
Michael, told her I was planning to marry him, and begged her to reconsider
pressing charges against him. 


I
wrote a letter to Senator Rockefeller so I could apologize for missing the final
month of my fellowship, which was supposed to end in July. I thanked him for
being such a wonderful mentor and for the opportunity to work in his office. 


Kadyn’s
letter was proving a lot more difficult to write. I wasn’t just writing to say thank
you or to assure him that I was safe. I was essentially ending our relationship.
Half of my heart was okay with that. The other half was completely devastated. The
last thing in the world I wanted to do was hurt Kadyn. How could I possibly explain
that while I still loved Kadyn, I was marrying Michael? 


My
tears flowed unchecked as I wrote the letter. I pulled myself together just
long enough to hand Rafael the stack of envelopes. Then, I walked back to my
room, shed my clothes, crawled into bed, and cried myself to sleep. 


*
* * * * *


We
didn’t make it to the embassy. Michael had to reschedule the appointment
because I couldn’t stop vomiting long enough to leave the bathroom. I tried to
convince Michael and myself that it was just nerves. I was afraid of what might
happen at the embassy. Still, Michael insisted I see his physician. 


By
the time the physician arrived, I was too dizzy and weak to stand on my own.
Michael had just settled me back in bed when Jean showed the doctor in. 


“Bonjour,
Monsieur Garcia, Madame Stone,” the physician greeted from just inside the
doorway. He unbuttoned his gray suit jacket as he entered the room. He was
young, certainly younger than Michael, but he had a confident air about him
that suggested he might be older than he looked. He had short brown hair, green
eyes, and a warm smile.


Michael
met the doctor halfway across the room. He shook his hand. “Bonjour, Dr.
Belgarde. Thank you for coming. Kristine has been vomiting off and on for days
now. I am worried she might be dehydrated. She can’t keep water down.”


The
doctor approached the bed. “May I?” he asked as he reached for my forehead.


I
nodded. I was relieved he spoke English so I could follow the conversation.


He
felt my forehead and cheeks. “No fever,” he murmured. He pressed his fingers against
my wrist while watching the seconds tick by on his watch. “Your heart rate is a
little fast.” He retrieved a stethoscope from his bag, placed the buds in his
ears, and listened to my chest. 


The
room spun when he sat me upright. Dr. Belgarde moved the stethoscope across my
back. He had me take a couple of deep breaths before easing me back onto the
pillows. “Your lungs sound good. Do you mind if I draw some blood? I’d like to
run some tests to make sure you aren’t dehydrated.”


“That’s
fine,” I replied, thankful to be lying down again. 


Michael
eased next to me on the bed. 


Dr.
Belgarde offered an encouraging smile as he drew the blood. He turned his
attention to Michael as he slid the vial inside his bag. “I’m going to drive this
over to the lab. I should have the results within the hour. Here is the
prescription.” He handed Michael a small slip of paper. “This should help with
the vomiting, but you need to make sure she gets some water… small amounts… not
too much at one time. If the medication doesn’t work within the next
twenty-four hours, I want you to take her to the hospital for IV fluids.”


Michael
shook the physician’s hand as he rose from the bed. “Merci, Dr.
Belgarde.” He handed Jean the prescription as he escorted the physician from the
room. 


“Has
Rafael met with Mickey yet?” I inquired anxiously.


Jean
pulled the bedroom door closed. 


Michael
glanced at his cell phone. “It’s too early with the time difference, mon coeur.
We should know something by this evening. Why don’t you try to rest?” He slid
next to me on the bed and pulled me into his arms.


I
fell asleep within minutes, still tucked inside his arms. 


Michael
woke me three hours later. He handed me a glass of water and a tiny white pill.
After I took a few sips and swallowed the pill, he eased me back onto the
pillows. “That should help reduce the vomiting. Feeling any better, ma chérie?”



I
propped myself up a little higher on the pillows and offered him a reassuring
smile. “I’m still tired and a little bit nauseous, but I’m not feeling dizzy
anymore.” 


“Très bien.” A warm smile
spread across Michael’s face as he perched on the edge of the bed. He reached
toward his feet and retrieved an adorable mohair teddy bear with a giant pink
ribbon tied around her neck. “Perhaps this will cheer you up a bit.”


“A
teddy bear?” I exclaimed. “Thanks, Michael. That’s very sweet.”


His
smile widened. “I’m glad you like it, mon amour, although, it is not
exactly for you.”


My
eyebrows knit together as I studied Michael’s face. I’d never seen him with
such a goofy looking smile.


“The
teddy bear is for our bébé,”
he explained.


My
stomach fell somewhere in the vicinity of my toes. “Michael, are you saying…”


He
nodded. “Oui, mon coeur, the doctor has confirmed you are pregnant. He
estimates you are eight weeks along. This is why you have been so sick and averse
to certain foods.”


My
hand trembled as I covered my mouth. I spoke through my fingers. “But that
would mean we got pregnant that first week we made love.”


Michael
kissed my hand as he peeled it from my mouth. “Oui. Why do you look so
surprised?”    


My
hand flitted to my stomach. “Michael, my doctors didn’t think I’d be able to conceive.
How can I be pregnant?”


Michael
looked stunned. “I don’t know why your physicians would think such a thing, but
that would make this an even bigger miracle. This bébé
is
a gift from God... a blessing to be sure. I’m very happy, mon coeur. Are
you?”


I
wasn’t sure how I felt. I should have picked up on the fact that I was
pregnant. I knew it was a risk when we started having unprotected sex. I just
didn’t believe it was possible. So I wrote off the nausea, the exhaustion, and
the food aversions. Jeesh. Talk about denial. I stared at my still-flat
stomach in wonder. Then I looked at Michael, who was anxiously awaiting my
response. “I’m surprised… and scared… but, yes, this makes me happy.” 


All
of the air rushed from my lungs as Michael crushed me to his chest. He scattered
kisses all over my face before easing me back against the pillows. He grinned sheepishly
as he lifted my camisole and gently kissed my stomach.


My
eyes widened with panic. “What about the wedding? I’ll be four months along!”


Michael
drew a heart on my stomach with his fingers before tugging my camisole back
into place. “We can move the wedding up if you would like, although I don’t
think you will be showing much at four months. Whatever you prefer, ma chérie,
just as long as we are married before the bébé
arrives.”


I
smiled, suddenly giddy with the news. “A baby,” I gasped in awe. “Are we really
having a baby?”


Michael
laughed. “Yes, Kristine, we really are.”





[bookmark: _Toc378539508]Chapter 24 –
Impossible


Kadyn
sat on Kri’s couch, shaking his head in disbelief as he reread the letter that
Mason had brought him.


Dear Kadyn, 


Please forgive this
letter, and please know that no matter what happens, I will always love you and
thank God for your presence in my life. I want you to know that the only reason
I went with Michael last June was because he led me to believe that you would
be killed if I didn’t. I couldn’t live with myself if I caused you, Cenia, all
our friends, and thousands of other people to die. So, I went with Michael,
fully believing that he had planted the bombs at the Pentagon. I truly felt it
was the right decision considering what you have done for me, what you and all
the people who work at the Pentagon sacrifice for our country every day.
Yesterday, Michael finally confessed to me that he had nothing to do with the
car bombs and that he has never knowingly worked with terrorists. He was in DC
when the car bombs were planted, heard the story on the news, and came to my
apartment so that he could take advantage of the situation and manipulate me
into leaving with him. As wrong as that was, I understand now why Michael did
it, and I have forgiven him. 


 I promise you that
Michael hasn’t hurt me, not once. He has shown me nothing but kindness and
love. He asked for six months to prove his love for me. I had refused him that opportunity
when we were first dating in Montana. It has been just over four months, and I
can’t explain how or why it happened, but I have fallen in love with Michael
and have now agreed to marry him. Please know that this was not at all how I
expected this time with Michael to turn out. I thought if I stopped resisting
his efforts to win my heart, he would eventually tire of me and let me go. Now
I find that I’m the one who doesn’t want to let him go. This is difficult, even
for me, to understand.


 I love you, Kadyn. I
dreamed of a future with you and half of my heart still longs for that and for
you. But the other half of my heart is in love with Michael and refuses to walk
away. Please forgive me for hurting you and for not returning home. I will
always love you, and I will never forget the love and kindness you have shown
me, how you saved me from Justin, and how you helped me heal from my abusive
marriage. You are the most amazing man I know, and you deserve someone equally
amazing, someone far better than me to share your life with. 


I
will love and cherish you always, 


Kri


 


He
was reading through the letter a third time when his cell phone rang. He glanced
at the screen, accepted the call, then switched it over to speaker phone. He
didn’t bother to speak.


“Kadyn?
It’s Cenia. Are you there?”


“Yes.”



“I
received a letter from Kri.”


“Oh?”


“She
said she’s safe and she’ll be calling soon to explain everything. What do you
think is going on? Do you want me to bring the letter over so you can take a
look at it?” Cenia blurted anxiously.


“No.”


“Okay…”
Cenia replied, dragging each syllable out. Then it dawned on her. “Kadyn, did
you get a letter?”


“Yes,”
Kadyn growled.


“Did
it say the same thing?” Cenia persisted. “Did she say when she would call?”


“She
said she isn’t coming home. She claims she’s in love with Garcia and plans to
marry him,” Kadyn responded numbly.


“You
can’t be serious!” Cenia exclaimed. “Do you think he forced her to write that?”
she asked when he didn’t respond.


“I
don’t know what to think anymore. Look, I need some time to process this. I’ll
call you later.” Kadyn disconnected the call.


He
was still reading the letter when the call came in from the special agent
handling Kri’s case. “Kadyn Rand,” he answered in a clipped tone.


“Officer
Rand. This is Special Agent Vargas. There have been some developments in the
kidnapping investigation that we need to discuss. Are you available to meet
tomorrow morning?”


Kadyn’s
hand fisted around the letter. “I would prefer you told me now.”


“Look,
I don’t think we should discuss this by phone. Why don’t you come by my office first
thing in the morning?”


Kadyn’s
jaw clenched. “Fine. I’ll be there at oh-seven-hundred hours.”


“Thank
you, Officer Rand. I’ll see you then,” Agent Vargas replied before
disconnecting the call.


Kadyn
rose from the couch. He watched as the crumpled letter fell to the floor. He stepped
over the letter as he strode to the door. The walls shook when he slammed the
door closed. The letter still lie crumpled on the floor, along with every last
hope he had of bringing Kri home.


* * * * * *


Kadyn
refused to sit when Agent Vargas waved him toward a chair.


Special
Agent Vargas abandoned his chair so he could close the door behind Kadyn. He sat
on the edge of his desk. “Thank you for coming, Officer Rand. I’ll try to make
this as quick as possible so you can get over to the Pentagon.”


Kadyn
nodded. Once.


“We
have received a signed affidavit from Ms. Stone, swearing that she is willingly
residing in Paris with Mr. Garcia. In the affidavit, she also waived any
allegations of wrong doing against Mr. Garcia for the actions he took to get her
to France. I have confirmed with French Customs that she is in France legally.”
Agent Vargas handed Kadyn a copy of the affidavit. “We have a similar affidavit
from Mickey Montrel.” Again the agent handed Kadyn a copy. 


Kadyn
examined the papers. “You do realize these statements could have been coerced?”


Agent
Vargas nodded. “Staff from the U.S. embassy in Paris will be meeting with Ms.
Stone today to ensure her statements were made voluntarily.” The special agent paused.
He appeared to be choosing his words carefully. “Off the record, I’m under pressure
from someone near the top of my chain of command to make this investigation
disappear. I am not at liberty to discuss the reasons why.”


Kadyn
was furious. “Off the record? This is bull shit. These statements were coerced.
Either that or Kri made this statement under emotional distress. I don’t know
what the hell has gotten into Mickey, but I fully intend to find out. As far as
the pressure you’re under, I cannot believe your agency is allowing Garcia to
buy his way out of this.” 


Agent
Vargas shook his head. “He’s not buying his way out. I cannot discuss the specifics,
but it would appear our government and others are in his debt.”


Kadyn’s
fists clenched and unclenched. “What are your intentions then?”


Agent
Vargas stood and walked behind his desk. He gathered some documents that had
been scattered across his desk and shuffled them in his hands. “As soon as we
receive embassy corroboration, the case will be closed.”


Kadyn
forced himself to turn and walk away. 


* * * * * *


Kadyn
was leaning against his motorcycle in the front parking lot when Mickey closed
the lease office for the day. “I take it you heard about the affidavit?” she
asked as she walked toward the bike.


Kadyn
didn’t say a word. He stood, arms crossed, staring at Mickey.


Mickey
fidgeted with her keys. “Look, Kadyn. I’m sorry. But I’m not willing to push
for criminal charges. If it gets out that I let a man into a tenant’s apartment
so he could kidnap her, I’d lose my job, and I’m not likely to find another one…
not in this economy. I can’t afford to lose my job.”


Kadyn
tried to feel some empathy for Mickey, but he couldn’t. He spoke slowly,
purposely articulating each word. “He bound your wrists, your ankles, and your
mouth with duct tape and left you in that apartment all day. He threatened to
kill thousands of people if you didn’t cooperate. I seriously doubt you would
lose your job under those circumstances, Mickey.”


Mickey
shook her head. “Still, it’s not a risk I can afford to take. I’m sorry, Kadyn.
I’m sorry I helped him get to her, but it sounds like everything worked out in
the end. He’s in love with her. They’ve worked out their differences. Kri is
safe, and she’s happy. She’s planning to marry him, and she’s not pressing
charges. Why should I press charges when she isn’t… especially when neither of
us was hurt, and it could end up costing me my job?”


Kadyn’s
jaw clenched. “Maybe he didn’t physically harm you, but that doesn’t
mean you haven’t been hurt. He threatened and manipulated you and Kri. I don’t
believe he has Kri’s best interest in mind, and God damn it, Mickey, what about
me? I love her. I’ve been through hell and back for this woman, and you have
now made it impossible for me to get her back. What the hell were you thinking when
you signed that affidavit?”


Mickey
backed away from Kadyn. “I’m sorry, Kadyn. I don’t expect you to understand. I
know you love her. I’m so sorry.” She burst into tears as she turned and ran
toward her car.


Kadyn
watched Mickey drive away. He raked his hand over his smoothly shaven head and sighed.
He was already regretting how hard he’d been on Mickey. He slid his helmet on,
swung his leg over the bike, and turned the engine over. He gave the bike some
gas and pulled away from the curb, determined to gain some distance from this
place where everything reminded him of Kri.





[bookmark: _Toc378539509]Chapter 25 –
Just give me a reason


The
vomiting wouldn’t stop. I begged and pleaded with Michael to let me ride it out
at home. That bought me one additional day before he hauled me off to the hospital
for IV fluids. The doctors administered a new anti-nausea medication by IV and kept
me overnight for observation. 


Rafael
met us at the hospital on his way back from the airport. So, Michael, Rafael,
and Jean all ended up staying in the hospital with me, sprawled out in chairs that
had been crammed into the tiny room. I wondered what the nurses thought about
so many men being crammed into one pregnant woman’s room, although it was
rather comical the level of attention I received from the nursing staff. I
suspected they were fawning over me to impress the men, more so than me. Eventually,
Jean and Rafael began competing over who could collect the most phone numbers
from the nursing staff.


The
physicians were pleased with my response to the medication, so they sent me
home with that same prescription, only in pill form, the very next day. Two men
and a rather petite woman were standing on the front stairs of the house when
we arrived. 


Rafael
and Jean stalked toward the guests. I was still pretty weak, so Michael and I
trailed behind as he helped me climb the stairs. I watched nervously as Rafael
and Jean began arguing with the three strangers in French.


“Puis-je
vous aider?”
Michael interrupted. He was clearly annoyed by the unexpected guests.


The
woman’s eyes widened just as we reached the top step. “Madame Stone? Are you
okay?”


Michael
switched to English. “She was just released from the hospital. She needs to lie
down, so if you don’t mind…” 


The
butler opened the door and looked from one person to the next. He glanced at
Michael uncertainly.


The
woman reached for my arm, but Rafael stepped between us. “Don’t touch her,” he warned
in a low, menacing tone.


I
leaned against Michael and sighed. “I really need to sit down.” 


The
woman reached inside her jacket and withdrew three business cards from a small
leather case. She handed the cards to Rafael, then turned her attention back to
me. “Madame Stone, I’m Vonnie Powell. This is Steven Rice and Adam Knox.” Both
men nodded briefly as the woman continued. “We are with the American Citizen
Services Unit, from the U.S. Embassy in Paris. We have been concerned about your
well being, especially since you didn’t show for your appointment two days ago.
I can see you aren’t feeling well. Do you mind if we come in and talk for a few
minutes?” She glanced nervously at Michael. “We won’t keep her long.”


Michael’s
lips thinned as he clamped his mouth shut. He was obviously biting back the
retort he’d been planning. It was admirable restraint, especially from Michael.
He nodded to the butler, who then fully opened the door so everyone could file
inside. Michael led me to a small couch in a formal sitting room adjacent to his
office. 


The
woman hesitated just inside the doorway. “I do apologize, Monsieur Garcia, but
I need to speak with Madame Stone alone. Mr. Rice will stay to witness the
conversation. Mr. Knox will speak separately with you.” 


Michael
folded his arms across his chest. “Rafael is her bodyguard. He stays.”


Ms.
Powell’s voice grew firm as she stood her ground. “There can be no one else
present. There can be no one in the room who might influence her willingness to
speak freely or coerce her in any way… either intentionally or unintentionally.
If this is not acceptable to you, we will be forced to take her to the embassy
to ensure an environment where she can speak freely.”


“Fine,”
Michael gritted out. “You have fifteen minutes. If she is upset or harmed in
any way…”


“I
assure you she will not be harmed. We will keep this short. It is clear Madame
Stone is not feeling well. We just need to confirm a few things. Then we’ll be
on our way,” Mr. Rice promised.


Michael
nodded. Jean and Mr. Knox followed him out of the sitting room and into the
adjoining office. Rafael glared at Mr. Rice on his way out the door. “You are
not to touch her, do you understand?”


Mr.
Rice didn’t bother responding. He simply stood and stared at Rafael.


Annoyed
and exhausted by the sudden influx of testosterone, I finally forced myself to
speak up. “Rafael, no one is going to hurt me. I’ll be fine.” 


Rafael’s
eyes met mine. “I’ll be right outside the door if you need me.” He strode out
of the room.


Mr.
Rice closed the door behind him. He remained standing in front of the closed
door. 


Ms.
Powell sat in the chair next to me.


“I’m
sorry. They’re a bit overprotective,” I explained.


Ms.
Powell’s face softened as she quietly assessed me. “Why were you in the
hospital, Ms. Stone?”


“I’m
pregnant. I couldn’t stop vomiting,” I admitted tiredly.


Ms.
Powell exchanged looks with Mr. Rice. “I assume Mr. Garcia is the father?”


I
looked down at my hands, uncomfortable with being interrogated. “Yes.”


“And
sex with him was consensual?” she inquired.


I
forced myself to meet her gaze. “Yes, it was consensual. I’m in love with
Michael, and we are planning to be married.”


She
glanced briefly at my hand. “When he first brought you to Paris, was it with
your consent?”


I
carefully considered the question. “Although Michael lied and manipulated me in
the beginning, I did come willingly.” I knew I was walking a fine line between
honesty and dishonesty, but I felt justified in my response. I had willingly gone
with Michael so that Kadyn and the other Pentagon employees wouldn’t be harmed.



Ms.
Powell leaned forward. She studied me intently. “How did he manipulate you?”


I
sighed heavily. As much as I wanted to protect Michael, I couldn’t bring myself
to lie, not even by omission. “He led me to believe he was connected to
terrorists and that he planted the car bombs at the Pentagon last June. He
threatened to kill my boyfriend who works at the Pentagon and thousands of
other people if I didn’t willingly leave with him.”


Surprise
flickered over the woman’s face. She quickly regained her composure. “He forced
you to come by threatening to kill other people?”


I
sank back onto the couch. My head hurt just thinking about it, so I closed my
eyes and wished it would all just go away. “Yes,” I whispered. “He promised not
to hurt them if I left willingly. He asked only that I give him six months to
prove his love for me. We dated briefly once before, and I broke things off
when he proposed on the fourth date. He wanted time to prove he loved me and to
prove he could make me happy. He has recently confessed that he is not involved
with terrorists and had nothing to do with the car bombs. He heard the story on
the news and saw an opportunity to manipulate me.”


“A
home grown group of anti-government extremists planted the bombs,” she
confirmed softly. “Has he manipulated or hurt you in any other way?”


My
eyes flew open. “No. Never.” 


Ms.
Powell’s eyes locked on mine. “You are no longer being coerced to stay? You are
free to leave at any time?”


I
leaned forward and nodded. “Yes. He said he would let me go. I want to stay. I
want to marry Michael and raise our child here, in France.”


Ms.
Powell grew quiet as she continued studying me. It was some time before she
spoke. “Ms. Stone, have you ever heard of Stockholm Syndrome?”


I
slowly shook my head. “No.” The term sounded vaguely familiar, but I wasn’t
sure why.


“Stockholm
Syndrome is a form of traumatic bonding. It is not uncommon in kidnapping cases
for women and children to bond with their captors. It’s a psychological
response, a form of self-preservation really. Hostages will protect themselves
from harm by bonding with the person they fear.”


My
heart beat erratically. I forced myself to breathe. I couldn’t believe that was
what this woman thought of my relationship with Michael. I wasn’t a hostage. I
had never really been a hostage… had I? I clenched my hands as they
began shaking. Then I sat on them. I wasn’t sure who I was trying to convince
when I responded, but my voice grew firm. “That’s not what this is. I don’t
fear Michael. He hasn’t hurt me. He would never hurt me.” 


Ms.
Powell gave me a sympathetic look. “Not physically,” she prompted, “but
emotionally?”


I
continued shaking my head. “No,” I said more firmly. “He hasn’t hurt me physically
or emotionally.” I knew what abuse was. I’d endured it for nine long years.
This relationship with Michael was nothing like that.


“You’ve
been kidnapped before,” she noted.


My
breath caught. This woman had clearly done her homework. “Yes,” I admitted
hesitantly.


“And
that man hurt you?” she persisted.


Tears
pooled in my eyes. “Yes.”


“And
you don’t think there was an emotional impact when Mr. Garcia threatened to
kill your boyfriend and thousands of innocent people, then forced you to endure
yet another kidnapping?” she inquired softly.


My
heart stalled. I thought about my reaction to Rafael in the safe room. Still, I
couldn’t bring myself to admit she was right. “I’m here willingly,” I insisted.
I swiped angrily at my tears. “I want to stay.”


Ms.
Powell leaned back in the chair and brushed at some nonexistent piece of lint on
her dark blue skirt. “Why don’t you take some time to see your family in the
states? They’re worried about you. They need to know you’re okay. Give yourself
a few weeks, then come back if you still want to marry Mr. Garcia.”


My
eyes flitted toward the clock. I didn’t think I could take much more of this
woman pressuring me to leave Michael. “I’ll be calling my family within the
next few days. I just sent letters to let them know I’m safe. I plan to invite
them to the wedding, but I don’t want to go back to the states. Not just yet.
Besides, I am in no condition to travel right now. I’m too sick.”


Ms.
Powell’s gaze shifted to Mr. Rice, who was still leaning against the door. She
sighed heavily. “Steve, what do you think?”


He
pushed off from the door as he joined us. He knelt down just a few feet in
front of the couch and studied me. “I don’t know. She doesn’t fear him. He
hasn’t harmed her or threatened her beyond that initial threat. She obviously
has feelings for him, although who’s to say if that is the result of traumatic
bonding? She understands she was manipulated, at least initially. And she clearly
wants to stay. I agree that she isn’t in any shape to travel. Why don’t we plan
to check back with her in three weeks?” He addressed me then. “Would you be
willing to come in and see us in three weeks?”


I
nodded. “Yes, of course.”


Mr.
Rice stood. He shrugged his shoulders as he glanced at Ms. Powell.


She
slowly rose from the chair. “Ms. Stone, I must admit that I feel very
conflicted about this. You can stay, for now. But, I want you to report to the
embassy in three weeks.” She handed me her business card. “If anything comes up
that you would like to discuss before then, please don’t hesitate to call. We
are here to help.”


“Thank
you,” I whispered softly. “I appreciate your concern and your time. I’m sorry
for causing so much trouble.”


Her
head tilted with interest. “You aren’t the one who caused the trouble, Ms.
Stone. I do hope you realize that.”


“Yes,”
I responded meekly. I didn’t want to get into another debate. “If you don’t
mind, I would really like to go upstairs and get some rest now.”


She
nodded, then joined Mr. Rice at the door. “You remember what I said. Call if
you need anything. I expect to see you in three weeks.”


I
nodded, too tired to speak. 


Michael
entered the room as soon as the door was open. “Are you okay, mon amour?
Do you need anything before I take you up to bed?”


I
stood shakily. “Seulement toi, Michael. You are the only thing I need.”


Michael
helped me up the stairs while the butler showed the embassy staff to the front
door. As soon as he reached the room, Michael stripped me down to my panties
and bra, shed his own clothes, then tucked us both under the sheets. He held me
firmly against his chest, whispering softly as my eyes closed. “Je t'aime, Kristine. Tu es mon
cœur… mon amour… ma vie.”


*
* * * * *


The
new anti-nausea medicine quickly turned things around. I was able to tolerate
small meals, water, and tea the very next day. Sadly, I still had an aversion to
coffee. Bacon, chocolate, and Nutella quickly joined the list of foods I
couldn’t tolerate. 


I
called my parents, Cenia, Kimme, and Lexie a few days after being discharged
from the hospital. Every single one of them begged me to reconsider the
engagement and come home. Each person eventually asked, “What about Kadyn?” It was
the one question I found impossible to answer. 


Lexie
agreed to fly to Paris to spend time with me over Thanksgiving and again at
Christmas, so she could attend the wedding. I was relieved when she agreed to serve
as my matron of honor despite her concerns that I was marrying Michael. No
amount of pleading would convince my parents to come.


Dan
was less accommodating. His exact words when he ripped the phone out of Kimme’s
hand were, “Get your ass home, Krissy. Don’t make me come over there and get
you, because I’ll kill Garcia with my bare hands if I do.” 


I
didn’t bother telling anyone I was pregnant. I thought it best to leave that bombshell
for another day. Baby steps… or so I thought. 


Michael
took me to see an OB doctor later that same week. I’ll never forget the look on
his face when he heard the baby’s heartbeat. He nearly fell from his chair. He gave
the doctor an overzealous hug before asking to run the Doppler over my stomach
himself. Then he bought the machine right out from under the doctor so we could
listen to the baby’s heartbeat at home. He was beaming, clasping hands, and
kissing everyone on the cheek when we walked out of the office.


Michael
resumed his regular work schedule the following day. He crept down to his
office in the morning, which allowed me to sleep in. We ate lunch together, but
then he’d leave for meetings or random errands in the afternoon. I was never
sure if his outings were related to work, our wedding plans, or the renovations
he was planning for the room next to ours. Regardless, Michael was a man on a
mission. He was constantly showing me pictures on his laptop to get my feedback
on the new nursery. 


I
began discovering bridal magazines scattered throughout the garden terrace, the
library, and our bedroom. A number of pages were bent, indicating the dresses Michael
liked best. Like me, he leaned toward dresses that were simple and elegant. He kept
encouraging me to choose a dress and warned me repeatedly that we were running
out of time. Before I knew it, it was the first of November. Less than two
months remained before the wedding. 


Michael
decided to take matters into his own hands. We were eating lunch in the garden
terrace when he made the announcement. “I asked one of the bridal stores to
send their staff by the house this afternoon so you can try on wedding dresses.”



“What?”
I screeched. “They’re bringing dresses here? This afternoon?”


Michael
laughed. “Is that a problem, mon coeur? Are you worried it might
interfere with your nap?”


“I
can’t help that I’m tired all the time,” I whined. “I’m growing a baby for
crying out loud. It’s fatiguing!” 


Michael
refilled my glass with sparkling water. “The dress, ma chérie, focus on
the dress… at least for one afternoon.”


I
shook my head as I resumed eating the salad. “I don’t have a clue what kind of
dress I want. They’re all so expensive, and what if I start showing before the
wedding? I don’t even know what size to choose.”


Michael
shook his head and tsk’d me under his breath. “There won’t be any price
tags on these dresses, and you aren’t allowed to ask how much they cost. Just
have them order the dress one size too big. The seamstress can always take the
dress in the week before the wedding if it’s still too big.”


I
sighed as I resigned myself to the task. “Have you already picked out a tux?”


“I’m
going to see the tailor tomorrow morning.” Michael tucked a loose strand of
hair behind my ear. “Please, mon coeur, indulge me in this.”


I
captured his hand in mine. “I’m excited to see the dresses, Michael. Thank you
for arranging the appointment. Will Rafael be joining you tomorrow?”


Michael
smiled. “Oui. Rafael has agreed to stand as my best man.”


I
leaned across the table and kissed his cheek. “Très
bien. I knew he would.”


Michael
stood and pulled me to my feet. “I’ll be out this afternoon. I don’t want to
see the dress you pick. I want to be surprised. Have fun, mon amour.
This should be fun for you.”


I
wove my fingers through the curls at the nape of his neck. “I will, mon
chérie. I promise.”


Michael
kissed me softly on the forehead. “Je
t'aime, Kristine.”


“I
love you too, Michael. More than you could possibly know.” I rolled up onto my
tiptoes and kissed him long enough for him to growl his frustration at having
to part. I laughed. “Serves you right. We should both be tortured while we are
apart.”


*
* * * * *


An
hour later, I was buried under an avalanche of satin, silk, lace, and beads in
a small array of muted colors. It wasn’t until I waved away all of the beaded and
lace dresses that I discovered a simple ivory satin dress that I couldn’t bear
to part with. The thick satin wrapped like a shawl straight across my chest and
arms, so that it fell just off my shoulders. It fit snugly through the chest
and waist. Then miles of satin cascaded gently from the waist into a long, wide
train. A thin bow was cinched to one side of the waist. The lack of
embellishments made the dress all the more beautiful, because the true elegance
lie in its simplicity and in how the fabric was draped. The dress couldn’t have
been more perfect.


Michael
returned shortly before dinner. He found me curled up on the couch watching the
fire crackle and dance in our room. He pulled his tie loose and kicked his
shoes off. “Bonsoir, mon amour. Did you find a dress?”


I
smiled softly as my eyes met his. “I found the perfect dress.”


Michael
lifted me from the couch so he could cradle my head in his lap. “Très bien.
I’m glad that’s settled. Now we have the flowers, the dress, the priest, your
rings, the Palais Garnier, and a string quartet. The cook has insisted on
baking the cake and has agreed to oversee the reception here at the house. I
just finished scheduling a civil ceremony, which will be held the day before
the wedding.”


I
rolled over on my back so I could look at Michael. His face was glowing softly
in the firelight. I traced the shadow along his jaw. “You’ve been busy, mon
chérie.”


Michael
nodded as his hand strayed to my stomach. He’d grown completely enamored with
my tummy and was constantly caressing it. “I’d like to take you shopping on
Friday, so you can pick out my ring. Have you thought about where you might
like to honeymoon?”


My
eyebrows knit together. “You know, Michael, every day with you feels like a
honeymoon. Why don’t we go back to Saint-Tropez? I really enjoyed our time
there.”


“We
could also visit the Greek Islands,” Michael mused absently.


I
smiled at the cook and her granddaughter as they set the dinner tray and drinks
on the coffee table. “Whatever you prefer, Michael. Honestly, I am happy as
long as I’m with you.”


“And
me with you,” Michael whispered huskily as he watched his staff slip silently from
the room. Slowly, his hands drifted from my stomach to my breasts, which had
swollen considerably over the past few days. “Would you like an appetizer
before dinner?” Michael asked as his hand burrowed under my shirt. 


I
sat up and teasingly straddled his lap. “Mon amour, I thought you would
never ask.” 


Michael
pulled the crushed silk shirt over my head. He lowered each strap of my bra
before capturing my mouth in a ravenous kiss. His lips made their way down my
neck and shoulders. His tongue worked its way under the lace edge of my demi-bra,
lapping and teasing my swollen breasts until each nipple formed a hard peak. My
head fell back as a soft moan escaped my lips. 


Heat
pooled deep and low as Michael consumed first one, then the other nipple in his
mouth. Dinner was forgotten entirely as he lifted me from the couch and lowered
me onto the bed. He peeled my remaining clothes off before getting undressed. 


He
approached from the end of the bed. He licked and kissed each toe, the arch of
my foot, and up both legs. I begged him to take me then, but he continued
teasing me with his tongue. He settled between my legs and lapped at me until I
was trembling with need. 


He
kissed my hands, my arms, stomach, chest, and neck before reclaiming my mouth.
“Le mienne,” he murmured against my lips. “Tu
m’appartiens… you belong to me.” Michael pushed just
inside of me, then stopped. “Say it, mon coeur.” 


My
words were caught between a whisper and a moan. “I’m yours, Michael. I belong
to you. I want only you. I need only you... seulement toi.” When
he didn’t move, I pleaded, “Please, Michael, I need to feel you inside
of me.”


Michael
eased inside of me at a painstakingly slow pace. As he lowered his body to mine,
he pressed forcefully against my womb. “Is this what you need?”


My
back arched as I savored the feel of him so deeply buried inside. “Oui, mon
chérie. This is where you belong.”


Michael
anchored his arms under my back. He pulled back and drove into me. Then he
stilled, locking us both in place. 


I
studied his face. “Michael, it’s okay. The baby’s perfectly safe.” I raked my
fingernails down his back, trying to encourage him to move. “Again,” I pleaded
hoarsely. 


Michael
thrust inside of me as he held my shoulders in place. He buried his body inside
of mine in long, forceful strokes. “Tu
es à moi, Kristine. Tu m’appartiens…
seulement moi.”


“Oui,”
I
cried. I arched against him as he consumed my mouth… my neck… my breasts. “Seulement
toi, Michael. Je n'aime
que toi.” 


I
surrendered completely as Michael claimed every tangible and intangible piece
of me. His golden skin shimmered through my tears as we shattered in shards of
silver and gold. Michael collapsed on top of me, and we both stilled, trying to
catch our breath. 


After
a few minutes, he began rocking gently inside of me. The rhythm was deep and
slow. Michael’s eyes locked on mine. We made love, tenderly this time, and each
of us watched as the other fell apart.


*
* * * * *


I
was standing, staring at the fountain in the garden, with nothing to do. Like
some untapped well, I had woken for the first time in months with an abundance
of energy, but there was nothing I could do with it. Since everything else was
already being done for me, for the nursery, and the wedding; I thought I would
rake leaves. I tried to find the gardener, but Theron was nowhere to be found. So
I tried convincing Jean to find me a rake. He looked at me like I was on crack.



Raking
leaves made sense in my mind, because it was the only thing I could see that really
needed to be done. Jean insisted it was the gardener’s job to rake the leaves.
Michael and Rafael were off trying on tuxes, and it was still too early to call
the states. So I had no one to talk to and nothing to do… nothing but stare at
the fountain.


The
sound of scuffing shoes pulled me from my thoughts. I turned, thinking it might
be the gardener. My eyes widened when I saw them. 


A
man with long, greasy hair stood holding Jean’s neck in the crook of his arm. He
was wearing a crumpled gray suit.


“Jean!”
I gasped. My heart pounded in deafening blows.


Jean’s
eyes were bulging. He was clawing at the man’s arm, and his feet were trying to
get a stronghold on the tile. “Run,” he rasped, only to have the man tighten
his hold.


I
wanted to run. My heart was racing so fast, it nearly demanded it, but I could
see Jean was on the edge of death. I lunged for the man. I tried prying his
arms away, then beat angrily at his arms and face. “Stop!” I screamed. “You’re
killing him!”


The
man shoved Jean forward. Hard. His body crashed into mine. Jean’s head made a
sickening sound as it hit the side of the fountain. I fell back over the edge
and into the sculpture, which toppled and shattered all around me. Broken
chunks of marble sprayed across my face, slashing my hands and knees as I
scrambled to get out of the water. 


Jean’s
attacker wrenched me back. He flipped me over and locked his hands around my
neck. His face was twisted in rage. 


“Get
off!” I screamed. I clawed at his hands. 


He
forced my head under the water. I kicked and bucked beneath him, but still he
held me down. Just as I opened my mouth to breathe, he ripped me out of the
water. 


His
eyes were black and unseeing. His fingers dug painfully into my neck. “He cost
me everything,” he spit out. “Everything!” he screamed. 


I
shook at the madness beneath the scream.


“My
career…” he shrieked through gritted teeth. He forced my head back under the
water. 


This
time I had air in my lungs, and I tried desperately to hold onto my breath. His
thumbs pressed painfully into my neck, forcing the air out as he shook me by
the neck. Suddenly, he pulled me back up. 


I
gulped greedily for air. 


“My
firm…” he spit, forcing my head back down. His face became distorted under the
water. 


I
clawed for air as he lifted my head again. 


“My
wife…” he rasped, and suddenly I was immersed again. I clawed at his hands,
trying desperately to break his grasp. He held me under much longer than before.
The water stung my eyes as I comprehended his final intentions. A broken sob
robbed me of all remaining breath. 


Instinct
forced me to breathe, only it was water and not air that burned through my
lungs. Fear shredded me. Another breath. Excruciating pain. My body seized,
then refused to move. Shades of gray swirled into black as he released my neck.
I floated in the darkness.


In
the darkness there was pain. Someone beat at my back and chest. Blow after blow
after blow, until water rushed through my lips. My back arched as air cut
through my lungs. Pain ripped through me as my body demanded more air. Rafael and
Michael’s faces swam before me, then merged into one. Then, there was nothing. 


*
* * * * *


My
eyebrows furrowed. Something wasn’t right. I slowly opened my eyes. Why was
I in the hospital? Had I been vomiting again? My back was killing me, and I
couldn’t move my legs. I looked down at my legs. Michael’s arms and head were sprawled
across my lap. 


A
chair scraped, drawing my attention to the side of the bed. Rafael was standing
by my side. Concern etched his handsome face. His brown eyes softened as he
reached for my hand. “Kristine,” he whispered hoarsely. 


“Kristine?”
Michael asked as he lifted his head. He looked foggy from sleep.


“Michael,”
I rasped. Tears clogged my throat, but I didn’t know why. 


Michael
helped Rafael prop me up against the pillows. He gently caressed my cheek.
Rafael poured some ice water from a small stainless steel pitcher and handed me
the Styrofoam cup. My throat was raw, and the water burned, bringing more tears
to my eyes. 


I
studied Michael. His eyes were filled with pain. His hair was wildly tangled,
and he had a thin scruffy looking beard. I longed to tease him, to tell him how
much he looked like a pirate in that moment, but there was a pain thrumming in my
chest that made it impossible to speak lightly. I tried to clear my head, to
focus on the cause of the pain in my chest and in Michael and Rafael’s eyes.
Finally, I had to ask, “What happened?”


Michael
opened his mouth to speak, but nothing came out. He sank back into his chair
and pressed his face to my hand. Warm tears dampened my hand. I looked at Rafael.
“Please tell me what happened,” I pleaded with growing alarm.


Rafael
shook his head as if trying to dislodge the images that swam before his eyes.
He stared at his brother, who sat broken in the chair. He didn’t look at me
when he finally spoke; he was still staring at Michael. “We came home after we
were measured for the tuxes. We were looking for you. Jean didn’t respond to
the text, and we couldn’t find you in the house. We came out to the garden and
saw Emerico Alentisca in the fountain. We couldn’t see what he was doing. Then
Michael spotted Jean, and we knew… we knew it was you.”


My
eyes widened with understanding. I looked at Michael. His head remained bowed,
his wet face still pressed to my hand. I reached for Rafael with my other hand.
“Jean. I remember… that man… he was trying to kill him. Please, Rafael, please
tell me Jean survived.”


Rafael
nodded. “Jean is here, in the hospital. He has a head injury, but he is stable.
He said you saved his life.”


I
sank into the pillows, shaken but relieved. “Thank God,” I whispered as I
closed my eyes. An image of the man’s face twisted in hate flashed before me. I
opened my eyes hoping the image would disappear, but it didn’t. “He said he
lost his firm and his wife. Was it…”


“Yes,”
Michael groaned. 


“He
was one of the missing partners,” Rafael confirmed.


My
head fell back again. “Where is he now?” I whispered. I was nearly too scared
to ask.


“He’s
dead,” Rafael bit out bitterly.


Michael
lifted his head from my hand. “Rafael broke his neck when he pulled him off of you.”



I
cupped his wet cheek in my hand. “Then it’s over. He can’t hurt us anymore,” I
whispered as our eyes met. 


Michael
choked down a sob. “Mon coeur, I’m afraid there is more.”


“More?
More people?” I asked, thinking of the terrorists and the other missing partner.


Michael
kissed the inside of my hand. “We lost the baby,” he rasped. “Our baby is
dead.”


My
breath caught. 


Michael
bowed his head. His shoulders were hunched; his back wracked with deep
gut-wrenching sobs.


“No,”
I whispered, refusing to believe it. 


I
reached for my stomach and froze when I felt the pad between my legs. “No,” I
moaned as it all sank in. Tears streamed down my face. My fingernails raked
over my arms as a deep keening sound escaped my chest. 


Rafael
sat next to me on the bed. He pulled my tear drenched face to his chest as
Michael lie sobbing at my knees.


*
* * * * *


We
returned home the next day. A dark cloud had settled over the house in our
absence. Downcast heads and sullen faces replaced the smiles and excitement I
had grown accustomed to seeing among the staff. My legs were still pretty shaky,
so Michael and Rafael helped me climb the stairs to the bedroom, where I
insisted on taking a long hot bath. I was anxious to scrub the hospital smell
from my skin.


I
assessed my injuries as I undressed for the bath. I had a nasty bruise along my
back and side from where I had fallen against the sculpture. A few scrapes marred
my hands and legs. There were small nicks across my face and dark thumb shaped
bruises on my neck. I suspected these bruises were the reason Michael could
barely stand to look at me. 


I
climbed inside the tub and ran the lavender scented soap over my arms and legs.
My back and neck were sore, but that was nothing compared to the dull, steady
ache that had settled in my chest. I was only eleven weeks pregnant when we
lost the baby. I barely had time to grasp the reality of the situation, but our
plans and dreams for this child consumed Michael and me in a way that nothing
else could. 


I
sank into the warm water, squeezed shampoo into my hand, and methodically
worked it through my hair. The day I miscarried, Michael asked the doctors to run
a blood test. That’s how he discovered our child had been a girl. She was tiny
at eleven weeks, but she had arms, legs, fingers and toes. Michael wanted her
to have a name, and we agreed on Genevieve Siobhan Garcia. Losing her hurt more
than any pain I had ever known. Nine years of abuse at the hands of my
ex-husband paled in comparison to the pain I felt at losing Genevieve.


I
sighed sadly. Michael seemed to be taking the loss of our baby even worse than
me. I suspected he was blaming himself for my injuries and for Genevieve’s
death. As much as I wanted to dispel that belief, I was too afraid to broach
the subject with him. I sank into the water so I could rinse the shampoo out of
my hair. I kept my face above the water, no longer comfortable with being fully
submerged. 


I
stepped out of the tub and quickly dried off. I cinched the bathrobe around my
waist before walking back into the bedroom. Michael was standing by the windows
overlooking the gardens. He was wearing the same crumpled clothes he’d been
wearing at the hospital. I didn’t want to see the fountain or the broken
sculpture, but I needed to feel Michael in my arms. I stepped behind him and
wrapped my arms around his chest so I could rest my head on his back. 


Michael
stiffened in my arms. 


“I
can feel your pain, Michael,” I whispered across his back.


“Oui,
mon coeur. I’m sure you can.” 


I
hugged him a little tighter. I needed to feel him relax in my arms. He didn’t.


“It
should never have happened,” he whispered hoarsely.


“No,”
I agreed. “I wish it never had.”


“It’s
all my fault,” he mused.


I
tugged at his shoulder, forcing him to face me. “This wasn’t your fault,
Michael.”


His
eyes met mine briefly before he looked away. “If I hadn’t reported them… if I
hadn’t tried to walk away,” he argued, cloaking himself in blame.


I
reached for his hands. “Then we’d still be in danger, maybe even more.”


His
haunted eyes met mine. “I would have never met you. At least then you’d be
safe.”


I
shook my head. “I wasn’t safe before I met you, Michael. I was in even more
danger then.”


“I
should have left you with the soldier,” he persisted.


I
sucked in my breath. “Don’t say that, Michael. I wasn’t any safer with him than
I am with you. I love you, Michael. I still want to be with you.”


“I
don’t know how to heal from this,” he confessed brokenly.


I
kissed his hands. “We just need time, mon chérie. We will heal in time,”
I replied encouragingly. 


“I
don’t think any amount of time will heal these wounds,” Michael responded as he
walked away.


My
shoulders fell. A chill swept over me, then settled deep inside my bones.
Michael had always been so confident and determined. I had never seen him look
so hopeless. It struck me then that Genevieve wasn’t the only one I had lost
that day. I lost Michael too. I turned numbly toward the windows. The base of
the fountain was still there. The broken pieces of the sculpture that was meant
to reflect us were gone.


*
* * * * *


The
days that followed were some of the most difficult days I had ever known. I
needed Michael. I didn’t know how to heal without him, but each time I reached
for him, he was gone. He locked himself in his office most days. I tried to
respect the fact that he might need space to heal, but the distance between us
only made things more difficult for me. I ate dinner alone most evenings. No
amount of pleading or cajoling could convince Michael to join me. 


I
was beginning to loathe sleep. I went to bed alone every night. I was having nightmares
from the attack; and every once in a while, I woke to the haunting sound of a
baby crying as I mourned what could have been. I would reach for Michael, but he
was hardly ever in our bed. There were a few nights he would climb into bed when
he thought I had already fallen sleep, but I was too afraid to move closer or
hold him, because I feared it would make him want to leave. 


Whenever
I tried to kiss Michael or show him some affection during the day, he would
respond numbly. Then he’d walk away. We didn’t talk about babies, or nurseries,
or even the wedding. In fact, we hardly talked at all.


One
day I mustered up the courage to ask Rafael where Michael was sleeping. He told
me that Michael was sleeping in the nursery, next to our room. 


Rafael
hovered over me. He seemed frustrated with Michael’s behavior and my growing
isolation. He kept nudging me toward the garden terrace and would distract me
with gossip about the other staff when Theron wasn’t around. Twice, he took me
to coffee at the café on the Champs Elysees. My addiction to the stuff was the
one thing that had returned to normal. 


It
was Rafael, not Michael, who rescued me from my nightmares. He said he could hear
me screaming in my sleep. On those nights, he would pull one of the chairs from
the window close to the bed and sit there until I fell back to sleep. I
wondered if the man ever slept. He was the consummate protector, day and night.


One
morning, I discovered a new sculpture standing in the center of the fountain.
It was a sculpture of a little girl carved into a patch of flowers. She was
watering the flowers with a small watering can as she admired a butterfly
perched on her other hand. Her hair was blowing gently in the wind, and there
was a peaceful smile on her face. 


I
fell to my knees when I saw her. I wept for hours on that balcony. That was the
only time Michael came to me. He sat on the floor and rocked me in his arms
until my tears subsided. I fell asleep in his arms, completely exhausted from
all the crying. He was gone before I woke. 


We
lived in this state of limbo… existing but not really existing… for two weeks.
I was growing increasingly concerned by Michael’s efforts to avoid me. My
cousin was flying into Paris in three days, and I didn’t even know if the
wedding was still on. Finally, I mustered the courage to confront him. 


I
announced my decision to Rafael as I brushed past him in the hall. “I am going
downstairs to talk to Michael. Do you know if he’s still in his office?”


“Madame
Stone, this isn’t a good time,” Rafael exclaimed as he caught up with me.


I
huffed out a small breath. “Rafael, please stop calling me that. We’re friends,
practically related. I’ve told you before to call me Kristine.”


Rafael
grabbed my shoulders. “Kristine, please don’t push him. You don’t want to hear
what he has to say.”


My
eyes widened, then narrowed. “What is it, Rafael? What is it he’s planning to
say?”


Rafael
shook his head. “Nothing good. He still blames himself, and he’s worried he
can’t keep you safe.”


I
gently removed his hands from my shoulders. “I’m losing him, Rafael. I can feel
him slipping away more each day. I have to talk to him… to tell him I love him.
He needs to know that I don’t blame him. We need to work through this together,
not apart.”


Rafael
peered deep into my eyes, then slowly nodded. He didn’t say another word as he followed
me downstairs. He stopped just outside the door when I entered Michael’s
office. 


My
heart pounded as I approached the desk. Rafael’s warning was still ringing in
my ears. “Michael, we really need to talk.”


He
continued sifting through his paperwork. “Not now, Kristine,” he replied
dismissively. He refused to look at me.


I
studied him while quietly standing my ground. Michael had lost weight. Dark
shadows filled the hollows under his eyes. His mouth was set in a thin line,
and pain still marred his handsome face. “Then when, Michael?” I asked softly. 


He
set the paperwork aside. “You should leave,” he noted quietly. His eyes captured
and held mine.


My
eyes filled with tears. There were so many things I wanted to say, but
Michael’s message was clear. I turned and walked away.


“I
mean for good,” Michael clarified.


My
eyes met Rafael’s as he stepped inside the door. He reached for my arm.


I
turned around to face Michael. “What did you say?” I whispered fearfully.


His
eyes were two bottomless pools of pain. “You should go back home, Kristine. You
aren’t safe here.”


I
took a step toward him as he rose from the chair. “This is my home,
Michael. This is our home. I belong here with you.”


He
walked to the front of the desk. He shook his head sadly as he sat on the edge
of the desk. “No, you don’t. I never should have brought you here. You aren’t
safe, Kristine. I can’t keep you safe.”


I
closed the distance between us, grasped his face in my hands, and waited for
his eyes to meet mine. The second they did, I spoke. “I don’t care, Michael. I
don’t care that I’m not safe. I have never been safe. Do you hear me? Never! I
love you, Michael… seulement toi. I want to be with you. If they kill me
tomorrow, I won’t care… as long as I’m with you!”


“No!”
Michael roared. He wrenched my hands from his face. “I won’t allow it. I don’t
want you to be in any more danger. I love you too much to lose you too. The fear
of it is already killing me.”


“We
can work through this, Michael, but we have to do it together. Our love is
strong enough to endure even this,” I pleaded. My entire body trembled as I
began to cry.


Tears
streamed down his cheeks. He grabbed my face and kissed me roughly on the lips.
“Go,” he rasped.


I
took a single step back and fell to my knees. I tried desperately to rein in
the tears as I reached for his shin. “No, Michael, please don’t make me go. I
love you. My arms ache because you aren’t in them. I can’t breathe without you.
I need you, Michael. Please, Michael, I am begging you to let me stay.”


“Go.
Now!” he yelled more forcefully. “Leave me!” he screamed.


I
curled in on myself as I began sobbing. There wasn’t a part of my body that
wasn’t broken in that moment. 


Strong
arms wrapped around me as Rafael drew me to my feet and crushed me to his
chest. “You are a fool, Michael. You will regret this day. Mark my words,
brother. This will prove to be the biggest mistake of your life.”


I
sobbed hysterically as Rafael walked me back to my room. Twice I tried to break
his grasp so I could return to Michael. Each time he stopped and held me. He
whispered soothingly in my ear as he encouraged me toward the bedroom. The pain
in my chest worsened with each step that increased the distance between Michael
and me. 


Rafael
sat me on the couch by the fireplace before disappearing inside the bathroom.
He returned with a glass of water and a small pill. “Please take this,
Kristine. It will help.”


I
didn’t bother asking what the pill was. I didn’t care. I would have let him
shoot heroin in my arm as long as it would have numbed the pain. I was still weeping
when I fell asleep. 


Rafael
rubbed my shoulder. “The jet is ready, Kristine. You need only decide where you
want to go.”


My
eyes flew open. I wondered how much time had passed, then realized I didn’t
care. “I want to stay here. Please don’t make me go,” I whimpered.


He
held my hand in his as he gently shook his head. “We need to leave, Kristine.
Do you want to go back to DC?”


My
heart clenched at the thought. “No,” I said weakly. I sluggishly turned the
possibilities in my head. “Take me to Great Falls. I want to see my cousin,
Lexie, in Great Falls.”


“That’s
in Montana?” Rafael clarified. He tucked his arm under my knees and lifted me
to his chest.


“Yes,”
I mumbled as the sleeping pill dragged me back under. “Montana.” It was the
last word I spoke in Paris.
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Somebody that I used to know


The
sleeping pill wore off just before the wheels touched down in New York. We
walked through customs. Then Rafael nudged me toward a Starbucks so we could grab
coffee, a couple of sandwiches, and some pastries for the second leg of the
flight. I had no interest in eating, but I gladly nursed the coffee. I took another
sleeping pill when we re-boarded the plane. I wondered if the two would just
cancel each other out, but the sleeping pill won out in the end. 


By
the time the jet landed in Great Falls, I was awake but still feeling the
blissful detachment from my body that sleeping pills tend to induce. I stared out
the window at the snow and wondered if the maid had packed any clothes that
would be appropriate for Montana. 


Rafael
must have read my thoughts. “He had a million dollars transferred into your
checking account. You can purchase anything you need.”


I
was too exhausted to be offended. “I don’t want his money,” I choked on a sob.
“I want him.”


“I
know,” Rafael whispered, “but he wanted to make sure you were provided for,
that you would have everything you need.”


“I
need him,” I persisted in a small voice.


“I
know,” Rafael repeated as he wrapped his arms around me. “He needs you too. He
just doesn’t know it yet.” 


Cold
air rushed over me as the door to the jet opened. I shook miserably. “I don’t
want to go.”


Rafael
ran his hands down my arms as he tried to warm me. “I’ll come with you. You
aren’t in any shape to drive, and I want to make sure you get to your cousin’s
house.”


I
peered out the window again. The sky was growing dark. “I don’t even know if
she’s home, Rafael. What time is it?”


He
glanced at his watch. “Just after five o’clock.” He stood and helped me up.
“Your cell phone won’t work here, do you remember her phone number?”


“Not
her work number, but she should be home soon,” I responded softly. I squeezed
the pilot’s hand when we reached the front of the plane.


Rafael
led me down the cold metal stairs and onto the tarmac. His breath formed clouds
in the freezing air. “I’ll get a rental car. That way we can wait in the car until
she gets home from work.” He nudged me toward the airport as he gathered my
luggage.


Warm
air blasted us as we entered the tiny airport. I ducked inside the bathroom
while Rafael paid for the rental car. I splashed water on my face and tried
smoothing my hair before joining Rafael at the rental counter. 


He
wrapped his arm around me as we walked outside to the car. “I’m sorry I didn’t
think to purchase coats when we were at the airport in New York.” Rafael tucked
me into the passenger seat before shoving the luggage in the trunk. He cranked
up the heater as soon as he joined me in the car.


My
teeth were still chattering when he pulled in front of Lexie’s house. I
breathed a sigh of relief when I saw her kitchen light on. “She’s home.”


Rafael
slid the car into neutral and set the emergency brake. “I’ll get your bags,” he
replied as he stepped from the car. He left the engine running.


I
yanked the keys from the ignition and ran to the back of the car. I reached for
his arm. “Aren’t you coming in?” I asked worriedly.


His
eyebrows knit together. “I don’t know if that is such a good idea. Wouldn’t you
prefer to be alone with her?”


“Rafael,
don’t make me say goodbye to you too. Not today. Please stay. She has two guest
rooms,” I pleaded as tears slid down my face.


His
eyes softened as he grasped my face and wiped my tears with his thumbs. 


The
gesture reminded me so much of Michael, I burst into tears. 


“Okay,
Kristine. I’ll stay, if your cousin approves, but only for one night,” he
relented.


“Thank
you,” I whispered hoarsely. I wrapped my arms around him and hugged him tight.
“For everything.” 


He
pulled the luggage from the trunk. The floodlights turned on just as we reached
the driveway.


Lexie
flung the door open. Her long dark hair streamed behind her as she ran through
the snow in her bare feet. “Oh my God, Kri! I thought it was you, but I didn’t
know how it could be. Oh my God, you’re here. You’re really here!” She threw
her arms around me, knocking me down in the snow. 


Lexie
and I would have stayed that way for hours, blond hair tangled in brown, holding
each other and crying in the snow, but Rafael intervened. “Kristine, please.
You need to go inside where it’s warm. You are shaking terribly. You’ll get
sick if you stay out here.”


I
saw the storm in Lexie’s eyes when she heard him speak. I could see her draw on
more than two decades of Karate training when her eyes went black. 


I
grasped her shoulders. “Lexie, he’s not Michael. This is Rafael, Michael’s
brother. He’s my bodyguard. He’s just here to help me get settled. Please, I
want him to stay.” I glanced up at Rafael as he lifted me from the snow. “Just
one night, Lexie. Please?” I pleaded as I turned back around.


Rafael
tucked me against his side before offering his hand to Lexie.  


Her
eyes narrowed when she took his hand. “I don’t know what is going on here, but
you better not have any ill intentions toward my cousin. I’ll kick your ass if
you do.”


Rafael
smiled at her fierce protectiveness. “I assure you, I don’t.” He tugged gently
as he pulled her from the snow.


Lexie
brushed the snow from her scrubs. “Then you can stay.” 


Lexie’s
husband, Nate, pulled into the driveway. He strode determinedly around the monster
size truck. He hugged me long and hard before Lexie introduced him to Rafael.
Nate’s jaw clenched when he learned Rafael was Michael’s brother, but he didn’t
hit him. I admired the restraint, especially coming from Nate.


Lexie’s
eyes followed Rafael from across the living room as he wrapped me in a blanket
and sat me on the couch. She was on the phone ordering pizza from Dominos. 


Rafael
left the house briefly to retrieve the luggage. Lexie showed him to the guest
rooms. 


Nate
built a fire in the fireplace before opening a bottle of red wine for Lexie and
me. He handed Rafael a beer. 


Rafael
looked longingly at the wine, but he accepted the beer. “Thank you,” he
responded politely.


For
some reason that made me laugh. 


Everyone
looked at me. Their expressions betrayed their concern that I might finally be
losing it. 


I
smiled weakly. “It’s nothing. I just… I didn’t realize Rafael drank beer. I
thought he preferred wine.”


Rafael
smiled. It was the first full-on smile I had seen in weeks. “I don’t mind beer,
but you’re right, Kristine. I prefer wine.”


“Like
Michael,” I mused.


He
nodded. His smile faded as his eyes met mine. “It is not the only area where
our tastes align.”


I
ignored the warning that thrummed through my veins. I was too exhausted and
overwhelmed to respond. 


Rafael
sank into the chair next to me. My cousin joined me on the couch. Nate exchanged
Rafael’s beer for a glass of wine before taking their dog, Annie, out to the
backyard.


“Why
are you here, Kri? I was going to fly out to see you in two days,” Lexie noted
softly.          


I
sighed as tears welled in my eyes. I wondered if tears ever ran dry. “Michael
insisted I leave. He didn’t think he could keep me safe.”


Lexie
took a sip of wine, but her brilliant blue eyes never left my face. “Why?”


I
peered into the deep red wine. “Michael turned some investors and a terrorist
organization over to the Portuguese government when he discovered the firm he
was working for was laundering and investing their money. They lost billions,
and Michael fears they are out for revenge. Two general partners escaped
prosecution and one of them tried to drown me a few weeks ago.” 


The
wine glass fell from Lexie’s hand. A strangled sound escaped her chest as she
pulled me into a fierce hug. Nate kneeled in front of us with a wet cloth as he
began cleaning the carpet. Somehow, I lost myself in that simple act. I sat
completely engrossed while I watched him clean. Lexie shook my shoulders until
my eyes found hers again. “Are you okay, Kristine?”


Tears
stole down my face. As I diverted my gaze, my eyes met Rafael’s. “No,” I
whispered brokenly. “I lost the baby, and Michael sent me away.”


Rafael
rose from his chair. He knelt in front of me as he reached for my hand. “He
loves you, Kristine, and he wants you safe. He needs you alive more than he
needs you in his life. He believes it’s only a matter of time before the
other partner comes for him, and he doesn’t want you there when he does. Don’t
you see, Kristine? He loves you enough to let you go.”


I
nodded numbly as I tried to rein in my tears. 


Lexie
jumped up from the couch and immediately began pacing. “You were pregnant?”


Rafael
slid next to me on the couch. He wrapped his arm around me protectively. 


I
watched Lexie pace back and forth. Finally, I responded. “Yes.”


She
stopped pacing. “How long?”


My
eyes fell to the floor. “Eleven weeks.”


She
nodded and resumed pacing. Suddenly, she stopped again. “I didn’t think you
could get pregnant.”


I
shook my head. “The doctors said it would be difficult, if not impossible.”


Lexie
tried to pull the hair back from her face. When she realized she didn’t have
anything to put it in, she began scouring the living room for a hair band. Nate
handed her a black scrunchy. She pulled her hair back as her eyes met mine. “He
truly loves you.” 


“Yes,”
I whispered. “He does.”


The
conversation stalled when the doorbell rang. Nate went to retrieve the pizza.
He brought it straight into the living room, along with some paper plates and
napkins. Everyone took a piece of pizza but me. Lexie gave me a disapproving
look. 


I
looked back down at my wine. “I’m sorry. I’m not hungry.”


“You
need to eat,” Rafael and Lexie scolded as one.


I
took a piece of pizza and picked at it to appease them. I eventually gave up
the act. “I’m tired. I would really like to go to bed if that’s okay.”


Lexie
set her plate down. She took the pizza from my hand and pulled me to my feet as
she wrapped her arms around me. “Of course, honey. Do you want me to lie down
with you?”


I
shook my head as tears threatened from some bottomless well. “No. I would like
some time alone.” I turned toward Rafael. “Promise me you will be here in the
morning. I want to see you before you leave.”


Rafael
looked exhausted. He reached for my hand and squeezed it gently as he rose from
the couch. “I promise, I won’t leave without saying goodbye.”


Lexie
pulled me in for another hug. “I love you, Krissy. I’m glad you’re here.”


Nate
nodded at me from across the room. “I’ll make sure the security system is set,
Kri. You’ll be safe here. Get some rest.”


I
patted Annie on the head before walking to the bathroom. Lexie tracked down a toothbrush
while I washed the trails of salt that stained my face. I escaped into the
guestroom as soon as I was done brushing me teeth. I didn’t want to see
anything in the suitcase, so I stripped down to my panties and bra and climbed
into bed. 


Sleep
evaded me. Tears washed over me again and again as I reflected on things Michael
said and did. The memories were like a never ending reel of home movies. The
pain wound tighter and tighter, and the images wouldn’t stop.  


Rafael
stepped inside the room an hour later. He handed me a sleeping pill and a glass
of water as he sat next to me on the bed. “I thought this might help.” 


I
scooted up in bed so I could drink the water and swallow the pill. “Thank you,”
I responded softly. I set the glass on the nightstand before sinking back into
the pillows.


He
motioned toward a chair that was entirely too small for him. “Can I sit here
until you fall asleep?” 


My
eyelids were already growing heavy. “I don’t think you’ll be very comfortable
in that chair,” I mumbled thickly.


“I’ll
be fine. It’s just for a little while.” He didn’t say another word as he folded
himself into the chair. I wasn’t sure whether it was the pill or his presence,
but the tension that had previously surrounded me eased as I fell asleep.


*
* * * * *


Rafael
was still sleeping when I woke. He was slouched down in the chair with his legs
sprawled out. His left arm was stretched over the bed as he held my hand in
his. I stared at his hand covering mine and tried to remember the exact moment he
had transitioned from bodyguard to friend. Tears pricked at my eyes. I was
dreading Rafael leaving. 


He
spoke softly from the chair. “You need time to be alone with your family, and I
have some things I need to tend to. Will you stay here in Montana?”


I
didn’t pull my hand from his. I knew this was our goodbye, and I wanted to
maintain the contact for as long as I could. I studied his face while I thought
about the question. “No. I have some unfinished business in DC. After that… I
don’t know.”


He
nodded. “Don’t hesitate to use the money, Kristine. That’s what it’s there for.
Michael will find some comfort in knowing that he is helping you rebuild your
life, and he’ll want some assurance that you’re someplace safe.”


I
closed my eyes against the pain that followed his name. 


Rafael
squeezed my hand. “You have my number programmed into your phone from Saint-Tropez.
You’ll transfer that phone number to your new phone when you purchase it?”


I
was still lying on my stomach, so I nodded against the pillow. “I don’t know
how to say goodbye to you, Rafael. You are such a good friend. You have seen me
through so much. How will I ever repay you?”


He
leaned forward in the chair as he brought my hand to his lips. “You don’t repay
friends,” he said. “You’ll call me when you need me?”


I
nodded.


He
tightened his hold on my hand. “I want to hear you say it. Promise me,
Kristine. You’ll call me when you need me.”


Our
eyes met. My breath caught when I saw the pain reflected in his eyes. I wasn’t
the only one having a hard time saying goodbye. I choked back a sob. “Yes,
Rafael. I promise to call when I need you. Are you returning to Paris?”


He
nodded. “For a short time. I have some things I need to take care of there.
After that…” He shrugged as his voice trailed off.


The
vice around my heart cinched a little tighter when I realized we might never
see each other again. I squeezed my eyes tight, hoping to delay the tears.


He
was still holding my hand when he rose from the chair. He pulled me from the
bed and wrapped me in his arms. He stood there, holding me, for a very long
time, seemingly oblivious to the fact that I was dressed only in my panties and
bra. 


I
took a deep breath as I relaxed into his arms. I inhaled his cedar and clove
scented cologne, which reminded me so much of Michael. I tried to memorize the
feel of his body holding mine, since I hadn’t had that opportunity with his
brother. Tears streamed down my face when I finally pulled away. I slipped
Michael’s engagement ring off my finger and placed it in his hand. “I think you
should give this to Michael…” I paused, absorbing the pain of my own words, “since
we aren’t getting married.”


Rafael’s
jaw clenched as he stared down at the ring. He appeared conflicted about accepting
the ring but eventually shoved it inside his pocket. His fingers caressed my cheek
as he gently raised my chin. “My brother’s a fool,” he rasped as he kissed
first one cheek and then the other. He closed his eyes as his forehead fell
against mine. Then his mouth brushed softly against my lips. “Be safe,
Kristine.” It was the last thing he said. 


I
heard Rafael gather his things from the other room before he left the house. I
battled the urge to follow him as I sank onto the bed and curled in on myself. Sleep
found me in tears.


Lexie
crept into my room a few hours later. She smoothed the hair from my face as she
handed me a tissue. “He’s gone?”


“Yes,”
I whispered hoarsely.


“He
loves you,” she murmured, a little lost in thought.


I
shook my head. “Not like that,” I insisted, “more like a brother.”


Lexie
crawled over me and settled on the other side of the bed. She wrapped her arms
around me as I turned to face her. “Oh, Krissy. What am I going to do with
you?”


*
* * * * *


Lexie
called in sick so she could lie in bed with me the entire day. I poured out every
last detail from the past six months, and she absorbed it all without judgment,
like only Lexie could. 


She
went to work the next morning, but she came back home at noon. It took me that
long to pull myself from bed and shower, so her absence went unnoticed for the
most part. I had just curled up on the couch with her dog, Annie, when I heard
her key in the door. 


Lexie
held up a bag from Taco Johns as she walked into the living room. “Comfort
food,” she said. 


A
small smile tugged at my lips. “Remember how we used to sneak out of high
school at lunch so we could eat super nachos from Taco Johns?”


Lexie
chuckled softly as she pulled two plastic containers from the bag. “How could I
forget? We snuck out for nachos three days a week.” 


Lexie
flipped through a number of television shows while we picked at the food. She was
still wearing her scrubs from the hospital. I was wrapped in a blanket because
I was wearing a dress that had left me feeling chilled. The maid didn’t have a
clue what kind of clothes to pack for Montana, so she had apparently packed
what she believed to be my favorite things. 


I
was drifting off to sleep when a knock sounded at the door. Lexie’s eyebrows
knit together. “Who could possibly be dropping by this time of day?”


I
shrugged. “Maybe it’s a salesman?” 


We
continued watching television. 


We
exchanged looks when the door bell rang. Again, we chose to ignore the
interruption. 


Lexie
scowled when the knocking grew more insistent. I sat up on the couch and pulled
the blanket around my shoulders when she crossed into the foyer to answer the
door. 


Lexie’s
eyes were wide as she rounded the corner from the foyer. Kadyn strode in behind
her with a determined look on his face.


I
gasped. “Kadyn? How did you know I was here?”


Kadyn
stopped in the center of the living room. Lexie hovered in between the two of
us. She seemed uncertain about where to go. 


Kadyn’s
eyes hardened as he folded his arms across his chest. “Well, it wasn’t because
you took the time to call and let me know,” he bit out sarcastically. “I had to
find out from a customs agent in New York.”


Guilt
nipped at me even as I defended my actions. “I just got here. I needed a few
days to pull myself together before I started calling people. My parents don’t
even know I’m here.”


Lexie
shot me an apologetic look. “I called your parents last night. They’re driving up
tomorrow morning for Thanksgiving. I’m sorry. I should have told you earlier.”


My
jaw dropped. 


Kadyn’s
cell phone rang. He glanced at the Caller ID, then answered the call as he
fixed his eyes on mine. “Hi, Mrs. Stone. I’m sorry. My phone was turned off. I
was on a plane. Yes. Yes, I know. She’s sitting in front of me right now. Yes.
I’m in Montana. I just got here a few minutes ago… I don’t know if I’ll be here
tomorrow. We’ll see. Can I call you later?” He paused for a minute while he
listened to my mom speak. Still his eyes didn’t stray from mine. “Do you mind
if I talk with her first? I’ll ask her to call you as soon as I’m done.” 


Fear
coursed through me as Kadyn disconnected the call. 


Kadyn’s
jaw clenched as he continued studying me. “Why are you here, Kristine?”


I
glanced nervously at Lexie. “I had no place else to go.”


Kadyn
shook his head. “That’s bullshit, and you know it.”


My
temper flared. “I couldn’t exactly show up on your doorstep after
sending that letter, now could I?”


Pain,
then anger flitted across his face. “Where’s Garcia?”


“In
Paris. He insisted I leave, so I came here. I didn’t have time to call ahead or
make plans, Kadyn. I was on a plane within minutes of Michael telling me to
leave. My parents live over an hour away from the nearest airport, and I had no
clue what time of night we’d be flying in.”


“Who’s
we?” Kadyn demanded. “You said we would be flying in.”


“Rafael.
Michael’s brother. He was my bodyguard… and my friend,” I choked out. I was no
longer certain who Rafael was to me. “He’s already gone back to Paris.”


Storm
clouds swirled through Kadyn’s dark eyes. “Did he hurt you?”


I
opened my mouth to speak, but my jaw snapped back shut. I couldn’t answer the
question. Michael had never hit me, and yet… I was in excruciating pain. 


“Kristine,”
Kadyn warned in a low, rumbling tone. “Why do you look like that?”


“Like
what?” I asked, honestly thrown by the question.


His
voice rose. “Wrecked, Kristine… and emaciated. My God, what did he do to you?”


Lexie
was suddenly in Kadyn’s face. “Stop it, Kadyn. Don’t you dare talk to my cousin
like that. She’s been through hell. She doesn’t need you to browbeat her on top
of everything else.”


I
looked down and tried to see what Kadyn was seeing. The blanket had slipped off
my shoulders. I studied my arms and hands curiously. They didn’t even look like
they belonged to me. “It’s not what you think,” I said. “He didn’t hurt me,
physically. He wasn’t starving me for God’s sake. I was sick. I was sick, and I
couldn’t keep anything down. I ended up in the hospital…” My voice trailed off
as images of the fountain and the attacker robbed me of all remaining thoughts.


Lexie
knelt in front of me. “Kri, look at me. You don’t have to do this right now.
Take a few more days to recover, then talk to Kadyn. You can talk after he’s
calmed down, when things aren’t so raw for you. Please, honey. I’m afraid you
might end up back in the hospital. You aren’t ready to do this.”


My
gaze shifted from Lexie to Kadyn.


Kadyn’s
face grew determined as he stood his ground. “I have been looking for you for
six months, Kristine. I deserve an explanation.”


I
looked back down at Lexie. 


She
closed her eyes and settled on her knees in front of me. When she opened her
eyes, she encouraged me to focus on her. “Just look at me,” she whispered.
“Just say it like you said it to me. It’s just you and me, Kri.”


A
single tear slid down my cheek. I nodded as Lexie reached for my hands. I fixed
my eyes on hers and took a deep breath. “Michael turned some investors and a
terrorist group over to the Portuguese government when he discovered the firm
he was working for was laundering and investing their money. The terrorists
lost billions when the government froze their accounts. Two general partners
escaped prosecution. One of them tried to drown me a few weeks ago. That’s how
I ended up in the hospital.” 


My
entire body began to tremble. Lexie strengthened her hold on my hands. She
nodded, encouraging me to continue. “Jean, a different bodyguard, was assigned
to me that day. He nearly died trying to save me. When Michael and Rafael
returned home, the man was strangling me. He had me pinned beneath the water in
the fountain.” I pulled my hand from Lexie’s and felt my neck. I could still
feel the painful bruises he had left behind. 


I
closed my eyes as I folded in on myself. “I’ll never forget his face. It was so
twisted in hate…” I trailed off as I waited for my head to clear. I slowly
opened my eyes. “Rafael broke the man’s neck when he pulled him off me. Michael
and Rafael forced the water from my lungs and performed CPR until I was
breathing again. I woke up in the hospital a few days later.”


I
swiped at the tears that had moistened my face. I looked into Lexie’s blue eyes
but saw Michael’s brown instead. My voice was barely a whisper. “I was pregnant...
with a girl. Michael named her Genevieve. She died when I was attacked. Michael
was devastated. He put a new sculpture up...” I sobbed as I clutched my stomach.
“It was Genevieve. She was watering the flowers and playing with a butterfly in
the middle of the fountain.” 


I
rocked gently. “I wanted that baby. I wanted to stay, but Michael sent me away.
He said he couldn’t keep me safe. He said they’d come for him and kill me.
They’re going to kill him, and I didn’t even get to say goodbye.” I collapsed
in Lexie’s arms as I burst into tears. 


I
never saw Kadyn walk away.


*
* * * * *


Lexie
told me she found Kadyn crying in their driveway, shortly after she gave me a
sleeping pill and settled me in bed. She asked Kadyn to come back inside the
house and offered him the guest room, but he told her he needed time to process
everything. He was feeling betrayed by the fact that I chose to stay with
Michael, that I agreed to marry him, and had been pregnant with his child. I
don’t think Lexie was supposed to tell me that part, but she did. 


Lexie
managed to convince Kadyn to come over for Thanksgiving dinner, despite the
uncertainty surrounding our relationship. She hadn’t been planning to host
Thanksgiving dinner, since she’d been planning to spend the holiday with me in Paris;
but by the time I crawled out of bed the next morning, Lexie had already been
grocery shopping, and Nate was putting a twenty-five pound turkey in the oven. 


Lexie’s
parents and sisters arrived in town midmorning. Thankfully, Lexie had already told
them about what happened to me so I wouldn’t have to repeat the story. Everyone
politely avoided the topic, although we still found ourselves in tears when
they hugged me and welcomed me home. 


Lexie
corralled all the women into the kitchen, and suddenly there was a flurry of
activity. My Aunt Linda diced onions and celery for the dressing while my
cousin, Corina, cranked out homemade rolls. My cousin, Tiffany, pulled together
the sweet potatoes while I made mashed potatoes. Lexie threw together a green
bean casserole and then darted back and forth between the kitchen and dining
room while she set the table. Annie wove between our legs and happily served as
honorary taste tester. With all the knives and glass flying around, it was a
wonder any of us survived the morning without injury. 


My
parents showed up with pumpkin and apple pies in hand shortly after noon. There
was a brief lull in the kitchen activities while we exchanged tears and hugs.
My aunt and cousins slipped silently from the room so I could speak with my
parents alone. Although it was the third time I had relayed what happened in
Paris, I didn’t find it any easier to relive. My parents handled the news much better
than I anticipated. I suspected, as parents, they could endure just about anything
as long as I was alive and in their arms. 


Kadyn
arrived at three o’clock. I hung back and watched as my mother and father hugged
him long and hard. I could see that my disappearance had strengthened the bond between
them. Kadyn had only been around my parents twice before… when Lexie was
rejecting her transplanted kidney and shortly after Kadyn rescued me in Trout
Lake. Given the seriousness of those events and my recent kidnapping, it
shouldn’t have surprised me that Kadyn had become a member of my family, but it
did. Nate, my aunt, uncle, and cousins hugged and welcomed Kadyn, drawing him
further into the room. 


I
was the last one to stand before him. I was too scared to reach for a hug. I
doubted Kadyn wanted me touching him after what he had learned yesterday. Finally,
I gathered enough courage to look him in the eyes. “Thank you for coming,
Kadyn. I’m glad you’re here.”


Kadyn
didn’t say anything. He just reached for my hand and pulled me in for a hug. My
shoulders tensed as I fought back tears, but Kadyn held me until I relaxed into
his arms.


Lexie
joined us just as we were stepping back from one another. “Nate’s carving the
turkey. Can I get you something to drink, Kadyn?”


Kadyn
offered the faintest of smiles. “I’ll take a Sprite if you have it.”


“We
have root beer and cream soda,” she offered apologetically.


He
shoved his hands in his pockets. “Cream soda sounds great. Thanks.”


I
stood there awkwardly while Lexie retrieved the soda. 


My
aunt walked up and draped her arm around Kadyn’s shoulders. “Did I ever tell
you about the time Kri and Lexie broke open two cases of soda in the middle of
the night? They were four years old and couldn’t read the labels on the cans,
so they popped open and sampled every single can until they found the cream
soda. Chuck and I were lying in bed trying to figure out why we kept hearing
pop-shhhh, pop-shhhh, pop-shhhh.”


Everyone
laughed at my aunt’s rendition of the soda cans popping open. My uncle shook
his head as he finished the story. “I found them hiding in the closet drinking the
cream soda and eating cold hotdogs.”


“You
took our hotdogs, and we didn’t even get to finish the cream soda,” Lexie grumbled
accusingly. She handed Kadyn a bottle of cream soda.


“Turkey’s
carved. Let’s eat!” Nate hollered from the dining room.


Whether
by mistake or chance, Kadyn and I ended up sitting together. 


Nate
asked my dad to lead us in prayer, and we all bowed our heads. “Dear heavenly Father,
we thank you for this day, for bringing our family together, and for bringing
Krissy safely home. We thank you for sacrificing your son for the forgiveness
of our sins, for being our rock in the storm, for your patience with us, for
your guidance and understanding, and for your love. We ask that you bless this
food that we are about to receive and the hands that so lovingly prepared it.
In Jesus’ name we pray.”


“Amen,”
we ended as one.


Chaos
broke out as everyone began dishing up. A number of conversations sparked at
once. I tried to follow the dialogue while we ate, but there were so many side
bar discussions that I eventually gave up. Watching everyone around the table
made me feel both happy and sad. Happy because I loved everyone so much and because
it felt good to be with my family again. Sad because I couldn’t see a place for
Michael here. If he reconsidered his decision to send me away, I would still
want a future with him, and it pained me to think that he wouldn’t be accepted
into my family.


I
could feel Kadyn’s eyes on me as I picked at my food and swallowed back tears. 


“Will
you stay in Montana, Krissy?” Corina asked from across the table.


I
shrugged. “I don’t know. I need to go back to DC to take care of a few things.
My Senate fellowship is over, but I want to thank Senator Rockefeller and say
goodbye to my friends on the Hill.” I glanced nervously at Kadyn. “I don’t know
if my other friends will want to see me, given all that’s happened.”


“What
about law school? You could finally get your law degree and come work for me,”
Nate encouraged gently. 


I
set my fork down. “I was considering law school back in March, but I found a graduate
program at the Institute for Conflict Analysis and Resolution that I applied
for instead. I don’t even know if I was accepted.”


Kadyn
cleared his throat. “You were accepted, but you’ve already missed most of the
first semester.”


I
looked down at my plate. “Honestly, I don’t know what my options are at this
point. I don’t even have a place to live.”


“I
kept your apartment, Kri. All of your things are still there,” Kadyn noted
softly.


I
looked up in surprise and was immediately flooded with guilt. “I’m so sorry,
Kadyn. I didn’t know. I’ll pay you back the rent and all of the other
expenses.”


He
shrugged. “I needed some space. Gabi has practically moved in with Mason, and I
felt more comfortable at your place.”


My
family slowly trickled out of the dining room so Kadyn and I could talk. I
continued the conversation once everyone left the room. “I still want to repay
you, Kadyn. That apartment was my responsibility. If you want to keep it, you
can. I’ll pack my things when I come, so you can move the rest of your things
in there.”


Kadyn
changed the topic. “You know your friends want to see you, Kri. They would be
hurt if you avoided them.”


I
sighed. “They’re your friends, Kadyn; and I’ve hurt you. They won’t want
anything to do with me.”


Kadyn
shook his head. “They’re our friends. They moved mountains to get you
back, Kri; and they’ll still be there for you when you come back.”


“But
not you,” I whispered.


Kadyn
stood. “Can we finish this conversation outside?”


I
stood, but I kept my eyes cast down. “Of course. Do you want to say goodbye to
everyone first?”


Kadyn
nodded. Then he disappeared into the living room. 


I
walked out to the foyer and slipped my mom’s boots and coat on. Kadyn met me at
the door. We trudged silently through the snow as we made our way to his rental
car. Kadyn opened the door and pulled my purse out. “I thought you might need
this… it has your ID, your wallet, and your cell phone.”


I
took the purse and set it on the back of my dad’s car, which was parked directly
in front of Kadyn’s. Tears pooled in my eyes when I turned back around and saw
Kadyn. He was leaning against the front fender of his car with his arms
crossed. I wasn’t surprised he had assumed this posture. He had every right to
be mad. 


I
forced myself to look him in the eyes when I spoke. “Kadyn, I’m so sorry. I
never meant to hurt you. I know it took a lot for you to come back here today,
and I understand if you don’t want to see me again. I want to thank you for
everything, Kadyn… for your kindness, your love, and for your determination to
carve out some happiness in my life. Thank you for helping my family through
this and for everything you did to find me.”


Kadyn
looked away as he kicked at the snow. “I can’t help but think how different
things would be right now if I had found you in Paris a few months ago.”


My
eyes widened. “You were in Paris? When?”


“In
late August,” he replied. He continued kicking at the snow.


I
quickly did the math. “We were in Saint-Tropez. Someone tried to break into the
house, and Michael didn’t think it was safe to stay there until they upgraded
the security system.”


Kadyn
nodded. “We saw people working on the security system. We knew you had been
there because a waiter from a nearby coffee shop recognized your picture. We
waited and watched the house, but you never showed. We couldn’t figure out
where he had taken you.”


I
sighed as I leaned against my dad’s car and stared at the snow. Was I already
pregnant by the time Kadyn had arrived? “Who went?” I whispered.


“Mason,
Roger, and Cenia, but Dan and Phil put a lot of effort into finding you too.
There are a lot of people who love you, Kri. You don’t have to look far to find
one.”


I
looked at Kadyn and wondered if he could be counted among them. “I’m sorry,” I whispered
miserably. “I am so sorry.” Slowly the tears began to fall. 


Kadyn’s
voice broke when he spoke. “I’m sorry too, Kri… but too much has happened for
us to go back to the way we were. I don’t know how to work through this… you
falling in love with another man, willingly having sex with him, and becoming
pregnant with his child. You chose to stay when you could have walked away. You
were going to marry him, Kri… when you should have been marrying me.”


I
knew there was no way Kadyn would believe that I still loved him, not when
everything he said was true. It took everything I had to remain standing in
front of him, instead of collapsing in the snow. I hung my head and cried.


Kadyn
pushed off from the car and folded me in his arms. “I love you, Kri, but not
enough for the both of us. I can’t be with you when you’re in love with another
man.” He kissed the top of my head before pulling away. He nudged my chin up
with his finger, forcing me to look in his eyes before he spoke again. “I’ll be
your friend, Kri. I’ll still be your friend, but that’s as far as I can go.”


I
nodded numbly. “Thank you, Kadyn. I know it’s more than I deserve.”


Kadyn
walked around the car and opened the door. “You deserve to be happy, Kri.
Please be safe and call me when you get to DC.”


I
watched as he climbed into the car and drove away. I don’t know how long I
stood in the driveway crying before I finally fell to my knees. I pressed my
hands to my chest as I folded in on myself, desperate to ease the excruciating
pain. I had never wanted to die more than I did in that moment. 





[bookmark: _Toc378539511]Chapter 27 –
I follow rivers


I
don’t remember much about the two weeks that followed Kadyn’s departure, but I
do recall Kimme, Dan, and Charlie traveling to Great Falls to see me. I ended
up staying with my cousin for a month. My family didn’t want me spending
Christmas alone. I wrapped presents and helped decorate the Christmas tree with
a sad sense of detachment. When we went to church on Christmas Eve, I wasn’t
even there. I was standing in the center of the Palais Garnier watching the
wedding that should have been.


I
continued to struggle with sleep. Nothing good ever came of my dreams. The
sleeping pills helped numb the pain, but they didn’t erase the memories that
haunted me. I woke up crying every night. My arms felt empty, my chest felt
hollow, and the rest of me fluctuated between numbness and pain. I would cry at
the smallest of things or nothing at all. 


I
finally saw a therapist that Lexie recommended, but talking didn’t help. She
prescribed antidepressants, but I didn’t like the idea of being on drugs day
and night, so I didn’t bother filling the prescription. Besides, there was a
part of me that wanted to feel pain, although I couldn’t say why. Maybe because
I thought I deserved it, or maybe because it was the only thing I could still
feel.


Lexie
helped me carve out a plan, which began with the university where I had been
accepted. They agreed to enroll me in their graduate program for the winter
semester, which was scheduled to begin in January, but I had to make up the
missed credits from the fall semester over the summer. I agreed to their
conditions.


I
called Cenia to see if I could stay with her until I could find my own place.
Cenia assured me I could stay with her for as long as I needed and offered to
pick me up from the airport when I arrived. While it was difficult to say
goodbye to my family, those departures paled so much in comparison to the ones
involving Michael and Kadyn, that I hardly even noticed the pain. 


* * * * * *


I
was standing at the baggage carousel when Cenia tackled me with what was meant
to be a hug. “I missed you, Kri! I’m so glad you’re back.”


“I
missed you too,” I choked through tears. I tightened my arms around her. “A
lot.”


Cenia
swiped at her face. She narrowed her eyes at the wall of people standing
between me and the baggage carousel. I could tell she was preparing to muscle
her way in. “So, what does your luggage look like?” 


I
peered around the shoulders in front of me. “I have two bags… black with some
random brown pattern.”


Cenia
pushed through the crowd. 


“Hey,
you cut your hair!” I exclaimed.


She
turned around and rolled her eyes at me. “Months ago!” She dove back into the
crowd.


I
couldn’t help but smile. I had forgotten how much I loved her spunk.


Cenia
emerged from the crowd. She was rolling two bags that looked like mine. “Are
these yours?” she inquired skeptically.


I
glanced at the ID tags I had attached at the airport in Great Falls. “Yes. These
are mine.”


Cenia
raised an eyebrow. “Some random brown pattern? These are Louis Vuitton.” She
pointed to the overlapping L’s and V’s.


I
gave her an apologetic look. “I didn’t know. I didn’t exactly pick them out. They
were kind of forced on me.” They were the suitcases the maid had packed for me
in Paris. 


Cenia
began walking toward the door. “Well, any time you feel like forcing them on
me, I’d be happy to take them off your hands.”


“Hey,
can I take one of those bags?” I asked, trying to catch up. 


“No.
I got it. Marie’s out there driving circles around the airport. I didn’t want
to mess with parking, and she insisted on seeing you when I told her you were
flying in today.”


I
stopped dead in my tracks, causing yet another human traffic jam in the exit
doors of the airport terminal. “Sorry,” I said to the haggard travelers. “Bad
habit.”


Cenia
glanced over her shoulder to see what had become of me. She released the bags
and took a step toward me when she saw the panic on my face. “Hey, it’s okay. I
told her. She already knows.”


“And
she still wants to see me?” I asked incredulously. 


Cenia
scowled at me. “Of course. Why wouldn’t she?” She grabbed the bags and
continued walking.


My
mouth fell open, then snapped shut. I could have spouted off a long list of
reasons, but I had a feeling Cenia would have dismissed each and every one.


Marie
pulled up in Cenia’s red Nissan Pathfinder. She threw her door open, jumped out,
and threw her arms around me. “Kri! Thank God! I thought I’d never see you
again.”


I
smiled through my tears. “Thanks, Marie. It feels good to be back.”


Marie
nudged me toward the front passenger seat before climbing in back. Cenia loaded
my luggage into the back of the SUV and jumped into the driver’s seat. She
grinned at me as she snapped her seatbelt into place and eased into airport
traffic.


Marie
poked her head between the front seats. “Cenia told me you were accepted into
the conflict resolution program at ICAR. Congratulations, Kri. I heard that
place is hard to get into. Less than fifty students a year are accepted into that
program, and a lot of them are from other countries.”


“I
didn’t realize it was that exclusive,” I confessed. 


“What
kind of classes are you taking?” Marie asked curiously.


I
tried to recall what the registrar had told me. “Mediation, negotiation, a
conflict resolution theories class, interpersonal conflict, and research
methodologies.”


Cenia’s
eyes widened. “That sounds like a heavy load, Kri.”


I
shrugged. “I need to stay busy. The program is designed to accommodate people
who work, so most of the classes are scheduled in the late afternoon and evening.
I’ll be attending a training program through the Northern Virginia Mediation
Service during the day so I can become a certified mediator. The certification program
ends in late February, so I should be able to start working in March.”


“How
do you go from health policy to mediation?” Marie asked. She leaned forward and
nabbed one of Cenia’s power bars from the center console.


I
thought about the question. “When I was an elder rights advocate in Montana, I
spent a lot of time helping elderly people resolve their problems… housing,
legal, healthcare, financial, you name it. When I worked on the Hill, the
partisan bickering drove me nuts. I had to resolve each side’s differences and
make sure their interests were met before I could get a bill passed. So mediation
seems like a really good skill to have.”


Cenia
honked as a car suddenly swerved in front of us. “I thought you wanted to be an
attorney.”


“I
was considering law school,” I confessed, “but the only types of issues you can
resolve in the courtroom are legal ones. I think this conflict resolution
program will offer a broader range of options.”


“Do
you want to be a mediator for the court system?” Marie asked as she crumpled up
the wrapper from the power bar.


I
shook my head. “No. I’d rather focus on social conflict or maybe international
conflict.”


Cenia
choked on her Cherry Coke. “Why don’t you just join the military, Kri?”


I
couldn’t help but laugh. “I don’t think I’m cut out for the military, Cenia.
Besides, have you seen the uniforms they have to wear?”


Cenia
and Marie both glanced down at their Air Force uniforms and burst out laughing.



I
smiled. “See? Can you picture me… in that?”


Both
women shook their heads. 


I
glanced out the window as Cenia pulled into her parking lot. Gabi was on the
phone, pacing back and forth in the middle of the parking lot.


Gabi
walked up to me as soon as I opened the door. “Kri, I hope you don’t mind.
Cenia told me she was picking you up this afternoon. I couldn’t wait to see
you. I’m so happy you’re back!” She hugged me before glancing at her phone with
a confused look on her face. “Oh, yes. I’m sorry. I’m still here. No, I want
hot wings, not barbeque…. I don’t know… a couple hundred? How many do I need to
feed fifty people?” Gabi walked away as she sorted through her food dilemma.


“What’s
that all about?” I questioned curiously. Gabi wasn’t really a wings kind of
girl.


“Mason’s
pinning on Major. She’s planning his promotion party,” Cenia explained from the
back of the SUV.


Gabi
joined us as we walked toward Cenia’s condo. She tucked her phone inside her
purse and linked her arm in mine. “You’ll come to the party, won’t you, Kri?
You can come to the pinning on ceremony at the Pentagon too.”


I
stopped walking. “Will Kadyn be there?”


Cenia
rolled her eyes as she unlocked her door. “Of course Kadyn will be there, and
he’d be disappointed if you didn’t show.”


Gabi
nudged me toward the door. “Hey, Cenia, do you have the stuff to make
margaritas?”


It
was Cenia’s turn to freeze. She narrowed her eyes at Gabi. “Have we even met,
Gabi? Of course I have the stuff to make margaritas.”


Gabi
forced out a breath that was ten times bigger than she was. “Good… because I really
need one. All of this party planning is wearing on me.” She sank into the couch.
Cenia and Marie rolled my bags to the guest room.


I
glanced nervously at Gabi. “With everything Mason has done to help me, I’d
really like to be there when he pins on Major. Are you sure he won’t mind?”


Gabi’s
pretty blue eyes softened. “I think it would mean a lot to him if you were
there, Kri. Please come.”


I
sat down on the couch, suddenly exhausted. “What did I ever do to deserve
friends like you?” I asked, truly mystified.


Gabi
and I were the only two people in our circle of friends who weren’t military,
so she leaned toward me conspiratorially. “I know. We really hit the jackpot
with this crew, didn’t we?” 


I
smiled and nodded. Gabi was trying to lighten my mood, but she wasn’t joking.
Each person in our circle of friends would willingly throw down his life for
the other, and they were incredibly good at working through things together
when someone was in trouble.


Cenia
and Marie joined us with a pitcher of margaritas and four glasses rimmed in
salt. Marie poured the margaritas. Cenia lifted her glass toward Gabi and Marie
as she plopped into the chair across from me. “Just so you know, I have two air
mattresses if you girls feel like spending the night.” 


Marie
and Gabi exchanged glances. “Should we order take out?” Gabi asked. Her eyes
sparked with excitement.


“There’s
a good Mexican restaurant just down the street. I’ll track down the menu after
I finish my drink.” Cenia kicked her feet up on the table and winked at me over
the top of her margarita glass.


It
was my first slumber party in over a decade. The girls kept me up for hours as
they caught me up on all of the drama that I had missed while I was in Paris. I
was excited to hear that Troy’s girlfriend, Sara, had finished school at Texas
A&M and had finally moved to town. We needed another girl to help balance
out the group. Not a single question was asked about Paris, Michael, or Kadyn. 


I
didn’t bother taking a sleeping pill when I finally crawled into bed. The
margaritas had proven equally effective at inducing sleep.


*
* * * * *


Cenia
kept me busy that weekend. We shopped for groceries and poured over Internet
listings for potential apartments, condos, and townhomes in Arlington and
Alexandria, although I still wasn’t sure how I was going to come up with the
money. I barely had enough money remaining from my Senate fellowship to repay
Kadyn. A number of bills had been automatically withdrawn from my checking
account in my absence, but I felt terrible that Kadyn had paid my rent and the
remaining bills. I was determined to repay him, and I knew he’d be hesitant to
accept the money in person, so I mailed him a check first thing Saturday
morning. 


My
student loans were barely covering tuition and books. I needed to come up with
a deposit and first month’s rent on an apartment, and I wanted to give Cenia
some money for letting me stay with her. I still didn’t have a job, so I found
myself in the uncomfortable position of having to use Michael’s money. 


Once
I came to terms with the fact that I would have to draw on that money, I
decided it would be smarter to buy than rent. The housing market was strong in
DC; and if I bought a place, I could always resell it and give the money back
to Michael, or he could simply add it to his long list of properties. Cenia put
me in touch with her real estate agent, who put together a list of properties
to show me the following weekend. 


Then
school hit. Nothing could have prepared me for the amount of research, reading,
and writing that was required for graduate school. Each class required four to
six books on average. I could have bought a small country with the amount of
money I forked over for books alone. 


I
liked my professors, instantly. I was surprised to learn that so many of them
were retired military. Some had served as mediators to world leaders, and
nearly every one of them had worked on the Israeli/Palestinian conflict at some
point in time. They were a fascinating group of scholars. I quickly lost myself
in my studies and the possibilities surrounding my degree. 


It
wasn’t easy carving out time for house hunting the next weekend, but I managed
to look at eight properties. I quickly dismissed the midrise condos in
Arlington. I didn’t like being packed in with so many people, and the smells
that permeated the hallways were nauseating. Some of the townhomes I looked at
were too old. I worried about the repairs that would be required. The one
townhouse that I liked had an offer from another buyer before we even left the
property, but my real estate agent was not easily defeated. I bumped up the amount
of money I was willing to spend, and she promised to have more listings for me
the following weekend.


By
the second week of school, students were expected to fully participate in classroom
discussions. Our professors ran us through a number of simulations where we had
to resolve personal conflicts, work-related conflicts, and ethnic conflicts. We
had yet to explore strategies for resolving conflict, so it was obvious the point
of these exercises was to assess our current strengths and our personal tendencies
toward conflict. After the simulations, we were placed in one of four
categories: avoiding, accommodating, collaborative, and competitive. I was
labeled accommodating, and I felt my label fit. 


It
was interesting to see how the other students were categorized. There were less
than fifty students in my program. The majority of my classmates either served
in the military or they worked as civilians for the Department of Defense or the
Department of Homeland Security. Most of these students were labeled
competitive. Twelve students in our program were from other countries. Most of
these students were labeled collaborative. There were only two students who
tended to avoid conflict and only one other student besides me who was labeled accommodating.
Her name was Shae.


Shae
was quiet, like me. We both preferred to study the other students in class and
tended to offer our opinions only when prompted by our professors. She had soft
brown eyes and a warm skin tone. She typically pulled her long brown hair back
with a clip. When I first saw Shae, I thought she might be Hispanic, like
Cenia. Then she wore her hair down. She had the most amazing hair that fell
nearly to her waist in soft waves of brown, auburn, and gold. When she wore her
hair down, Shae looked Hawaiian. Whatever her ethnicity, she was beautiful and
she radiated a kindness that caused everyone in the program to gravitate toward
her. She seemed oblivious to the effect she had on people, which made her all
the more endearing.


I
was a little stressed over not having a job, but I was happy to be back in
school. I found the people in my program fascinating. The studies were diverting
enough to keep my mind off Michael when I was sitting in class or buried in
books. 


I
still found myself fighting tears when my mind wasn’t engaged in coursework. Memories
had a tendency to sneak up on me, especially when I was alone. I longed to hear
Michael’s voice and contemplated calling him more than once, but pride
prevented me from picking up the phone. 


I
was equally tempted to call Rafael, but I didn’t feel it was appropriate to cry
on his shoulder about how much I missed Michael. As much as I considered Rafael
my friend, he was still Michael’s brother.


I
was still struggling with sleep. The bed was too cold, my arms too empty, and
there was nothing to distract me from the gaping holes in my heart. Sleeping
pills helped dull the pain long enough to fall asleep, but I would inevitable
wake up crying. Cenia would comfort me when I woke up screaming from a bad
dream. I felt terrible about waking her up, especially when she had to get up
so early for work; but I couldn’t control where my mind went once I fell asleep.
I wondered if I would ever heal.


*
* * * * *


Cenia
hosted a Super Bowl party at the end of January. She promoted the event as a
chili cook-off. Her advertising scheme proved extremely effective given the
competitive nature of our friends. The men were responsible for cooking the
chili, and they weren’t permitted to consult with any women on their recipes.
The women were responsible for appetizers, cornbread, drinks, and dessert.


I
was really nervous about the Super Bowl party. I hadn’t seen any of the men
from our circle of friends and doubted they would be as forgiving as the women had
been. This would also be the first time I saw Kadyn since Thanksgiving. As
unfair as it was, I was praying he wouldn’t bring a date. 


The
parade of manly-men carrying Crock-Pots into Cenia’s condo proved far more
entertaining than the Super Bowl. The fact that they had even purchased Crock-Pots
was a testament as to how serious they took the competition. Roger arrived
first. Cenia and I found the spicy aroma of his chili impossible to resist. We
trailed behind him as he set the Crock-Pot in the kitchen and immediately stole
a few bites. Roger waited for our reaction while we tasted his chili. 


Cenia
smiled and gave him a kiss. “You did good, honey.”


“Yeah,”
I agreed. “I can’t imagine topping that.”


Roger
squeezed my shoulders as he draped his arm around me. “It’s good to have you
back, Krissy.”


Kadyn
walked into the kitchen before I could respond. As soon as he found a place on
the counter for his Crock-Pot, he pulled me away from Roger and gave me a big
hug. “You need to taste my chili before you say that.”


I
blinked back tears as I grabbed another spoon to give Kadyn’s chili a try. “Bacon?”
I asked.


He
nodded. “Yes, along with sausage and ground beef.” 


Kadyn’s
chili was flavored with barbeque sauce where Roger’s chili was truly spicy. I
preferred spicy, but I gave Kadyn two thumbs up anyway.


“I
called your dad,” he confessed. “He gave me a few pointers.”


I
laughed. “That explains all the meat.” 


Kadyn
and I scooted out of the kitchen to make room for Phil and Matt. “So, how’s
school?” Kadyn asked as we walked into the living room. 


“Good.
I really like the program and the professors. My classmates seem nice, but the homework
is brutal. Now I know why they discourage students from working full time jobs.
I’m not sure how I’m going to juggle everything when I start working again.”


Kadyn
sat on the couch. He patted the seat next to him. “Have you had any luck finding
a job?”


I
propped my knee on the couch so I could face him. “No. I’ve been limiting my
search to government jobs, but I’m going to start looking into some non-profits
and NGO’s this week.”


Kadyn
waved at Mason and Gabi as they walked in and headed toward the kitchen. “Have
you found a place yet?” he asked as his eyes returned to me.


I
shook my head. “No. I haven’t had much luck finding anything in my price range.
Cenia hooked me up with a real estate agent. She’s showing me a townhouse in
Old Town tomorrow.”


Kadyn
glanced up at Mason as he joined us. “Just as long as you pick a place with a
good security system.”


Mason
sat on the other end of the couch. He pulled Gabi onto his lap. “You should let
Kadyn or me take a look at the security system before you decide on a place.”


I
nodded. “Thanks, Mason. I think that’s a great idea. It would certainly give me
some peace of mind. Gabi told me you’re pinning on Major. Congratulations!”


Mason
shrugged. “Looks like I’m in it for the long haul. You’re coming to the
ceremony?”


I
smiled. “As long as you don’t mind. I would really like to be there, Mason.
With everything you’ve done…” Tears suddenly pooled in my eyes. 


Mason
looked alarmed at the sight of my tears. “It was nothing,” he mumbled
uncomfortably. 


Marie
and Phil joined us. I swallowed my tears as Phil pulled me up for a hug. “Hey,
Kri. It’s good to see you.”


“It’s
good to see you too, Phil.” I smiled at Marie and gave her a hug.


Gabi
hopped out of Mason’s lap. She gave Phil and Marie a quick kiss on the cheek. “What
kind of chili did you make, and why did you bring noodles?” 


Phil
chuckled. “I made Cincinnati Chili. You’re supposed to serve it over pasta with
cheese, onions, and crushed oyster crackers sprinkled on top.” 


Cenia
strode out of the kitchen with a glass of wine. “Okay, the Super Bowl is
starting in fifteen minutes, so let’s get the logistics out of the way. There
are small sampling cups and plastic spoons on the counter, so you can sample
each kind of chili. Once you find your favorite chili, you’re welcome to dish
up a bowl. Appetizers, cornbread, and dessert are on the table. Wine is on the
counter by the wine glasses, beer is in the fridge. Feel free to serve yourself.
There are small strips of paper, pens, and a plastic bowl in the kitchen. Be
sure to vote on your favorite chili before half-time. I’ll announce the winner
then.”


Matt
popped his head out of the kitchen. “Wait. What’s the prize?”


Cenia
laughed. “Bragging rights, of course!”


We
really only watched the first and fourth quarters of the Super Bowl. The
commercials and the chili garnered more attention than the second and third
quarters of the game. Phil’s Cincinnati Chili was really good, especially with
the pasta, cheese, and onions added in. Matt’s chili included only two
ingredients; ground beef and cumin. This inspired a rather lengthy debate on
whether taco meat could even be considered chili. Mason did an amazing job, especially
for a guy who primarily cooks frozen pizza. He added pepperoni to his chili and
insisted we sprinkle diced dill pickles on top. The bizarre combination tasted surprisingly
good. Roger’s chili had habanero peppers, jalapenos, diced tomatoes, and four
different kinds of beans. His chili was my favorite, but I couldn’t bear the
thought of voting against Kadyn. 


Roger
won the title for best chili in the end. Kadyn came in second place. As they
filed out of Cenia’s house with their Crock-Pots in tow, each of the men
promised to up his game for the next Super Bowl party. The chili cook-off was
now slated as an annual event.


*
* * * * *


I
met my real estate agent at the end of King Street the next morning. We walked
along the Potomac River Trail until we reached the brick townhouse she was
planning to show me. My jaw dropped. I couldn’t believe the townhouse
overlooked the Potomac River. I turned my back to the townhouse as I stared at
the river. I was instantly transported to the bank of another river in a very
different city an entire ocean away.


Pearl
gently touched my arm. “Kristine, are you okay?”


“Yes.
Yes,” I quickly mumbled. “It’s just… it’s on the river.”


She
smiled. “I thought you would like being near the water. You can walk or bike
the trail. It’s close to a lot of restaurants and just minutes away from
Arlington and DC.”


“This
has got to be out of my price range,” I protested.


“It
is, but I think we can make this work. Just humor me.” She reached for my elbow
and led me up the steps. “The first floor is actually the garage, which is
accessed from the street that runs in back.”


I
nodded absently, then turned back toward the river. A speed boat skipped over
the water despite the cold temperature. I turned back toward the house as Pearl
opened the door. I couldn’t help but gasp. A bronze chandelier with
intertwining vines and leaves dripped crystal rain drops in the two story
foyer. The entire first floor and the staircase boasted a gleaming dark stained
wood. The entryway was breathtaking.


Pearl
nudged me inside. The French doors to my right led to a library, which
contained a dark walnut desk and an entire wall of built in shelves that stretched
all the way to the ceiling. A sliding ladder ran on a track alongside the
shelves. The desk sat at the back of the room, facing a small sitting area that
was positioned directly in front of the windows. 


The
formal living room was located across from the library, on the other side of
the foyer. Like the library, it had large windows overlooking the Potomac
River. The living room included dark brown leather furniture. A thick ivory rug
anchored the furniture in the room. My eyes widened when I noticed the framed painting
hanging over the gas fireplace. It was the Thames at Westminster. 


“A
flat screen television is tucked behind the painting,” Pearl explained.


I
could have cared less. The painting was a Monet.


We
wandered past a powder room and a formal dining room before entering an open
concept kitchen and family room at the back of the house. The kitchen held dark
wood cabinets that matched the floor and black granite countertops flecked with
copper. Three brushed copper lights hung from the ceiling over the center island.
Wrought iron bar stools lined one side of the island. The six burner stove was
gas, and all of the appliances were stainless steel, including the wine
refrigerator. 


French
doors sat along the back wall, just between the kitchen and family room. They
led to a large deck that had been converted into a sun room. The sun room was
brimming with flowers and herbs, which was rather remarkable considering it was
February. A wrought iron table with matching chairs sat nestled among the
flowers. Lavender was the first thing I smelled when Pearl opened the door. 


“The
deck can be heated in the winter and cooled during the summer,” Pearl explained.
She pointed to the thermostat before handing me a remote that raised the glass
windows and screens surrounding the deck. The device also controlled a large fan,
which was spinning lazily over the table. 


The
family room, which sat opposite of the kitchen, had a brown suede sectional
couch. Half of the couch faced the kitchen. The other half of the couch faced a
handsomely carved walnut cabinet with a television that lifted out of the back.
The cabinet was flanked by windows and matching leather chairs.


Pearl
and I gradually made our way upstairs. There were three large bedrooms on the
top floor, each with its own bathroom. The master bathroom had a spa tub and a
double shower in a soft white travertine tile. I sat on the bed in the master
bedroom as we finished the tour. I looked around the room, completely awestruck
by the warmth and beauty that surrounded me. My gaze finally landed on Pearl. I
shook my head. “This place is so far out of my price range, it isn’t funny. I
don’t even want to ask what it costs.”


She
smiled. “You don’t have to ask.”


My
skepticism quickly turned to confusion. 


She
hurriedly continued. “The owner of this property is going to be living in
Switzerland for the next two years. His relocation was a bit unexpected. Evidently,
he has to fly out later this week. He approached me in search of someone he
could trust to rent the place… someone who wouldn’t mind if he left his things
behind… well, everything but his clothes, of course. He’s willing to rent the
place at a reasonable price, but only if I find someone who can be trusted to
take very good care of the place. I immediately thought of you.”


My
eyes widened. “It’s not for sale?”


“No.
He doesn’t want to sell. He’s offering to rent at a reasonable price because
you’d essentially be house sitting for him. You’d have to move out in two years,
when he returns from Switzerland.”


I
couldn’t get over it. The place was beautiful, breathtaking really. The office,
the Monet, the kitchen, the sun room with all of the flowers and lavender, the spa
tub, the double shower… The place had everything I could have possibly dreamed
of and more. “What kind of rent are we talking about?” I asked hesitantly.


Pearl
flipped through a couple of pages in her padfolio. “Two thousand dollars a
month, but that includes all utilities.”


I
swallowed nervously. “And the security?”


“Oh!
I totally forgot. That’s going to take some instruction. It’s a pretty
elaborate setup.”


I
sighed. I couldn’t shake the feeling that this place was too good to be true.
“I don’t know what to say, Pearl. I love everything about this place. It’s
perfect. I was planning to spend two thousand a month, but I thought I would be
buying a place. Still, I don’t see how I can pass up an opportunity to live in
a place like this.”


Pearl
nodded. “You are the first person I’ve shown this property to. I don’t want to
pressure you, but I have a number of other clients who would chew their left
arm off for this opportunity. I was really hoping you’d make a decision today.”


I
shook my head. Only a complete idiot would pass this place up. I met Pearl’s
eyes and smiled as I rose from the bed. “I’ll take it.” 


Pearl
beamed as she linked her arm in mine. “Let’s celebrate over lunch at the
Carlyle Grand, shall we?”


I
wrote a check for the first and last month’s rent and signed the lease
agreement over mango martinis and Thai salad. I made arrangements to pick the
keys up on Friday, and just like that, I was another step closer to rebuilding
my life.


*
* * * * *


Mason’s
pinning on ceremony was at the Pentagon on Wednesday. Kadyn signed me in at the
main security desk. He offered a rather lengthy tour of the building before
escorting me to the conference room. The endless array of winding hallways was
mind-numbing and a little painful in heels. Still, I was grateful for the
opportunity to see the courtyard and the September 11th Memorial. 


All
of our friends were sitting in the conference room when we arrived. Cenia and
Roger saved us two seats just behind Gabi, who was sitting next to Mason’s
parents. I slid into the chair next to Cenia. Kadyn claimed the chair on the
other side of me. I had forgotten how handsome Kadyn looked in his uniform. It
was impossible not to be affected by him. 


Mason’s
mother and Gabi pinned gold oak leaf pins on each of Mason’s shoulders during
the ceremony. Mason handed Gabi and his mother a bouquet of flowers, then told
comical stories about how the two women had kept him on the straight and narrow.
He thanked both women for encouraging and supporting him in his career. By the
time he was done, tears streamed down Gabi’s face, his mother’s face, and mine.
Cenia just shook her head and handed me a tissue.


When
the ceremony was over, each of us handed our cell phones to another Air Force officer
so we could have our pictures taken with Mason. Our group photo was my favorite
picture by far. Gabi and I laughed at how girlie we looked standing against the
sea of uniforms in our soft floral dresses and heels.


I
had to attend class from four to six, so Mason’s promotion party was in full
swing by the time I got there. Gabi reserved the community center at the Point
at Park Center, where Mason and Kadyn still lived. She pulled a fantastic party
together, complete with DJ and dance floor. Beer and wine ran freely. Her food
choices fit Mason to a tee. Buffalo wings, pigs-in-a-blanket, and little mini
pizzas were just a few of the options. Gabi had a special cake made with the
Air Force logo, which read “Congratulations Major Shaw.” Balloons in Air Force
blue, white, and silver were floating everywhere. 


All
of the Air Force officers had changed out of their uniforms by the time I
arrived. The DJ played an eclectic mix of music. Hearing Shaggy’s “Angel” was
bittersweet for me. I thought of our vacation in the Bahamas as we made our way
out to the dance floor. I began dancing with Kadyn, but Matt eventually cut in.



The
party was a lot of fun. I was thrilled for Mason and happy to be there, but my
heart felt heavy at the end of the night. I couldn’t help but see how all of
the other relationships had progressed and just how much Kadyn and I had lost
in less than one year’s time.


*
* * * * *


Pearl
met me at the townhouse Friday afternoon to review the security and electronics
systems and to give me the garage door opener and house keys. I wandered the
house long after she left. I was still questioning how I managed to land such a
beautiful place. I sent up a small prayer of thanks before calling Kadyn to let
him know I’d be coming by the next morning to pick up my things. I took one
last look at the kitchen before heading off to class.





[bookmark: _Toc378539512]Chapter 28 –
Dreaming with a broken heart


It
was overcast and gloomy Saturday morning, which I found fitting given my mood. As
excited as I was about the new townhouse, I was feeling depressed and more than
a little scared about living alone. My dog Cade had been my constant companion
after my divorce. Kadyn was practically living with me by the time Cade died. I
went from Kadyn, to Michael, to Lexie, to Cenia. I was now going to be living
alone for the first time in my life. No one would be there when I woke with a
bad dream. No one would miss me if I didn’t make it home from school. No one
would be there to protect me, and there was no way I could adopt another dog, since
none of the furniture in this house belonged to me. 


The
entire time I was packing boxes at my old apartment, I thought about how
different things would be with Kadyn if Michael hadn’t forced me to go to
Paris. I felt conflicted. Even in hindsight, I wouldn’t have given up that time
with Michael. I wished things had worked out with Kadyn, and I wished things
had worked out with Michael. I knew that I couldn’t have it both ways. I
couldn’t even have it one way because both relationships had failed in the end.



Kadyn
interrupted my pity party. “So, how’s it coming along in here?” 


I
popped my head out of the closet. “I boxed up all of my clothes. I just need to
pack the shoes.” 


Kadyn
smiled as he crossed his arms and leaned against the wall. I had to groan
internally when I saw what that did to his biceps. “I’ve already taken all of your
artwork out to the jeep. Are you sure you don’t want to take any of the kitchen
stuff or the furniture?”


“I
just want the cedar table, the cedar chest, and the stained glass lamp that my
dad made. You can have all of the rest of the furniture and the kitchen
supplies. My new place is fully furnished. It has everything I could possibly
need and more. I could always donate those items to charity, but I don’t want
to leave you or Mason without furniture. If you prefer to have your own
furniture over here, then maybe you can swap it out for mine so Mason isn’t
left without furniture.” 


Kadyn’s
eyes softened. “Thanks, Kri. I’ll see what Mason wants to do. He’s expecting a
new assignment, so it’s likely he’ll be moving soon.”


He
eyed my pile of boxes. “I don’t think all of this is going to fit inside your jeep,
especially if you’re going to try to get that chest and cedar table in the
back. Why don’t I take the boxes to my car, then I’ll bring your jeep around so
we can load the furniture?”


I
shoved the hair out of my face and crossed the bedroom to retrieve my keys. I
handed Kadyn the keys. “Thank you, Kadyn. That would be a huge help. I was
going to ask if you’d mind coming by the townhouse to give me your opinion on
the security system. What if I order takeout and feed you dinner to sweeten the
deal?”


Kadyn
smiled as he pushed off from the wall. “I was just trying to figure out a way to
snag an invitation to your new place.”


Thirty
minutes later, Kadyn and I pulled into the double garage located directly under
my new home. I unlocked the door that connected the garage to the staircase
that led to the kitchen so Kadyn and I could carry my cedar chest up the
stairs. Kadyn wiped the sweat off his forehead with the bottom of his t-shirt
when we got to the top of the stairs. I tried not to stare at the hard lines
that formed his abs, but I failed miserably.


Kadyn
laughed at me. “Did you forget what I look like, Kri?”


I
snapped my jaw back into place. “Uh, no. But all that…” I motioned toward his
abs, which were still exposed, “…is a bit distracting.” I inched toward the
cupboard near the refrigerator, determined to change the topic. “Can I get you
some water?” 


Kadyn
smiled as he lowered his shirt. “Sure, Kri. Hey, this place is pretty sweet.”
Kadyn wandered out of the kitchen as he began checking the place out. 


I
found him in the living room staring out the window overlooking the Potomac
River. Ice tinkled as I handed him a glass of water. “Nice view, huh?”


Kadyn
turned to face me. His eyebrows were knit with concern. “Very nice, Kri. How
did you manage to score this place?”


I
shrugged. “The guy who owns it asked Cenia’s real estate agent to find a tenant
who can be trusted to house sit for the next two years. He had to relocate to
Switzerland for work, but he wanted to keep most of his things here. I still
have to pay rent, two thousand a month, but that includes utilities… and I have
to move out when he returns in two years.”


Kadyn
looked thoughtful as he drank his water. “That sounds a little too good to be
true.”


I
nodded before turning to look out the window. “I thought the same thing. I’m
sure this place costs well over a million dollars, especially being on the
Potomac, and that doesn’t include the artwork or the furniture. I can’t imagine
trusting someone with all of this.” I turned and motioned toward the living
room. “He must really trust this real estate agent.” 


Kadyn
walked into the library. “Did you meet the guy?”


I
trailed after Kadyn but stopped in the foyer. “No. He had to leave on short
notice. Everything was done through the real estate agent.”


Kadyn
returned to the foyer. I followed his gaze to the chandelier. “And you got her
name from Cenia?”


I
walked toward the stairs. “Yes. She’s the same real estate agent who sold Cenia
her condo. Do you want to see the upstairs?”


Kadyn
nodded. “Yes. Then I’m going to take a look at the security system. We should
program a new password. We don’t know who this guy is. If he suddenly decides
to return home, I don’t want him walking in unannounced.”


I
froze midway up the stairs. “Kadyn, I’m already scared enough. I can’t be
thinking I’m in danger here.”


Kadyn
joined me on the same step. He set his water down on the top step and pulled me
in for a quick hug. “I just want to make sure you’re safe, Kri. This is a great
neighborhood, and I imagine a place like this has a good security system, but
I’d prefer to know who owns the property so I can run a background check. Lots
of people rely on house sitters and rent their places temporarily, especially
when they have temporary assignments overseas. I just want to be on the safe
side. Can you ask the real estate agent for the name of the owner?”


I
nodded as we continued walking up the stairs. “I’ll call Pearl tomorrow.” I
paused at the top of the stairs, then turned to face Kadyn. “Would it be okay
if I gave you one of the house keys? I want someone else to have the spare in
case of an emergency or in case I lock myself out.” 


Kadyn
smiled. “Sure, Kri. I’ll keep your spare key.” 


I
showed Kadyn the bedrooms and bathrooms upstairs. Then we walked back down to
the garage to get the rest of my things. Once we dragged the last box up to my
room, Kadyn sprawled out exhausted on the bed. “I think you owe me more than
dinner.”


I
raised an eyebrow at Kadyn, afraid to even ask.


He
smiled wickedly, knowing full well how suggestive his comment had been. “I
think our next party should be at your place.” 


I
smiled. “I was thinking the same thing. Gabi graduates in three months. I was
thinking we could have her graduation party here.”


Kadyn
stood. He slowly shook his head. “No way are you going to delay a party by
three months. I was thinking more along the lines of next weekend.”


I
sighed in mock exasperation as we made our way down the stairs. “I’ll alert the
troops tomorrow.”


Kadyn
checked out the security system and programmed a new security code while I
ordered Chinese food. He joined me in the kitchen shortly after the food
arrived. 


I
was pouring myself a glass of wine. “Look! Pearl left me a bottle of wine in
the refrigerator with a note of congratulations.”


Kadyn
laughed. “I don’t suppose she left a Mountain Dew or a Sprite?”


I
smiled. “No, but I ordered you a Sprite from the restaurant. It’s over there.”
I pointed to the coffee table in the family room where I had the food set up.
“So, what’s my new security code? Please tell me you picked something easy to
remember. You know how bad I am with numbers.”


Kadyn
chuckled as we made our way to the couch. “I think you can remember this one.
It’s my name, spelled backwards. You just need to punch the numbers that
correspond with the letters on the keypad.”


We
began dishing up our food on the square black plates I found in the kitchen.
“So you have essentially guaranteed that I will think of you at least four
times a day?”


Kadyn
tried to hide his smile behind the bright green can as he took a sip of Sprite.
“Something like that.”


I
smiled and raised my wine glass to Kadyn. “Santé.” The smile quickly slid
from my face. The toast was instinctive. I didn’t think about it. I just did it…
and instantly regretted it. 


Pain
flickered across Kadyn’s face before a more determined look assumed its place.
He raised the can of Sprite. “To new beginnings.” 


I
swallowed against the lump in my throat. “To new beginnings.”


Kadyn
was quiet as we began eating, so I filled the silence. “You said Mason is getting
a new assignment. Aren’t the rest of you due for new assignments too?”


He
visibly relaxed. “Yes. I just submitted my top three choices last week. I
should know my new assignment within the next two months.”


Tears
instantly stung my eyes. “So you’ll be moving?”


Kadyn
looked surprised by my reaction. “No. I don’t think so. My first choice was for
reassignment at the Pentagon. I’d like to stay in DC awhile longer. The
Secretary of Defense said he’d support me in this. My other two picks were
Hawaii and Italy. Those assignments are difficult to obtain, especially for an
Air Force captain, but even if they were offered to me, I’m not certain that I would
go. I might separate from the Air Force so I can stay in DC. I like living in
Virginia, and there are a lot of good paying jobs here for people in my career
field. Three government contractors and CBP have already asked me to work for
them at the end of my assignment.”


I
set my plate on the table and settled back against the couch. I tucked my feet
under me so I could face Kadyn. “CBP? That’s Customs and Border Protection?”


Kadyn
nodded as he refilled his plate. A mischievous smile tugged at his lips. “I’m
thinking I should go work for them. That way I can put you on the no fly list,
and I won’t have to worry about you getting dragged out of the country under my
nose again.”


I
choked on my wine as I burst out laughing. I quickly regained my composure. “I
know it’s not fair of me to weigh in on this Kadyn, but I really hope you
stay.”


Kadyn’s
eyes softened. “That’s good to know, Kri.”


“What
about Cenia and the rest of the gang?” I had no clue what their plans were, and
I was surprised that Cenia hadn’t brought it up.


“Cenia,
Phil, and Marie are all separating so they can stay in Virginia. There isn’t a
defense contractor in town who isn’t courting Phil. Cenia is considering a
position at the Department of Defense. I’m not sure which contractors or
agencies Marie is considering. Troy is in for the long haul, though. He put in
for Spain, and I think he and Sara will both go if he gets that assignment.
Gabi will follow Mason as long as he isn’t deployed.”


I
picked up my empty plate and some of the leftover food and took it out to the
kitchen. “I’m going to be sad to see them go, but I’m really happy to hear the
rest of you are planning to stay.”


Kadyn
joined me in the kitchen with his plate and the remaining food. “Thanks for
dinner, Kri.”


I
closed the refrigerator and smiled. “Thanks for lending me your muscles, Kadyn.
I seriously doubt I could have gotten my cedar chest up those stairs without
you.”


Kadyn’s
face turned serious. He took a step toward me. His left hand settled on my hip
as he closed his eyes and rested his forehead against mine. “I’ve missed you,
Kri.”


My
breath caught. “I’ve missed you too, Kadyn,” I replied dazedly. I wasn’t sure
how to interpret his actions. 


He
kissed my forehead before stepping away. 


I
followed him down to the garage. 


He
turned just before he stepped into his car. “Don’t forget about getting a name
from the real estate agent. Be sure to call me when you do.” He smiled as he
ducked inside the car. “You need to get that refrigerator stocked before that
party on Saturday.”


I
folded my arms across my chest and shook my head at him. I was still smiling as
he drove away. I waited in the garage until the garage door closed. I locked
the door that led to the kitchen before walking back up the stairs. I quickly
cleaned the dishes. I flipped all of the lights off and double checked the lock
on the front door before heading upstairs. I contemplated setting the motion
detectors, but I was terrified that I would forget about it in the middle of
the night, accidently set it off, and forget how to disarm the darn thing. All
of the doors and windows were wired to the security system, and that was good enough
for me. 


I
sat on my new bed and briefly contemplated the pile of boxes sitting by the
closet. I didn’t have to be at school until four o’clock on Monday, so I
decided to put off unpacking my clothes. I pulled my toothbrush out of the
suitcase I had brought from Cenia’s house and padded off to the bathroom to
shower and brush my teeth. I knew I wasn’t going to be able to sleep
considering it was my first night in a strange place, so I popped a sleeping
pill before walking back into the bedroom. 


I
stood in front of the bed and debated whether the bedding was clean. I sighed before
returning to the bathroom linen closet in search of fresh sheets. I could
barely stand by the time I got the bed stripped and remade. I was practically
asleep by the time I climbed under the sheets. 


My
last thoughts were of Kadyn. I wondered if he would ever be able to forgive me
for choosing Michael over him and what would become of our relationship if he
did. The idea of him bringing a new girlfriend to one of our gatherings pained
me terribly, but I was in no position to expect otherwise. I knew it was only a
matter of time and wondered how I’d ever insulate myself from that heartache.


I
don’t know how long I slept before I found myself sitting up in bed, gasping
for air. My heart was racing and tears streamed down my face. I peered frantically
around the strange room before I realized I was exactly where I was supposed to
be. I sank back into the damp pillow and tried to blink away the images that
still burned my eyes. This time it was the drowning that haunted me. A hate
filled face leered at me as steel hands pulled my neck from the water only to
submerge me again. Again and again I was pushed under the water until suddenly
it wasn’t me. It was Genevieve he was drowning. Her face was the color of
alabaster and her hair flowed all around her. Pain ripped through my chest as I
curled around my pillow and sobbed.


*
* * * * *


The
next few nights progressed in much the same way. Over and over again, I’d crawl
into bed and make a conscious effort to think about what I was learning in
school, or I’d think about Kadyn, Lexie, Cenia, or my parents… only to wake
from another bad dream. The sleeping pills helped me fall asleep, but they also
made it difficult to claw my way out of the nightmares. I was looking pretty
rough by the time Valentine’s Day rolled around on Thursday. Thankfully, that
was one of my longer days at school. I was in class from three to nine o’clock
at night, with a short dinner break around five o’clock. The hours were just
long enough to keep me distracted from the fact that I was spending Valentine’s
Day alone. 


Shae
joined me for dinner, and we joked about being each other’s valentine. It was a
pretty pathetic date considering we were eating at Chick-fil-A. 


When
we returned to class, I was surprised to see Dr. Sandstrom had a long narrow
box tied with a deep red ribbon; it was the kind of box that typically held
roses. The box was sitting in the center of the table. The other students were
studying the box curiously. I wondered if he was going to give us each a flower
for coming to class instead of ditching for a date. 


My
eyes widened in shock when he picked up the box and handed it to me. “These are
for you, Ms. Stone.”


My
eyes flew wide with surprise. “What? This box is for me? I don’t understand,” I
stammered. I could feel my cheeks heat as every eye in the class fell on me. I set
my books on the table and slowly pulled the ribbon from the box. A dozen of the
most flawless long stemmed red roses I had ever seen were nestled inside the green
tissue that lined the box. I looked at my professor, thoroughly confused. “Who
would think to deliver these here?” 


Dr.
Sandstrom smiled. “They were delivered for you an hour ago. Maybe someone was
concerned you wouldn’t receive them, since you weren’t at home today.”


Shae
nudged me teasingly. “I thought you said you weren’t dating anyone.”


I
shook my head. “I’m not.” I slowly pulled the envelope from where it was
nestled among the flowers. I stared at the envelope, suddenly terrified to open
it. 


“Would
you open it already?” our classmate, Michelle, huffed as she sank into her chair.
“You can’t expect us to sit here for the next three hours without knowing the back
story.” Michelle was one of the few non-military students who fell into the
competitive category. I thought briefly about how we might need to re-label her
an irrational actor, because there was no way I was giving her my back story.


I
opened the card with trembling hands and read it silently to myself. 


Kristine, if
only the world would stop moving long enough for me to capture you in my arms. I
would chase all of 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. 


 


I
glanced at Michelle and Shae, completely stunned. “There’s no signature. I have
no clue who sent these flowers.” I stared at the roses. Michael wouldn’t write a
message in English, and Kadyn wouldn’t send flowers without signing the card
because he knew it would freak me out. Besides, both of these men had already let
me go. I was quite certain Justin was still in prison. He had finally pled
guilty and was sentenced while I was in Paris. I hadn’t heard from my
ex-husband since moving to DC, and flowers were never his thing. I closed the
lid on the box, placed it on the floor by the door, and returned to my chair.


My
classmates eyed me curiously. 


I
slumped in my seat as I met the professor’s gaze. “I’m sorry the flowers were
sent here. I didn’t mean to disrupt the class. I really have no idea who would
have done this.”


He
shrugged. “A secret admirer perhaps. Speaking of secrets, let’s explore some
secrets to getting people to open up and talk.” And, just like that, he rolled into
his lecture on how to improve communication between conflicting parties.


I
did my best to stay focused during class, but I couldn’t stop thinking about the
flowers. I was still trying to figure out who sent them when I got home. It
took me a while to track down a vase. I suspected that was something a single
guy wouldn’t have lying around his house, but I ended up finding one stashed in
the buffet cabinet in the formal dining room. 


I
had mixed feelings about the flowers. I hovered somewhere between flattered and
completely creeped out. I was worried that the smell of roses in my bedroom
would trigger more dreams about Michael, but they were too beautiful to throw
away, so I left the vase sitting on the center island in the kitchen. 


I
grabbed a glass of water and dumped my books on the desk in the library before
checking the locks and dragging myself upstairs. I figured I was going to need
all the help I could get to fall asleep, so I popped yet another sleeping pill.
I was determined not to sleep in any of the nightgowns Michael had purchased
for me. I had yet to unpack the box with my pajamas from my old apartment, so I
stripped down to my panties, slipped a camisole on, and climbed under the
sheets. I fell asleep within minutes.


I
woke up at three a.m., but I couldn’t put my finger on why. I couldn’t remember
any dreams. Instead, I felt warm and oddly at peace. I had a vague sense of
Michael and wondered if I had been dreaming about him. I rolled over in bed and
reached for the pillow next to mine. I clutched the pillow to my chest. I wondered
what Michael would have planned for Valentine’s Day. We would have been married
by now. I might even have been pregnant again. 


I
rubbed my stomach as tears snuck between my lashes. I buried my face in the
pillow, then pulled back in surprise. I examined it curiously. The pillow
smelled vaguely of Michael, like cedar and cloves. I smelled the pillow again.
I couldn’t smell the citrus that marked his cologne, but the smell of cedar and
cloves was definitely there. I tried to remember if I smelled those fragrances
in the house before. The familiar scent could have been one of the many things that
initially drew me to the place, but I honestly couldn’t recall smelling it in
the house before. I hugged the pillow again and inhaled deeply. My eyes slid
closed. The smell was heavenly. How could I have not noticed that smell?


*
* * * * *


I
finished unpacking my boxes before class on Friday. I spent Saturday morning at
the grocery store. I stocked the wine refrigerator with red and white wine and
threw the beer and soda in the fridge. I spent the entire afternoon cooking
while listening to my iPod. I was trying to pull off a pasta bar for dinner, so
I made lasagna with spicy sausage and ground beef. I cooked a simple marinara
sauce after I put the lasagna in the oven. Then I sautéed shrimp and scallops
in a homemade pesto sauce. I figured both of those dishes could be served over
thin spaghetti noodles. The final dish was clam linguine. 


I
set a variety of olives as well as a plate of fresh tomatoes, mozzarella, and
basil, drizzled in a balsamic vinaigrette on my center island next to a stack
of small plates. I began warming French bread in the oven shortly before
everyone was supposed to arrive. I suspected that I might have gone a little
overboard with the food. I had forgotten how much I enjoyed cooking and had
quickly gotten caught up in the possibilities.


Cenia
and Roger were the first to arrive. I left the main door open and the glass
storm door unlocked after ushering them in. Kadyn showed up with Mason and Gabi
just as I began pouring Cenia’s wine.


Kadyn’s
voice echoed through the foyer. “Why isn’t the door locked, Kri? Hey, wait! Do
I smell clam linguine?”


I
rolled my eyes at Cenia and smiled. I made clam linguine for Kadyn the first
time I cooked for him. “Maybe,” I shouted back teasingly.


He
strode into the kitchen and walked straight to the stove. He lifted the lids on
every pan until he found the right one. Mason and Gabi trailed into the kitchen
behind him. Gabi gave me a quick kiss on the cheek.


“Hi,
Mason. Hi, Gabi. Thanks for coming.” I glanced back at Kadyn, who was still
hovering over the stove. “Hey, I don’t recall appointing you my sous chef,” I
protested.


He
raised an eyebrow, daring me to object while he reached for a pasta spoon. 


I
just shook my head. “Mason, the beer is in the fridge. Gabi, do you want white
or red wine?”


Gabi
smiled as she reached for a wine glass. “I got it.” 


I
turned my attention back to Kadyn, who was now tossing the cooked linguine noodles
into the clam sauce. 


His
eyes widened as he turned and met my gaze. “Do I smell lasagna? You made
lasagna too?”


I
couldn’t help but smile at his enthusiasm. I glanced at the timer on the stove.
“The lasagna should be done in five minutes.”


Kadyn
took a bite of the clam linguine and fell back against the counter. “I can’t
believe I lived a year without that.” He shook his head as if clearing his
thoughts, then suddenly closed the distance between us. “You still owe me an
explanation. Why wasn’t the door locked?”


“Cenia
was here to protect me?” I suggested flippantly.


“That’s
right,” Cenia said as she positioned herself between Kadyn and me. “Are you doubting
my abilities, Rand?”


“Hey!
What am I, some sort of wall flower?” Roger protested. “I have just as much
muscle as you.” 


I
couldn’t help but notice that he pointed at Cenia and not Kadyn. We all busted up
laughing.


Kadyn
narrowed his eyes at Cenia and Roger before reaching into the refrigerator for
a Sprite. Then he focused his attention on me. “Did the real estate agent get
back to you with a name?”


I
glanced at him while stirring the marinara sauce. “Yes and no. The guy didn’t
want her revealing his name.” The doorbell rang. I glared at Kadyn. “You locked
it?”


He
folded his arms across his chest and refused to respond.


I
rolled my eyes at him before stalking off to answer the door. “Hey, Phil,
Marie. I hope parking wasn’t too bad.”


Marie
laughed. “King Street was a mess, but the road behind your house wasn’t half bad.”



I
took their coats and set them on a chair in the library with the other coats. 


Marie
followed me into the library. “Wow, Kri. This place is beautiful.”


I
smiled as I intentionally left the main door open and the glass storm door
unlocked. “I have no clue how I managed to score this place, but I’m really
glad I did. Why don’t you follow me into the kitchen for some wine before I
take you on a tour?”


Matt,
Troy, and Sara arrived before I made it down the hall. Phil and Marie continued
into the kitchen as I turned to greet them. “Hey, guys. I’m glad you made it.
I’ll take your coats.” They followed me into the kitchen. Troy and Matt grabbed
beers from the fridge, while I poured Sara a glass of white wine.


Kadyn
was camped out by the stove. He was watching Cenia pull the lasagna from the
oven. 


I
waved my hand through the air, trying to get his attention. “Hey, Kadyn! Do you
think you could tear yourself away from the stove long enough to give the tour?
I want to get the bread sliced and get everything squared away in here.”


Kadyn
nodded. “I’d be happy to give the tour. That way, I can make sure you locked
the front door.”


I
rolled my eyes. “I locked the door when Troy and Sara arrived, since I’m not
expecting anymore guests. Jeesh. You act like I don’t have a small army in
here.”


“Hey!
I object to that generalization. We’re Air Force, not Army,” Mason shouted from
the family room, where he was messing with the remote for the TV.


I
pulled the cutting board out of the cupboard and set it on the counter. “Yeah.
You aren’t the least bit competitive are you?” The joke was lost on the
military crowd. I suddenly realized I should have invited Shae. She would have
gotten it.


Everyone
filed out of the kitchen for the tour. 


I
snipped parsley over the clam linguine and added a generous amount of fresh
ground pepper before tossing it all together. I popped a piece of French bread
into my mouth while slicing the warm, crusty bread. I piled the bread inside a
wire bread basket lined with a white linen napkin before loading a block of
parmesan cheese into a fancy cheese shredder that I discovered in one of the
kitchen drawers. I had all of the food pulled together by the time everyone
returned from the tour. I held up my hand as everyone began talking at once.
“Wait. We can talk about the townhouse after you all dish up. I don’t want the
food getting cold.”


Everyone
stopped talking. Kadyn and Mason grabbed plates and jockeyed for position at
the front of the stove. 


Cenia
joined me at the center island. She pulled one of the roses from the vase and
brought it to her nose. “These flowers are beautiful, Kri. Did you get them for
Valentine’s Day?”


I
glanced nervously in Kadyn’s direction before lowering my voice. “Yeah, but I
have no clue who sent them. They were delivered to the school, and no one
signed the card.” I anticipated her next question and shook my head. “Michael
didn’t send them. He always writes his messages in French.”


Cenia
examined the flowers more closely. “Where’s the card?” 


When
I looked up, I caught Kadyn staring at me. I wondered how much he had overheard.
“It’s in the library.”


“Do
you mind if I take a look at it?” Cenia asked hesitantly.


I
turned my back to Kadyn, hoping it would dissuade him from joining the
conversation. “No. That’s fine. I’ll show you while we’re waiting for the
kitchen to clear out.” I raised my voice then. “Hey, guys. Feel free to sit
anywhere in the family room, the dining room, or the sun room… it’s heated.”


Cenia
followed me to the library. I pulled the card from the top drawer of the desk and
handed it to her. She quickly read the message. “Wow,” she exclaimed, fanning
her face with her hand. “You seriously don’t know who sent this? Why would
someone send a note like this and flowers like that without signing his name?”


I
shrugged. “I have no clue. Kadyn would have signed his name…”


“I
would have, had I sent them,” Kadyn responded softly. “What kind of trouble
have you gotten yourself into now, Kri?” he asked from the doorway.


I
could feel my blood heat to a slow rolling boil. “I’ve been too busy with
school to get into any kind of trouble, Kadyn. This came totally out of left
field.”


Kadyn
pushed off from the door. He strode up to the desk and snatched the card from
Cenia’s hand. “Did you make sure the flowers weren’t bugged?” he asked before
reading the card.


I
stared at Cenia incredulously. “Is that even possible on real flowers? What
would be the point of that? They would eventually be thrown away.”


“I’ll
go look,” Cenia offered softly. She walked out of the library, leaving me alone
with Kadyn. 


My
eyes met Kadyn’s. 


His
jaw clenched. Apparently, he didn’t like the message. “Who’s been acting
possessive? It’s someone you know, someone who knows your past.”


“No
one. I swear it. The only people I hang out with are the ones standing inside
my kitchen. I haven’t gotten to know any of the guys at school. I’ve really only
become friends with one person in the program… a girl.”


Cenia
walked back into the library. Her eyes met Kadyn’s. “The flowers are fine.
Where’s the packaging they came in?”


My
eyebrows furrowed. “Down in the garage, in the recycling. Seriously, you two
are reading way too much into this. No one is going to bug something I would
throw away.”


“No,
but they might put a tracking device in it so they could find out where you
live,” Kadyn responded tightly. He strode out of the library.


I
reached for the desk as the room began to sway. I shook my head, waited for the
room to steady, then walked back into the kitchen to wait for Kadyn to finish
rifling through my recycling. 


He
returned within minutes with a stoic look on his face. “The box and tissue are
clean.” He washed his hands in the sink.


I
exhaled loudly. “Okay, then. Can we eat now? The food is getting cold.”


In
three long strides, Kadyn was standing in front of me. Heat rolled off his body
in waves. 


My
heart began to race as I resisted the urge to back away from him. 


Kadyn
glowered at me. “Just as soon as you promise to throw any unsolicited packages,
unmarked letters, or unsigned flowers away… preferably in a garbage can located
some distance from this house.”


There
was no way I was arguing with Kadyn when he was towering over me with a
menacing look on his face. “Fine,” I squeaked. “Now let’s eat.”


Cenia
shot me an apologetic look as Kadyn walked away. We each grabbed a plate and loaded
it up with pasta. Cenia joined Kadyn, Roger, Mason, and Gabi in the family
room. I joined the rest of the gang in the formal dining room so I could put some
distance between Kadyn and me.


Kadyn
was the last person to leave. I fetched his coat from the library and handed it
to him as I walked him to the door.


He
lifted my chin with his finger as he forced me to look up at him. “Don’t be
mad, Kri. I just want to make sure you’re safe. You need to start thinking more
critically about the things that are going on around you.”


“I
know,” I whispered. “But I don’t want to live in fear all the time. I don’t
want to be negative, distrustful, or suspicious of every person I meet.”


Kadyn
sighed as he released my chin. “Just try, Kri. Try not to give everyone and
everything the benefit of the doubt.” 


“Okay,”
I relented. “I appreciate the fact that you still care, Kadyn.”


Kadyn
gave me a curious look. “I never stopped.” He turned and opened the storm door.
“I’ll be standing here until I hear the deadbolt.”


I
held back on the eye roll as I pasted a grateful smile on my face. “Fine.” I
closed the door between us and purposely delayed locking the door.


“Kri,”
he growled from the other side. Suddenly, I heard his key push through the lock.
The bolt slid into place. I had totally forgotten he had the key.


I
smiled. It was impossible to stay mad at the guy. “Thanks, Kadyn,” I called
through the door. “Have a good night.”


The
girls had helped me clean the kitchen earlier, so I turned the lights off and walked
upstairs. I had indulged in three glasses of wine, so I thought it best to
forego the sleeping pill. I scrubbed my face, brushed my teeth, and tumbled into
bed. 


The
wine quickly drew me to sleep, but it didn’t hold me for long. Two hours later,
I woke in a cold sweat. In my dream, some nameless, faceless person followed me
to my car. The more I quickened my pace, the more he quickened his pace. I was
afraid to turn around and terrified he’d reach me before I got to my car. I
shook miserably as I considered the options: Tom, Justin, a terrorist… the
missing partner from Michael’s firm. Each alternative was worse than the last. 


I
was still shaking when I stumbled into the bathroom for a sleeping pill. I
returned to the bed and hugged the pillow that still smelled faintly of cedar
and cloves. The pill worked quickly. I didn’t wake again until seven a.m. I sat
up in bed and looked around my room thoroughly confused. I could have sworn the
smell of cloves had grown stronger. Still exhausted, I flopped down on the
pillows and drifted back to sleep.


*
* * * * *


The
next few weeks were a bit chaotic. I completed the training required to become
a certified mediator, so most of my mornings were now spent squirreled away in
the library, furiously pouring through textbooks and writing midterm papers. I
was still attending class every afternoon and Thursday evenings. I continued to
struggle with nightmares, and there were still days when I thought I could
smell Michael’s cologne. I loved the smell, but the random bursts of fragrance
were driving me nuts.


One
day I finally broke down and conducted a search for the source of the smell. I
couldn’t identify it on the towels or on any of the other sheets that I pulled
out of the linen closet. It wasn’t in the closet where my clothes now hung. I
could smell it faintly on the duvet that covered the down comforter in my room,
but not on any of the other beds in the house. I wondered if it was some masculine
brand of laundry soap or a special linen spray. But then I began smelling the
fragrance in the library and the sun room. There were a lot of things in the
townhouse that reminded me of Michael’s home in Paris, so I wondered if the
smell of cedar and cloves was some sort of repressed memory or a coping
mechanism that made me feel closer to Michael.


I
pursued a number of activities that I thought might help ensure my sanity. I began
playing with the plants in the sun room, dividing herbs, cleaning leaves, and
repotting some of the flowers. That took all of three days, so I bought a yoga
mat and joined Marie for an early morning yoga class. I wondered how logical it
was to drag myself out of bed at five-thirty a.m. for a six a.m. yoga class, especially
when I crawled back into bed the minute I returned home. I didn’t have to be at
school until three o’clock or later, and I was having so much trouble sleeping that
I couldn’t afford to give up the early morning hours of sleep, which is where I
seemed to fare best. 


Spring
Break ushered in warmer weather and a much needed reprieve from my studies. I
suddenly found I had nothing to do. I began taking my morning coffee out to a
bench overlooking the river, but I seldom saw the Potomac when I looked out
over the water. Instead, I saw the Tuileries Garden, the Musée d'Orsay, and the
Seine. I would think about Michael an ocean away and wonder if he was sitting looking
out over the river near his house.


Early
one Saturday morning, I grew disgusted with myself for sitting on the bench
when it left me wallowing in so much pain. That was the day I decided to drag
my yoga mat outside. People were biking and riding the trail and playing ball
all along the river. I didn’t think it would be terribly out of place to do yoga
out there in the crisp morning air. So, that’s what I did. 


I
was in the warrior two pose when I heard Shae’s voice call out behind me. “Hey,
Kri! I didn’t know you lived around here.”


I
stumbled out of my pose. Shae was standing on the trail, straddling her bike.
She swung her leg over the seat and pushed the bike toward me. We met halfway, near
a bench. 


I
pointed toward my house. “I live in that townhouse over there. Do you live
around here?” 


Shae
shook her head. “My apartment is on Washington Street. I ride my bike on this
trail when the weather is nice, but doing yoga by the river looks like an even
better idea.”


I
grinned. “You should join me some time. I feel kind of silly out here doing this
all by myself.” 


Shae
took a long pull from her water bottle. She wiped her lips with the back of her
sleeve. “Have you received your midterm grades yet?”


I
nodded. “All A’s, thankfully, although I’m not sure how I managed to accomplish
that in the research methodologies class.”


Shae
smiled. “Me too. You know, it’s funny I ran into you this morning. I was
planning to call you this afternoon. Have you found a job yet?”


I
shook my head as we both settled onto the bench. “No, but I haven’t been trying
very hard. School has been so consuming.”


Shae
took another drink from her water bottle. She gazed out over the water before turning
toward me. “I started working for an NGO called Seeds for Peace two weeks ago. They’re
based out of DC. They work to develop conflict resolution skills among young
kids and university students in conflict ridden countries.”


I
propped my feet on the bench and tucked my knees under my chin as I hugged my
legs. “Wow. That sounds amazing. Do you like it?”


“I
haven’t gone on any peace-building missions yet, but yes. The people who work
there are a lot of fun to be around. Some of the staff develop sports programs
that bring kids from conflicting neighborhoods together. It’s just like Dr.
Rubenstein said, the positive exposure helps build trust and tear down enemy
images that are passed down from older generations. The sports program helps these
kids see they aren’t all that different from one another. Seeds for Peace is
managing a number of these projects in Africa and in the Middle East,” she
explained. Her admiration for the program was clear and certainly
understandable.


“That
sounds so exciting. Is that what you were hired to do?” I asked as my head
popped up from my knees.


She
shook her head. “No, as fun as that sounds, I’m working on the school angle. I’ve
been hired to go into universities to train students how to resolve conflict
without violence. The end goal is to empower a subset of university students to
help resolve conflict among their classmates and to start conflict resolution
programs in high schools and middle schools within their communities. It’s
basically a train the trainer program.”


I
grabbed Shae’s hand and squeezed it gently. “Shae, that’s perfect. You’ll be
great at that.”


Shae
tilted her head as she silently studied me. “They want to hire another
instructor for the university program. They asked me to scout out potential
candidates at ICAR. You and I work so well together at school, I was hoping you
would consider applying for the job.”


My
eyes widened in surprise. “Do you think they would hire me?” 


Shae
nodded. “I’m sure they’d hire you if I put in a good word, especially with
those grades, Kri. E-mail me your resume, and I’ll see what I can do.”


I
couldn’t hide my excitement. I jumped to my feet and immediately began pacing
in front of the bench. “That would be awesome, Shae. I really enjoy working
with you. The program sounds fantastic. How soon can I start?”


Shae’s
smile wavered, just a little, as she patted the seat next to her. 


I
studied her as I sat back down. 


She
took a deep breath. “There are two negative aspects of the job that you should consider
before applying, Kri. First, they pay peanuts. We’re talking barely above the
poverty level. Second, it’s going to require some travel, so you’ll have to
clear that with your professors when those trips come up. I think they’ll be
supportive since you would be gaining valuable field experience that will
strengthen your education and increase exposure for the ICAR program.”


I
looked out over the river and quietly considered the advantages and disadvantages
surrounding the job. Finally, my eyes returned to Shae. “I think this kind of
work would be extremely rewarding. I’m not sure how long I can afford to live
on peanuts with the cost of living here, but I could swing it for a year or
two. I’ll e-mail my professors to see what kind of flexibility they can offer
with my studies when we have to travel.”


Shae’s
eyes sparked with excitement. “Good. We only travel for two to three weeks at a
time. You might want to let them know we have a trip scheduled to Ukraine in
June.”


“Ukraine,”
I murmured, thoroughly fascinated, “as in the former Soviet Union?”


Shae
nodded. “Yes. We’re supposed to take a Russian immersion course in May.”


My
eyes widened. “Russian? They’d pay me to learn Russian?”


Shae
laughed. “If you can call it pay!”


I
smiled as I felt another piece of my life slide slowly back into place.


Shae
nudged her shoulder against mine. “So, Kri… any idea who that gorgeous man is
with the long dark hair? He keeps looking over here like he’s some sort of dark
angel. He was watching you do yoga when I first rode up.”


I
immediately began looking around. “Where?” I asked curiously. I hadn’t noticed any
men with long dark hair.


“Don’t
be obvious when you look, but he’s sitting on the bench by the trees to your far
right,” she noted softly.


I
tried not to be too obvious, but I had to turn around to see that area of the
park. My mouth fell open in shock. “That’s Rafael. He used to be my bodyguard,”
I replied in a tone that was bordering on dumbstruck. My eyes were still wide when
I turned back around to look at her.


Shae
gaped at me. “You had a bodyguard? Why?”


“My
fiancé… ex-fiancé,” I quickly corrected, “pissed off some very bad men.”


“Do
you think your ex is still paying him to be your bodyguard?” she asked,
thoroughly intrigued.


I
turned back around and stared at Rafael in disbelief. 


Rafael
lowered his iPad. He smiled one of those smiles and waved, like I
shouldn’t have been at all surprised to find him sitting on a bench in my
neighborhood. 


I
continued staring at him while responding to Shae’s question. “Either that or
he’s having a hard time letting go of the job.” My pulse quickened as Rafael
stood and began walking toward us.


“And
the angry but fine looking black brother who’s heading our way?” Shae prompted
with some amusement.


I
turned to look at Shae. She nodded over her left shoulder. Kadyn was walking
determinedly toward us. My eyes widened even more. Shae was right. Kadyn looked
pissed.


He
was still three strides away when he spoke. “Kri, why aren’t you answering your
phone?”


I
looked questioningly at him. “Because I left it charging inside? Why? Is
something wrong?”


He
scowled. “Cenia and I have been trying to call you for over an hour. You were
supposed to meet us for breakfast at my place, remember? The scavenger race
starts in thirty minutes.”


I
slapped myself on the forehead, then quickly jumped to my feet. “Oh crap!
Kadyn, I totally forgot. I came out to do some yoga. Then I ran into Shae. I’m
so sorry. I completely lost track of time.”


Kadyn
nodded at Shae as he reached for her hand. “You must be Kri’s friend from
school.”


She
shook Kadyn’s hand and grinned. “One of many,” she assured him. “What kind of
scavenger hunt are you doing?” 


I
glanced nervously at Kadyn as I explained. “It’s an urban race where you
compete in challenges and solve puzzles spread all over DC. Proceeds from the
event benefit Saint Jude’s Children’s Hospital.”


“I’m
sorry to interrupt, but everyone’s sitting in Habib’s car waiting for us,”
Kadyn interjected.


“Habib
is driving?” I asked in surprise.


“Of
course. Who knows DC better than Habib?” Kadyn scoffed. “Besides, if Habib
drives, it frees the rest of us up so we can decipher the clues.”


Shae
nudged me before nodding toward Kadyn. “Competitive?”


I
laughed. “Oh yeah. Big time.” I looked for Rafael as I turned to retrieve my
yoga mat. My heart sank when I discovered he was gone. I couldn’t believe he
would leave without coming over to talk to me. I blinked back tears, suddenly
hurt that he had found it so easy to walk away. I fought to regain my composure
while rolling up the mat. I walked hurriedly toward Kadyn. “Is it okay that I’m
wearing yoga clothes?”


Kadyn
eyed my outfit appreciatively. “Works for me.”


I
gave Shae a quick hug. “I’m sorry. I gotta go.”


“What
I wouldn’t give to be you for just one day,” she whispered back.


I
pulled away in surprise. “Trust me. You don’t want to be me… not even for a
day. We’ll talk later,” I promised as I ran to catch up with Kadyn. He was
already walking toward the back of my house. 


I
caught up with Kadyn just as he rounded the corner to Habib’s car. Habib was standing
next to the driver side door looking anxious. He smiled when he spotted me.
“Kristine!” He pulled me in for a quick hug as I approached the car. “It’s good
to see you. We were very worried about you.”


“This
is your car?” I asked, thoroughly confused. 


Habib
smiled. “It’s my brother’s car. Kadyn told me they don’t allow participants to
use cabs in this race… but they didn’t say anything about off duty cab drivers
in unmarked cars!”


I
narrowed my eyes at Kadyn. “You just couldn’t resist bending the rules, could
you?”


Kadyn
bit back a smile as he opened the back door of the car and nudged me in next to
Cenia. He slid in next to me. I waved to Phil who was in the front seat. Habib
pulled away from the curb as soon as Kadyn’s door closed.


I
tucked the yoga mat behind my feet. “Sorry guys.” 


Phil
turned around in his seat. “Did you grab your phone?” 


I
shook my head. “No. I’m sorry. I was outside, and we didn’t waste time going
into the house to pull it off the charger.”


Phil
smiled. “No worries. I brought Marie’s cell phone just in case. I figured your
phone was dead when you didn’t answer earlier.” The guy thought of everything. 


I
smiled gratefully as Phil handed me the phone. “Okay, so what’s the scoop?”


Cenia
began the briefing. “There are close to six hundred participants this year. The
race starts in the National Mall. We need to check in to pick up our clue sheets
and map. The race should take two to three hours to complete. Part of it is on
foot, and part of it requires transportation.” Cenia leaned forward and patted
Habib on the back. “That’s were Habib comes in.”


Habib
had a huge grin on his face when he glanced back at me. “I’ll drop you off
wherever you need to go, and I’ll keep the car running outside to take you to
the next location. That way you won’t waste time trying to find parking.” 


Cenia
continued. “We’ll be receiving clues and updates on our smart phones. We can
use our phones to conduct research as we try to solve the puzzles. We’ll also
use the phones to text pictures to a designated number, so we can document our
completion of tasks.” 


I
grasped Kadyn’s knee as Habib turned abruptly onto an exit ramp and raced down
I-395. “We’re essentially solving anagrams and cryptograms, making fools of
ourselves in front of total strangers, and eating weird stuff?” I summarized questioningly.
It had been some time since we registered our team, Justice League, and I
hadn’t spent much time looking over the sponsor’s website.


“Some
of the challenges will involve riddles or brain teasers. We have to compete in
some physical activities. Canoeing may be required in the Tidal Basin. There
may be some cycling, and they’re planning an extreme challenge this year, which
I suspect will require some sort of fear factor type feat,” Kadyn clarified.


I
shook my head. “I’m not eating maggots, and I’m not crawling into a tank with
spiders.”


Phil
turned around in his seat as he joined the conversation. “We have to complete twelve
challenges all together, but we have to be smart about how we proceed. There is
a 30 minute penalty for anything we get wrong. We need to be fast, but we have
to make sure we’re answering the puzzles correctly.”


“The
first 25 teams to finish the race qualify for the national championship. First
place receives $300, second place $200, and third place $100, not like that
really matters,” Kadyn interjected. 


I
nodded. “I’m happy knowing the event benefits St. Jude’s Children’s Hospital.
What are the odds we can place in the top twenty-five?”


“Not
good,” Cenia admitted grudgingly, “especially since this is our first year in
the race.”


“Oh,
I wouldn’t say that,” Kadyn warned as Habib pulled into a no-parking zone near
the Washington Monument. “We’ve got ten minutes. Let’s go!”


We
were one of the last teams to approach the registration desk. They quickly
checked us in, handed us a thick manila envelope, and programmed our phone
numbers into their computer system. We couldn’t open the envelope until the bull
horn sounded. Suddenly, a horn blared and a loud cheer went up. We ripped open
the large manila envelope and quickly programmed our phones with the designated
number for texting pictures. Kadyn read all twelve challenges. Cenia plotted
the first few activities and locations on the map. As soon as we had four
locations, we sprinted toward Habib’s car. The place was complete chaos with hundreds
of people scrambling in different directions.


As
soon as we approached the car, Kadyn shouted, “The YMCA, Habib!” We dove into
the car. Habib’s tires squealed as he pulled away from the curb. He was clearly
taking his role on our team very seriously.


We
tried to work through the more difficult clues while Habib drove. We scoured the
Internet on our phones as we tried to decipher a number of riddles and puzzles.
Before I knew it, Habib was pulling in front of the YMCA. We sprinted inside
the building, where we discovered that we had to choose between walking
barefoot on glass or bending rebar with our necks. We quickly shed our shoes
and walked gingerly across the glass while snapping pictures of one another completing
the task.


I
hopped down the sidewalk while tugging my shoes back on. “I can’t believe we
didn’t get cut!” 


Cenia
yelled over her shoulder as she ran toward the car. “I say we do the Beyonce dance
challenge next. We have to recruit four strangers to dance to a Beyonce song
with us. If we solved the riddle correctly, we need to document this in front
of the Peeps store in the National Harbor.”


We
jumped into the car. “National Harbor, near the Peeps store,” Kadyn shouted at
Habib. 


“I
just texted pictures of the three of you walking on glass,” Phil announced.


Cenia
began typing on her phone. “I’ll text your picture in, Phil.” 


“I
just downloaded the song ‘Single Ladies,’” I chimed in. 


Habib
wove through traffic as he raced toward the National Harbor. He pulled up as close
as he could to the Peeps store. Cenia and I quickly identified four teenage
girls who we thought would be ecstatic to dance with us once they got a load of
Kadyn and Phil. They were thrilled. In fact, they snapped off more pictures
than we did. 


Kadyn
shoved a few dollar bills in one of the girl’s hands. “Thanks for the dance.
This is for the Peeps.” 


I
gaped at him as he popped a Hello Kitty Peep in his mouth. “She gave you her
Peeps?”


Kadyn
nodded and offered me one. I quickly snatched it out of his hand. The Peep was
still in my mouth when I caught up with Cenia. 


Cenia
held her hand out for one of Kadyn’s Peeps. “I think I just got schooled! Those
girls had some serious moves,” she exclaimed breathlessly.


“You’re
telling me,” Kadyn remarked. He opened the door to the car. 


I
punched him in the arm as hard as I could. 


He
didn’t bother flinching. He grinned as I shook out my hand.


Habib
looked thoroughly entertained. “Where to next?” he asked as we piled into the
car.


“The
Lincoln Memorial,” Phil answered. He explained the next challenge as Habib
pulled into traffic. “We need to record the first letter of every fifth word
written to the right of Lincoln.” 


I
glanced at him, confused. “Why can’t we just pull that up on our cell phones?”


“We
can, but we also have to take a picture in front of Lincoln,” Phil explained.


Cenia
was already searching for the passage. “Wait, his right or our right as we’re
facing him?”


“His
right, our left,” Phil clarified.


“That’s
the Gettysburg Address,” Kadyn offered without even looking at his phone.


“I’m
on it,” Cenia mumbled. She pulled the image up on her phone and began writing
letters in the notebook the sponsors had given us.


Habib
didn’t bother parking this time. He stopped the car in traffic near the memorial,
and we all scrambled out. We sprinted across the lawn and up the marble stairs.
Kadyn recruited someone to take our picture. We sat on the steps to catch our
breath as Cenia finished recording the letters. 


Kadyn
peered over Cenia’s shoulder. “That doesn’t make any sense.” 


“I’ll
take it from here,” Phil offered before lowering his voice. Remember, this is
just the starting point. This puzzle is a cryptograph, so these letters won’t
make any sense… not until we figure out which letters they are meant to
represent. They aren’t going to make this too difficult, so they probably used
a simple substitution cipher.” Phil scribbled out the alphabet forward and then
backwards directly underneath. He looked around suspiciously, then motioned us
back toward Habib’s car. 


We
quickly made our way to the car. Phil placed the notebook on the hood while he
wrote. The rest of us hovered over him. “See, if we substitute each of the
letters Cenia found with its polar opposite at the end of the alphabet, the
sentence will form words.” Phil played with the letters, then read the message,
“St. team to complete the Great Urban Race is a rotten egg. Keep itre.”


“The
first and last few letters still don’t make sense,” Cenia complained irritably.



Kadyn
handed her another Peep.


I
glanced over the clue sheet, then pulled up a picture of Lincoln’s statue on my
cell phone. “Wait, we haven’t completed the last part of the clue… the one
about his hands. See here? His right hand forms an ‘L’ and his left hand forms
an ‘A’ in American Sign Language. We were supposed to add ‘LA’ to the beginning
of the first word and ‘AL’ to the end of the last word we formed after we
deciphered the letters.”


“Got
it!” Phil shouted excitedly. “Last team to complete the Great Urban Race is a
rotten egg. Keep it real.” Phil took a picture of the answer and texted it in.


“What’s
next on the list?” I inquired curiously.


Kadyn
looked at the list of challenges. “We need to find a bike vendor near the Tidal
Basin. He’ll let us use the bikes for free if we tell him the moon is made of
banana cream pie.”


“God,
that sounds good,” Phil moaned.


Kadyn
rolled his eyes as he gave Phil the last remaining Peep.


I
poked my head in the car. “Habib… a bike rental place near the Tidal Basin?”


Habib
nodded. “I know where it is. Hop in.” We climbed into the car.


Kadyn
continued to explain the task, “We need to ask for tandem bikes and convince
four strangers to go with us. We have to take pictures to prove that they did.”


I
balked at the idea. “You have got to be kidding me! Who’s going to jump onto a
bike with us?”


This
time, Cenia scouted out four college boys who were willing to come along for
the ride. One of them gave her his phone number when we returned the bikes. 


Cenia
grinned as she rejoined the group. “Next task?”


I
wrapped my arm around her, totally excited about the next challenge. “We have
to go to the Marrakesh and take pictures of the four of us feeding each other
Moroccan food and learning how to belly dance.” 


A
mischievous smile tugged at the corner of Cenia’s mouth. “The guys have to
learn too?” 


I
nodded as a huge grin spread across my face.


“That’s
awesome,” she responded. We piled back into Habib’s car. 


We
made Habib join us for lunch. We were surprised to learn that the Marrakesh
didn’t offer any silverware. Our waiter washed our hands for us as soon as we
were seated at a low table surrounded by a pile of colorful pillows. The
challenge prohibited us from feeding ourselves, so I absently shoved a handful
of meat pie into Kadyn’s mouth while I studied the remaining seven tasks. Kadyn
returned the favor. The meat pie was wrapped inside a flaky crust, which was dusted
in powdered sugar. It was absolutely delicious. 


I
looked up from the list of tasks. “I think I finally have this one figured out.
We have to collect chocolate from Belgium’s embassy, ice from Iceland’s
embassy, and beer from Germany’s embassy.” 


Kadyn
shoved more meat pie in my face as soon as I finished speaking. 


I
shot him a dirty look. Everyone laughed as I wiped powdered sugar from my nose.


Cenia
fed Phil a piece of roasted chicken in a more civilized manner. “That should be
easy.” 


Kadyn
held up his hand before I could shove another handful of food in his mouth. “I
just finished all ten brain teasers from the Forbes website. Cenia, you need to
take a picture of my results.” 


Cenia
wiped her hands on her napkin, picked up her cell phone, and quickly snapped
off a picture of the screen on Kadyn’s phone. She forwarded the photo in a
text. “Great! That’s another task down. We have six remaining.”


“Make
that five,” Phil corrected. “I found a picture of the James Madison statue in
the Library of Congress and was able to enlarge it enough to make out the dates.
Once I played around with the numbers, I was able to decipher the puzzle. It
says, ‘Don’t quit.’”


I
shot Phil an incredulous look. “Just how high do you score on intelligence tests,
anyway?” 


Phil
tried not to smile. “One hundred seventy-eight.” 


I
turned toward Kadyn. “And you?” 


Kadyn
smiled. “One hundred seventy-six, but that was a bit of an off day for me.” 


I
looked at Cenia. She just shook her head. 


One
of the belly dancers shimmied up to our table. “It’s now or never,” I warned my
friends. The four of us rose from the table. Habib remained seated so I walked
around the table and pulled him to his feet. “No way are you getting out of
this.”


Habib
laughed as I pulled him toward the belly dancers.


As
soon as we snapped off some pictures of each of us learning how to belly dance,
we jumped back into the car so Habib could drive us to Embassy Row. We quickly divided
up the tasks. Phil went to retrieve the beer, Cenia and I went for the
chocolate, and Kadyn settled for the ice. We had to take pictures of each of
the items so we could throw the ice before it melted, eat the chocolate, and
drink the beer.


We
had to find a costume store for the next challenge. We were tasked with finding
uniforms that fit our registered team name. We had registered as the Justice
League, so it was easy to find superhero costumes. The hard part was wearing
the costumes in public for the remainder of the race. Kadyn chose a Batman costume.
No surprise there. Phil was Spiderman. Cenia chose Wonder Woman, and I dressed
as Supergirl. Thankfully, there were six hundred other people racing through DC
in costumes, so we didn’t stand out… much. 


For
the third task we had to find a sushi restaurant that would serve us raw squid.
Each and every one of us had to eat the nasty stuff. Phil was the only one who
liked it. I wiped my tongue on the napkin and drank a full bottle of Sprite to
rinse the taste out of my mouth. Cenia and Kadyn assured me it was better than
eating bugs, which they evidently had to eat at survival training. The restaurant
staff gave us the squid for free after we let them take pictures of us in our
superhero costumes.


Habib
drove us back down to the Tidal Basin so we could race relay style in paddle
boats across the basin. It was painfully obvious who the weakest link was on
that task. A number of children approached us after the paddle boat race to ask
if they could take pictures with us. We didn’t think it would be appropriate
for superheroes to refuse, so we spent a good twenty minutes posing for pictures.



We
had to return to the National Mall for the final task. We were promptly fitted
with leg irons and handcuffs. Thankfully our wrists were handcuffed in the front,
because we had to run a wheelbarrow race against ten other teams while still in
the cuffs. Given the arm strength required, we decided the best approach would
be for Cenia and me to hold Kadyn and Phil’s legs while they hopped their hands
across the lawn. 


The
four of us collapsed on the ground on the other side of the finish line. We were
the twenty-ninth team to complete the race, which we agreed was remarkable
considering it was our first year in the competition.


Habib
dropped us off at Kadyn’s place. We walked over to his old apartment, where we
joined Mason, Gabi, Marie, and Roger for pizza. There was no end to the ribbing
over our costumes. 


It
was after eleven when Kadyn finally drove me home. My entire body ached from
the race, so I grabbed my iPod and portable speaker and ran a bath. I threw in
some lavender bath salts before settling in to enjoy the steaming water. I examined
my wrists and ankles as I lie in the bathtub listening to Ella Fitzgerald. They
were rubbed raw from the cuffs. The angry red marks threw me back to another place
and time... the time when Justin handcuffed me to the bathroom sink and left me
without food for days. 


I
tried to shake the haunting images as I washed and rinsed my hair. I was still
battling those memories when I climbed out of the tub. I toweled off, brushed
my teeth, and slipped a silk camisole and short set on as I got ready for bed. 


I
took some Ibuprofen and a sleeping pill before burrowing under the covers. I nudged
my thoughts toward the race as I tried to force Justin from my mind. I smiled
as I reflected on the day’s activities. I couldn’t remember the last time I had
so much fun. My thoughts shifted toward Shae and the job she wanted me to apply
for. I yawned as I made a quick mental note to e-mail her my resume in the
morning. 


My
smile faded as my thoughts spun toward Rafael. I still couldn’t believe I had
seen him this morning. What was he doing in Virginia, and why had he walked
away without speaking to me? My chest tightened as I questioned whether I
would see him again. I had avoided calling Rafael for months because I didn’t
want to be reminded of the life I had with Michael, and I didn’t want Rafael to
feel pressured to maintain our friendship because I knew it would cause
problems between him and Michael. 


I
reached for my cell phone, which was still charging on the nightstand. I slowly
scrolled through the contacts. Rafael’s number was still there. Maybe I
should call...  My thumb hovered over his number as my vision blurred. I was
still holding the phone when I drifted off to sleep. 


*
* * * * *


It
was another dream. Somewhere in the recesses of my mind, I knew it was another
dream. I wanted out, desperately, but the sleeping pill held me firmly under.
Tears flowed from Michael’s eyes as he grabbed my face and kissed me roughly on
the lips. “Go,” he rasped. I could feel his hand on my face, taste his tears,
smell his cologne.


I
felt myself falling. My knees hit the floor. The words were thick and jumbled
in my mouth. “No, Michael, please don’t make me go. I love you. I can’t breathe
without you. I need you, Michael. Please, I’m begging you to let me stay.”


“Go.
Now,” he yelled more forcefully. “Leave me!” he screamed.


I
sobbed as pain radiated through my chest. I clutched at my chest, but my hands
were already there. “No,” my mind whispered. “Not yours.” I
struggled to make sense of it. “Not mine, not mine, not mine,” echoed
through my brain.


Warm
arms strengthened their hold. My tears stalled as my brain fought against the
remaining dredges of sleep. My eyes fluttered opened and slowly focused. I was
in my room, safely tucked in bed. I sighed. Michael’s words still lingered in
my mind. I could still smell the cedar and cloves from his cologne. My pillow
was soaked, my face still wet with tears. I reached for my chest again, hoping
to ease the pinched feeling that had settled there while I slept. 


I
froze. There were hands… and arms wrapped firmly around me. I looked down at
caramel colored skin. I slammed my eyes shut, then opened them again. The arms
were still there. My breath caught sharply. My heart beat a crescendo until I
could hear nothing else. I grasped the arm that was draped over me, needing some
assurance it was real. Slowly, I turned.


His
face looked beautifully broken in the strands of moonlight that poured between
the blinds of my bedroom window. Dark eyebrows were knit with concern, framing soft
brown eyes steeped in pain.


I
tightened my hold on his well-sculpted arm. I was certain he would disappear
the moment I released him. My heart beat once… twice… then stopped. The air
rushed out of my lungs as his name fell breathlessly across my lips. “Rafael?”


#
# #
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broken
wings


book
three in the broken series


Just when she thinks she’s gotten her life pieced
back together, Kristine Stone wakes to a searing kiss from someone unexpected.
This dark angel is determined to win her heart, and he refuses to play fair.
This doesn’t sit well with her former lover, Kadyn Rand, who yanks the rug out
from under her when he confesses he wants to be more than just friends. She
refuses to choose and gets roped into an impossible dating agreement, that she
is quite certain will land her a one way ticket to hell. Amidst all this
insanity, a new friend presents an exciting opportunity to work for an
international organization devoted to peace-building. When Kristine joins her
friend in Sevastopol to train university students in conflict resolution, she
finds herself accused of being a spy by a security agency deeply entrenched in
the former KGB. A chance run-in with the Russian Mafia proves beneficial as
three men from her past are forced to work together in an effort to save her
life.


and just in case you missed it…


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.
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