
        
            
                
            
        

    



 


 


in a Broken
Dream


by
k.s. ruff


 


 


book four in the broken series











Copyright


 


This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters,
locales, brands, media, businesses, and incidents are either the product of the
author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any similarity to real persons,
living or dead, is purely coincidental. The author acknowledges the trademarked
status of and trademark owners of various products referenced in this book of
fiction, which have been used without permission. The publication and use of
these trademarks is not authorized, associated with, or sponsored by these
trademark owners.


In accordance with the US Copyright Act of 1976, the
scanning, uploading, and electronic sharing of any part of this book, without
the permission of the author and/or artist constitutes unlawful piracy and
theft of the author’s intellectual property. The only exception is short
excerpts or the cover image in book reviews. If you would like to use material
from this book for any other purpose other than review purposes, prior written
permission must be obtained by contacting the author at ksruff.com. Please
respect the rights of the author and the artist to protect their work by
purchasing only authorized electronic editions, and do not participate in or
encourage electronic piracy of copyrighted material.


Copyright © 2014 by Ruff Publishing, LLC


Cover design and photography by Kari Kunkel Anderson


All rights reserved.


ASIN: B00P30Z09S


Discover other titles by K.S. Ruff at ksruff.com












Dedication


 


 


 


 


To
my friend Cenia, 


who
remains courageous in all things.












Acknowledgements


 


I’d
like to thank my husband, Tobin, for putting out all the house fires while I
worked on this book. To this day, he remains my inspiration for Kadyn. Thanks
for lining up the AK-47 and for shooting off all the ammo so I could use the
brass for the book cover!


 


I really must thank my daughters, Lexie and Madison,
for tolerating the ridiculous amount of hours I’ve spent on the computer this
year. I’d also like to thank my parents for their encouragement and support.
It’s easy to craft a loving, supportive family for Kri when I’ve been blessed
with one myself.


I want to thank my friend, Cenia, for allowing me to
share her wedding with the rest of the world, for double checking all my
Spanish, and for letting me get her ring dirty when we were shooting the book
cover!


I’m extremely grateful to two very dear friends who,
for safety sake, must remain unnamed. Thankfully, they survived the shoot-out
between the drug cartels. Their gripping story served as the inspiration for
this book. 


I also want to thank my friend, Kari
Kunkel-Anderson, for photographing and designing my book cover. I still can’t
believe you shot the AK-47! I would also like to thank Kari’s husband, Brent,
for managing the pyrotechnics during the photo shoot and for supervising our
use of the gun. Their children, Mia and Clayton, were equally helpful in
blocking the wind, which was wreaking all kinds of havoc when we were playing
with fire! 


I would like to thank Chris Levy for lending us his
AK-47 and for donating all the bullets for the book cover. I’d also like to
thank the staff at Blue Ridge Arsenal for helping us safely gather the brass.


I’d like to extend a special thanks to my friend, TJ
Crane, for his copyright advice. A huge thanks to Phil Hagen for his business advice
and to Dave Burris for designing a website that still takes my breath away. You
guys seriously rock!


I want to thank those friends who inspired the
characters in this book, those who are mentioned by name and those who
preferred aliases. I love sharing you guys with the rest of the world! I’d also
like to thank those friends who served as reviewers: Heidi Lieu, Cenia Miller, Christine
Bedard-Dannels, Kari Kunkel-Anderson, Erica Allder, Faddwa Brubaker, and Gloria
Bernini. Thank you for suffering through the first draft. Your feedback proved
invaluable.


I’d like to thank my readers for keeping me
motivated. I love hearing from you on Facebook, and I truly appreciate your reviews!
Last, but certainly not least, I’d like to thank the folks at Amazon for
creating a venue for self-publishing authors like me.












Table of Contents


 


Copyright


Dedication


Acknowledgements


Chapter 1 – Love don’t
die


Chapter 2 – A sky full
of stars


Chapter 3 – Me and my
broken heart


Chapter 4 – Heart
headed home


Chapter 5 - Dare to
believe


Chapter 6 - Wake me up
inside


Chapter 7 – Change the
world


Chapter 8 – Story of my
life


Chapter 9 – Walk
through walls


Chapter 10 – Take heart


About the Author


Additional books by
K.S. Ruff














Chapter 1 – Love don’t die


 


Rafael
plopped down next to me on the couch. His arm settled casually over my
shoulders as he nuzzled my neck. “What are you working on?”


I
scooted a couple inches away. “I’m developing an agenda for a personal risk
seminar my professor asked Shae and me to lead in October.”


“October
is eight weeks away,” he noted softly. He closed the lid on my laptop and
tilted my chin toward his.


I
tried not to cringe as his lips captured mine. He had no way of knowing that a
piece of me died every time he kissed me. I gently pulled away. “I need a glass
of water. Can I get you anything?” 


His
soft brown eyes darkened. “Don’t do that.”


I
set the laptop on the coffee table and rose from the couch. “Do what?” I asked
with forced innocence.


“Withdraw.
Pull away. Shut me out,” he responded, as if ticking items off a list.


I
turned away. “I wasn’t. I was just getting a glass of water.”


He
rose from the couch. “No. You weren’t just getting a glass of water. You were
drumming up another excuse to distance yourself from me. What’s going on, Kristine?
You’ve been doing this for over a month now.”


I
walked to the kitchen, pulled a glass out of the cupboard, and shoved it under
the water dispenser in the refrigerator. “I don’t know what you’re talking
about.” I felt a twinge of guilt for lying to him, but I wasn’t ready to have
this conversation. 


Rafael
followed me into the kitchen. He stood there patiently while I drank the water.
Then he peeled the glass from my hand and set it on the copper speckled countertop.
“Don’t lie to me. You’ve been distancing yourself ever since you saw that
picture in Saint-Tropez. It’s like you caught a glimpse into our future and now
you’re trying to sabotage everything. Why?”


I
knew exactly which photograph he was talking about, the picture we’d taken
after building a sandcastle with a little boy named Gabriel. Rafael adored that
picture, so much so that he was using it as wallpaper on his cell phone. I
shook my head. “I’m not...”


He
boxed me in against the refrigerator. “What are you afraid of, Kristine?”


“I’m
not...” 


He
swallowed my denial in a kiss that was edging on brutal. “Then why do you fight
tears every time I kiss you?” His fingers grazed my hip… my waist… my breast
before grasping my shoulder. His eyes pierced mine. “Why do you cringe every
time I touch you?”


 I
wedged my hands between us and shoved at his chest. “Stop pushing me!” I
hissed.


“Talk
to me!” he roared. His voice echoed through the house. His
face quickly softened with regret. He pushed away from the refrigerator and
took a step back. 


“I
can’t,” I choked out. My heart was racing, making it impossible to breathe. I stumbled
away from him.


He
reached for my arm. “Kristine. God, please don’t run away from this... from
us... from me.”


“I’m
not,” I insisted. I looked around frantically. I stilled when I realized I really
did want to run away. I shrugged his hand off my arm and slowly backed away. Tears
welled in my eyes. “I’m scared,” I confessed warily. My heart was shredding my
ribs like some feral animal.


His
eyes softened. He took a step forward, then froze. “What are you afraid of,
Kristine?”


I
choked down my tears. “Of you, of me, of us,” I admitted despondently. I edged toward
the sun room, yanked the door open, and breathed in the musky scent of
lavender. I was looking for something, anything that would soothe me. I wasn’t
just scared. I was completely terrified.


“Why?”
Rafael whispered as he walked up behind me. He didn’t touch me, he just stood
there radiating heat. I wanted to lean into him, to feel his arms around me. I
wondered how it was possible to want and fear the same thing.


I
didn’t turn around to look at him. I couldn’t look at him. I knew what would
happen if I did. I’d burst into tears and run from the room, like I had so many
other times over the past few weeks. I took a deep breath and slowly released
it from my lungs. Rafael saved my life, I reasoned. He was understanding
and kind. Far more patient than any other man would have been with me. He
deserved to know what he was getting himself into, how messed up and truly hopeless
I really was. If he knew, maybe he’d stop pushing me. Maybe he’d cut his losses
and walk away. Maybe then I could just shrivel up and die, and it wouldn’t have
to cost him his life.


“Talk
to me,” he pleaded softly. “Tell me you remember how good things were between
us.”


“I
do,” I responded brokenly. “I do remember how good everything was before I left
for Ukraine.” God, how I longed to roll back time. What I wouldn’t give to
erase the last two months.


He
leaned into me. “Tell me your heart still belongs to me... that you know you still
hold my heart in your hands,” he demanded in a voice thick with despair.


I
closed my eyes and leaned back against his chest even though I knew I shouldn’t.
The guy was like a damn magnet, which is why I was still in this relationship.
It was physically impossible to walk away. “There is no one else, Rafael. My
heart is all tangled up in you, but...”


“But
what?” he asked. He grasped my shoulders and turned me around.


Tears
streamed down my face. “I know what I saw in that picture, and I know what I
want almost as certainly as I know it can never be.”


He
tried to hide his alarm and failed miserably. “Why?” he demanded. “Why can’t it
be?”


I
choked on my tears. “Because I don’t get happy endings, Rafael. I only get
broken dreams.”


“What?”
he asked incredulously. 


I
swiped the tears from my cheeks. “Every dream I’ve ever had has turned into a vicious
nightmare or completely disintegrated in front of me... my marriage, my
relationship with Kadyn, my engagement to Michael, Genevieve, peacebuilding in Ukraine...”


He
shook his head.


I
removed his hands from my shoulders and walked into the living room. “Do you
want to know why I’ve been building all these walls? To protect you. I
don’t dare love you, Rafael. I don’t dare dream of a future with you, because
if I do, something truly horrific will happen. You’ll die. I’ll die. We’ll
never get our happy ending... and do you know why? Because I don’t get happy
endings! I can’t leave you because I need you. God, I need you more than
the air I breathe, but I can’t be with you because I can’t risk something
terrible happening to you. So I’m stuck here in limbo, completely incapable of
leaving, unable to move forward, stuck inside another broken dream.”


Rafael
chuckled softly. “That’s why you’ve been avoiding me? Baby, I know you’re scared.
I’m scared too. I’ve nearly lost you... how many times? You’re husband nearly
killed you before we even met. Justin Morris strangled and tried to shoot you. Emerico
Alentisca tried to drown you. I had to breathe life into your body knowing that
if you lived you still wouldn’t be mine. Then the SVR tortured you until you
wanted to die. I watched my brother die. I watched a piece of you die right
alongside him, and a piece of me died watching the two of you die in each
other’s arms. We’ve been through hell, Kristine. If there’s anyone who deserves
a happy ending it’s us. If we walk away from this, then what good has come from
all of this sadness and loss?”


I
raked my hands through my hair and looked around wildly. “I don’t know!” I yelled
in frustration.


He
took a step toward me, cautiously. “We can build new dreams, Kristine; but you
have to be willing to fight for us. Fight for me. Fight for our happy ending.”


My
hands clenched in my hair. I wanted to rip out every last strand. I shook my
head as I began sobbing. “I can’t,” I rasped. “I can’t fight this fight,
Rafael. I’m tired of fighting. I have nothing left to give. You deserve more.
You deserve better than this... than me... than God-forsaken dreams.”


He
took another step forward. “You don’t think I know you want to die? You don’t
think I know how much you long to give up, to slip silently away in sleep? You
don’t think I’ve seen how many sleeping pills you’re taking these days? You’re
so deeply buried beneath them you don’t even wake from your nightmares anymore.
You just lie there locked in sleep as you scream. I know why you’re doing this,
Kristine.”


My
eyes widened. Fear inexplicably licked at me.


“You
want to die so you can be with Michael,” he stated flatly.


The
air rushed from my lungs so forcefully I felt as if I’d been punched in the
chest. “That’s... that’s...”


“True,”
he finished softly. “It’s the truth,” he repeated a bit more loudly, “but it
doesn’t work like that.”


“What?
Why?” 


“You
won’t end up in the same place as Michael if you commit suicide, Kristine; and
you know it. Besides, Michael wouldn’t want this. He didn’t risk his life so
you could die. He risked his life so you could live.” 


I
flinched, recalling the way Michael’s chest bowed when the bullet struck him… Rafael
dragging him up those cold metal stairs… his blood filling my mouth when I
kissed him… his eyes gazing apologetically into mine as I begged him to live. A
deep, keening sound reverberated through my chest.


Rafael
caught me as my knees buckled. He pulled me into his arms as he knelt beside me
on the floor. “You don’t belong with Michael, Kristine. You may have, at one
point in time, but not anymore. You belong with me.”


Fear
and regret battled for my heart. “Why?” I groaned. “Nothing good can come of
this, Rafael. Why do you still want me?”


He
smoothed the hair out of my face and tucked his finger under my chin until my
eyes met his. “Because you hold my heart, Kristine. It is physically impossible
for me to live without you when you have my heart.”


“I’m
so sorry,” I whispered. “I’m so sorry you fell in love with me.” And I was,
although I felt more sorry for him than me because I was certain our
relationship would cause him a lifetime of misery. For one fleeting second, I
had dared to hope and dream of a future with Rafael when we took that picture
on the beach, a future that included a little boy just like Gabriel. But I
knew. In my heart of hearts I knew I’d never be able to give him that. My
chances of getting pregnant again were slim to none, leaning heavily toward
none since I was too scared to have sex after being tortured by the SVR.


“I’m
not,” Rafael rebutted firmly. “I’ll never regret falling in love with you.”


I
shook my head, then burst into tears. How could this man love me? How could he
even look at me when my actions had cost his brother’s life?


Rafael
tightened his hold on me. “We’ll build new dreams,” he whispered soothingly.


I
shuddered violently. I knew I wouldn’t survive another broken dream.


*
* * * *


“Hey,
Kri. Fancy meeting you here,” Kadyn called, his voice echoing through the
parking garage. The overhead light reflected off his cleanly shaven head as he strapped
his helmet near the rear tire of his motorcycle and climbed off the bike. He
was wearing faded blue jeans and a navy Decatur Staleys short-sleeve t-shirt.
The shirt fit snugly across his biceps and chest, but hid the eight-pack abs he
sported so effortlessly. 


I
cut a sidelong glance toward Jase. “You remember Kadyn from Berlin?” I prompted.
Jase, Chance, Brogan, and Aidan worked for Rafael. They met us in Berlin when
we escaped from Ukraine. Since Ethan and Brady were temporarily out of
commission, Jase had stepped up to serve as my bodyguard. I suspected he was
receiving hazard pay.


Jase
smiled as he joined me on the passenger side of Rafael’s Lincoln Navigator.
“Sure. I remember Kadyn.” He strode toward Kadyn and shook his hand. 


Kadyn
patted Jase on the shoulder before pulling me in for a hug. “You okay?” he
whispered. “I’ve been worried about you.”


I
offered up a tremulous smile. “I’m doing okay... hanging in there,” I replied.
I diverted my eyes so they wouldn’t betray me. Strappy white sandals served as
the perfect frame for the French pedicure Rafael had insisted on. I smoothed my
hands down my soft pink slip dress while briefly admiring my toes.


“I
see Rafael’s keeping you on a tight leash,” he noted softly. We began walking
toward the entrance of the parking garage.


I
glanced at Jase apologetically. I relented to having Jase serve as my bodyguard
when Rafael threatened to accompany me to school and every other personal
engagement if I didn’t concede. “He’s still worried the SVR will try to come
after me.”


Kadyn
nodded. “I’m sure they’ve got agents working in the United States, so it’s not
out of the realm of possibilities. How are Ethan and Brady doing?”


I
smiled. “Brady gets his casts off next week. Ethan got annoyed with all the
itching and sawed his casts off himself. His orthopedic surgeon cleared him for
physical therapy, but he still has to use a wheel chair so he doesn’t put too
much pressure on his legs.” I still felt guilty about their predicament. The
two men had paid a hefty price for serving as my bodyguards in Ukraine. As much
as I hated the SVR for the pain and humiliation they’d caused me, I hated them
more for what they’d done to the people I cared about. Michael especially.


We
paused just outside the garage. “What brings you to Shirlington?” Kadyn inquired
as his warm brown eyes sought mine.


“Cenia
asked me to meet her here for lunch. She said she had something important she
needed to talk to me about.”


Kadyn’s
eyebrows rose a fraction of an inch before a smile tugged at his lips. “Roger
asked me to meet him at the Carlyle Grand for lunch. He said he needed to talk
to me, but he wouldn’t reveal the reason over the phone.” 


I
chuckled softly as we began walking toward the Carlyle Grand. “That’s where I’m
supposed to meet Cenia. Are you thinking what I’m thinking?”


Kadyn
laughed. “They’ve finally gotten engaged.” His hand brushed the small of my
back as we crossed the street.


“I
wonder if they’ve invited the rest of the gang,” I mused aloud. I surveyed the
wicker tables and chairs sitting outside the restaurant. “It doesn’t look like
they’re sitting outside.”


“No
one in their right mind would be sitting outside on a day like today,” Kadyn
noted sourly. “It’s ninety-eight degrees with nearly a hundred percent
humidity.” He swiped the sweat from his brow with the back of his arm.


I
laughed at Kadyn’s pained expression, although the humidity was no joke.
Walking through the heavy haze was like trudging through quicksand. 


Jase
paused outside the Carlyle Grand’s revolving door. “After you,” he offered
politely.


“Thanks,
Jase.” The cool, air-conditioned restaurant beckoned goose bumps as I pushed
through the door.


“Over
here!” Cenia exclaimed from somewhere nearby. She waved her hand in the air in
an effort to capture my eyes.


“What’d
I tell you?” Kadyn whispered as he leaned his head toward mine. Cenia’s left
hand was glittering, the engagement ring clearly visible in the sun drenched
room.


“You’re
engaged!” I burst out when we neared the table. I threw my arms around her when
she stood. 


Kadyn
shook Roger’s hand before pulling Cenia in for a hug. “Congratulations. I’m
very happy for you.”


I
hugged Roger before flagging down a waitress. “Can we pull up a fifth chair?”


“Sure,”
she responded cheerily. She grabbed a vacant chair from a nearby table and
plopped it in front of us.


“Cenia,
Roger, this is Jase. He’s my new bodyguard. He works for Rafael,” I explained.


Roger
shook Jase’s hand. “Nice to meet you, Jase.”


“Nice
to meet you, Roger. Congratulations on your engagement,” Jase replied amicably.
He reached for Cenia’s hand. His eyes lit with surprise when she gave him a hug
instead. 


“Thanks
for watching over my friend,” Cenia said. “Did Rafael assign Jase to protect you
because of what happened in Ukraine?” Cenia asked me as we settled in at the
table. 


I
frowned. “Yes, but I don’t want to talk about Ukraine. I want to hear how Roger
proposed. I want to know if you’ve set a date and how I can help you prepare
for this wedding.”


Cenia
and Roger exchanged glances as the waitress stopped by for our drink orders.
She handed Jase, Kadyn, and me menus. Cenia and Roger already had menus and drinks.



Roger
waited until after the waitress left to reveal how he’d proposed. “We were
having sex in the church parking lot,” he began.


Cenia
popped him alongside the head. “We were not!”


Kadyn,
Jase, and I burst out laughing. 


Roger’s
eyes sparked mischievously. “Were too,” he whispered, winking at me.


“Roger
proposed to me after church,” Cenia explained. “We were not having sex.”


“You’re
no fun,” Roger grumbled irritably.


Cenia
pretended not to hear him. “We were sitting in my SUV, getting ready to leave,
when he declared his undying love and pulled out the ring.”


“You
did good with the ring,” I assured Roger, reaching for Cenia’s hand. The center
stone glittered more than any other diamond I’d seen. It was flanked on either
side by two smaller but equally brilliant diamonds, which were tucked inside the
platinum band.


Cenia
smiled. “Roger wouldn’t allow me to answer him when he proposed. He said he
wanted me to meet his family first, so I’d know what I was getting myself into.
He held onto the ring the whole time we were in Tennessee. I didn’t give him my
answer until last Sunday. Since he proposed in the church parking lot, I
thought it best to give him my answer there. Instead of voicing my response, I
gave him this little fill-in-the-blank book I purchased that was entitled I
love you because... I filled in the blanks, popped in a few photographs of
the two of us, and wrote: ‘Yes, I will marry you,’ on the very last page.”


“That
is so sweet,” I gushed. 


“That’s
when we had sex in the parking lot,” Roger clarified.


“Roger!”
Cenia exclaimed. “We did not have sex in the church parking lot!”


Roger
glanced at the couple sitting at the table across from us. “She can’t keep her
hands off me,” he explained. 


The
waitress set a mango martini in front of me before handing Jase and Kadyn their
sodas. “Have you decided what you’d like to eat?” she asked, completely oblivious
to the trouble Roger was stirring up.


“I’d
like the mango chicken salad,” I replied, stifling my laugh.


“Make
that two mango chicken salads,” Cenia corrected. 


“Bacon
cheeseburger, medium well,” Kadyn said. 


“I’ll
have the bacon cheeseburger, well done,” Roger replied.


“Same
for me,” Jase announced.


“Wow.
You guys certainly made that easy on me,” the waitress noted with a warm laugh.
She gathered our menus before walking away.


“To
Cenia and Roger, lifelong friendship, and love,” I announced, raising my martini
glass.


“To
Cenia and Roger,” Kadyn and Jase chimed in. We clinked our glasses together
before raising them to our lips.


Cenia’s
eyes met mine as we set the drinks aside. “I know you’re dealing with a lot
right now, with everything that happened in Ukraine, so I completely understand
if you aren’t up for this, Kri, but I was really hoping you’d be my maid of
honor.”


Kadyn
gave my hand a gentle squeeze underneath the table.


My
heart clenched. I was already reminiscing about Michael’s proposal and the
wedding we’d been planning, but I really wanted to be there to support Cenia. I
had to believe that the joy I’d feel in seeing her marry Roger would outweigh
the pain caused by my loss. Tears pooled in my eyes. “Of course, Cenia. I would
be honored to be in your wedding.”


Cenia
skirted the table and gave me a hug. “Thank you, Kri. We are going to have so
much fun, just you wait and see!”


The
waitress returned with our food a few minutes later. She set the mango chicken
salads in front of Cenia and me before handing Kadyn, Jase, and Roger their
bacon cheeseburgers.


 I
swiped a French fry from Kadyn’s plate. He caught my hand mid-air and forced it
to his mouth so he could eat the fry. “Kadyn!” I exclaimed indignantly.


Jase
laughed before offering me one of his fries.


“Thanks,
Jase,” I replied. I gave Kadyn a smug look and popped the fry inside my mouth.


Kadyn
just rolled his eyes.


Roger
waited for the theatrics to die down before narrowing his attention to Kadyn.
“I asked you here for the same reason. I’d like you to be my best man.”


Kadyn
grinned. “I’d be honored, Roger. Have you guys set a date, yet?”


Roger
nodded. “November seventh.”


The
smile fell from my face. “Of this year?” I exclaimed. “Are you guys insane? That’s
less than three months away!”


Cenia
laughed. “Don’t worry. My mom’s got most of this covered. We just need to pick
out invitations, a dress, the tux, Roger’s ring, and a cake. I’ve got a whole
slew of aunts and cousins who’ll be helping my mom manage the rest.”


“Where
are you getting married?” I asked, digging into the salad.


“McAllen,
Texas,” Cenia replied, stabbing a chunk of mango with her fork.


“McAllen,
Texas? I was just in McAllen, meeting with their border patrol agents and
customs officers. I didn’t realize your parents live that close to the border,”
Kadyn confessed.


“How
are you liking your new job with Customs and Border Protection?” Roger asked.
He sank his teeth into his burger while waiting for Kadyn to respond.


“So
far, so good,” Kadyn replied. “I’ve been traveling a lot, trying to familiarize
myself with the security needs of the various sectors along the southern
border, but I’ll make sure CBP doesn’t schedule any trips the week of your
wedding.”


“When
do you want to shop for dresses?” I asked Cenia while the guys continued to discuss
work. 


Cenia
tucked a strand of gleaming black hair behind her ear. “I’ve made an
appointment at David’s Bridal for next Saturday. Can you join me?” 


“Sure,”
I replied over the top of my drink. 


She
narrowed her eyes at me. “Don’t you need to look at your calendar… make sure
you don’t have anything else scheduled?”


“Are
you kidding me? I’d reschedule anything that might conflict. I’m not missing
this,” I replied emphatically.


Cenia
exhaled softly. “Good, because I’ve heard this place can get a little crazy.”


“How
crazy can it be?” I asked. “Everyone’s giddy with love, excited to be searching
for that perfect dress…”


Cenia’s
eyes widened. “Maybe you should watch Bridezillas before we jump into the mosh
pit.”


*
* * * *


“How’d
your lunch date go with Cenia?” Rafael asked. The muscles in his shoulders and
arms rippled as he climbed into bed. We were staying at my place tonight.


I
set my Kindle on the nightstand. “Good. Roger and Cenia are getting married in
November. She asked me to be her maid of honor.”


Rafael
motioned for me to roll over. “Who’s the best man?” he asked. He straddled my
hips as I rolled onto my stomach. He shoved my camisole up and began massaging
my back. 


I
moaned as I sank into the pillows. “You are,” I mumbled, thoroughly enjoying
the massage.


Rafael
laughed. “I’m Roger’s best man?”


My
eyes popped open. “No, of course not. Roger asked Kadyn to be the best man.
Roger and Kadyn were there today when Cenia and I met for lunch.”


Rafael
massaged a little deeper as he worked a knot out of the tissue that ran between
my shoulder and neck. “November isn’t very far off.”


“No,”
I agreed. “Sounds like Cenia’s mom has it all under control though. She’s
already reserved the priest and the hotel. Cenia and I are going dress shopping
next weekend. I’m going to help her address invitations the weekend after that.
Then she and Roger will head to McAllen to choose a wedding cake and firm up
the menu for the reception.”


“They’re
not getting married in Virginia?” he asked, kneading between my shoulder
blades.


“No.
They’re getting married in the gardens of some fancy hotel in McAllen, Texas…
Casa de Palmas… I think…” My voice drifted sleepily. “Keep this up, and I won’t
need a sleeping pill.”


Rafael
chuckled. “That would be my goal.”


“Kadyn
and I are going to be dancing,” I confessed warily.


Rafael’s
hands stalled. He pressed his thumbs into my lower back when he resumed the
massage. “I figured as much, since you’re both in the wedding party.”


I
rolled over to look at him. “No. I mean, we’re taking ballroom dancing lessons
with Cenia and Roger. Roger refused to do it unless Kadyn agreed to suffer
through it too. Cenia’s got her heart set on dancing a waltz for their first
dance as husband and wife, so I’ve agreed to be Kadyn’s partner for the dance lessons.
We’ve got a standing appointment for the lessons, every Thursday night,
although we won’t be starting for a couple of weeks.”


Rafael
groaned as he collapsed onto the pillows. “I know you’re not asking me to share
you with Kadyn again.”


I
sat up and peered down at him. “No. I’m not asking to date Kadyn again. We’re
just enrolling in dance lessons for the wedding reception.”


Rafael
shook his head. “Still, you’ll be in another man’s arms. First Michael, then
Kadyn, then Maxim, now Kadyn again. When does this end?” he grumbled irritably.


“It’s
not like that,” I insisted. My breath caught as Rafael pinned me to the bed. He
was suddenly straddling my hips again. Both of my wrists were clenched in his
hands, my arms locked over my head. “What are you doing?” I gasped.


“I’m
only human, Kristine. A man can only take so much,” he warned, anger flashing
in his soft brown eyes. “I’m done sharing, Kristine. You’re mine. You don’t belong
in anyone else’s arms.”


His
long dark hair formed a curtain around our faces as he leaned forward to kiss
me. My pulse quickened when his lips captured mine. He let the full weight of
his body settle on top of me. He released my wrists and clutched either side of
my face, angling my head while his tongue swept possessively through my mouth. 


Fear
shot through me as he nudged my legs apart and settled his hips against mine. I
broke the kiss. “Rafael, I can’t,” I protested breathlessly. My body was
pinging with desire, but I was too scared to take this any further. I’d felt
Rafael harden against me. I could feel his need, his desire, and frustration as
he sought to restore this part of our relationship, but I wasn’t ready to go
there. I was terrified it might hurt, worse yet that I wouldn’t be able to feel
anything after what the SVR had done to me.


“Kristine,”
he groaned as his lips trailed down my neck. “Your doctor said it would be
fine. I promise I won’t hurt you. I’ll go slow. I’ll stop if it hurts.” He
nipped at my breast through the fine silk camisole before lifting the top and
capturing my breast in his mouth.


I
scrambled to pull my camisole back down. “No! I’m not ready. I’m not ready for
this.” My body was already shutting down. The fear that had been snaking
through my mind had finally seeped into my blood, shutting every last nerve
ending off.


Rafael
rolled onto his back and pulled me into his arms as I began crying. “Shhhh.
Baby, it’s okay. Please don’t cry. We don’t have to do this tonight. We can
wait until you’re ready. I didn’t mean to push you. It’s just… it’s been two
months. I thought you would be okay with this.” 


I
began crying even harder. “I’m not okay, Rafael. I’m never going to be okay.”











Chapter 2 – A sky full of stars


 


“Hey,
Shae,” I greeted, glancing up from my cell phone.


“Hi,
Kri… Jase,” she replied. She joined us in front of Dr. Sandstrom’s office. “I
can’t believe summer semester ends next week,” she marveled, leaning against
the wall. 


“I
know. If I hadn’t started working on those courses when I was in Saint-Tropez,
there’s no way I would have gotten all those research assignments done. How are
you coming along on your final papers?”


Shae
lifted her shoulders in a delicate shrug. “Good. I’m almost done. I would have
been in a world of hurt if Paul hadn’t extended that sabbatical from work. Are
you going to continue working at Seeds for Peace?”


I
sighed softly. “I haven’t decided yet. Rafael thinks I should just focus on my
coursework, but there’s this part of me that really hates the idea of letting
evil people rob me of the opportunity to do some good with that job. It’s like
I’m letting the SVR steal another part of me.”


“Speaking
of which,” she whispered softly. “Have you…”


I
glanced nervously at Jase. He was talking to Chance, one of the bodyguards
Rafael had assigned to Shae. 


I
edged closer to Shae. “No. Every time we’ve tried, my brain shuts everything
down. I can’t handle the thought of anyone or anything touching that part of
me.”


Shae
nodded. “That’s exactly how I feel, not that I’ve had much opportunity to do
anything with Konstantin in Ukraine.”


“When’s
the last time you talked to him?” I glanced toward Dr. Sandstrom’s office as
the door swung open. 


Shae
pushed away from the wall and took a step toward the office. “Two nights ago. He’s
supposed to call again tonight.”


Our
classmate, Michelle, strode out of Dr. Sandstrom’s office. “Hey, Kri. Hi, Shae.
I’m looking forward to that personal risk seminar in October. Let me know if
you need any help.”


“Thanks,
Michelle,” Shae and I replied. We ducked inside Dr. Sandstrom’s office.
Michelle continued walking down the hall. Chance and Jase remained standing in
the hallway.


Dr.
Sandstrom rose from his desk to shake our hands. “Well, if it isn’t my two
favorite students,” he greeted with a sparkle in his eyes. 


I
laughed. “Dr. Sandstrom, you say that about all your students.” Shae and I
settled into the chairs next to his desk.


He
chuckled softly as he dropped back into his chair. “Yes, but I truly mean it
with the two of you. How is the seminar coming along?”


“Good,”
Shae opined. She handed him a copy of the agenda. “This is a rough draft of the
agenda. We’ve already begun writing lecture notes. We’ll begin developing the other
training materials once you’ve signed off on the agenda.”


I
glanced at Dr. Sandstrom. “I’ve lined up two guest speakers. My friends, Kadyn
and Cenia, have agreed to review parts of their SERE training from the Air
Force Academy. Both have recently separated from the Air Force. Kadyn works at
Customs and Border Protection now. Cenia’s working at the Department of Defense
in some position she’s not at liberty to discuss.”


Dr.
Sandstrom nodded. “I think the Survival, Evasion, Resistance, and Escape Training
they offer in the military will dovetail nicely into what we are trying to do.
Military men and women face a lot of the same risks that peacekeepers do.
That’s a well-thought strategy, Ms. Stone. I’m happy to hear you’re including guest
speakers who can offer both the male and female perspective.”


“I
think the most difficult part of this seminar will be opening up to our
classmate about what happened to Kri and me, but we both agree we should share
those experiences. When our classmates hear the dilemmas, the risks, and the
torture we faced, I think they’ll have a much better understanding of the risks
they’ll be up against in international peacekeeping,” Shae confessed.


Dr.
Sandstrom’s bright blue eyes softened. “I was hoping you would share some of
those experiences, but I understand if you need to temper the details a bit.
Have you both seen the school counselor?”


I
nodded. “Yes. Thank you for recommending her. She’s been wonderful.”


“What
about including a therapist in the training that specializes in PTSD?” Dr.
Sandstrom inquired. “That would help students gain some insight into the long
term implications of these types of experiences.”


Shae
made a notation on her iPad. “I think that’s a great idea. A therapist could offer
insight on where people who experience this kind of trauma can go to get help.”


“I
met with a therapist who specializes in PTSD after Justin kidnapped me. I can
see if she would be willing to participate in the seminar. Are we able to offer
any kind of stipend, or are we limited to people who will volunteer their
time?”


Dr.
Sandstrom’s face knit with concern. “You’ve been kidnapped twice?”


“You
don’t know the half of it,” Shae muttered under her breath.


I
instantly regretted mentioning it. “That kidnapping occurred two years ago,
before I began graduate school.” I paused briefly while weighing whether to
disclose anything further. “I’d rather not talk about it. What do you think of
the stipend?”


Dr.
Sandstrom leaned back in his chair and quietly studied me. “I just want you to
know I’m here for you… if you ever do need someone to talk to. I’ll see if I
can drum up some money for a stipend. How does a hundred dollars sound for each
of the guest speakers?”


Shae
and I exchanged glances. “That sounds good to me,” Shae replied.


“Me
too,” I agreed. “Thanks, Dr. Sandstrom.” 


“What
about your own compensation for designing and leading the seminar?” he asked.
“Have you two agreed on a fee for developing the course?”


“Do
you plan to make this personal risk seminar a permanent part of your
curriculum?” Shae asked.


Dr.
Sandstrom nodded. “Yes. We’ve decided to make this one of the core requirements
for our conflict resolution program. Students will receive one credit toward
their degree for attending the three day seminar.”


I
took a deep breath and blew it out before glancing over at Shae.


She
nodded.


“We’d
like to waive financial compensation in exchange for something else,” I admitted,
returning my attention to Dr. Sandstrom.


He
leaned forward in his chair, his interest clearly piqued. “Go on…”


“We’d
like you to offer our friend, Oni, a spot in your graduate program, starting winter
semester. We met Oni in Ukraine. She finishes her undergraduate degree in
international relations from the Tavrida National Vernadsky University this
fall. She’s a really smart girl, one of the top students in her class, and she
expressed an interest in our program when we were in Ukraine,” I explained.


Dr.
Sandstrom’s eyes widened. “This is… unexpected.” He rubbed his chin
thoughtfully. “Can she afford the tuition?”


I
shook my head. “I seriously doubt it. I was hoping she might qualify for some
scholarships. She can live with me if need be.”


He
jotted something in the day planner on his desk. “Why are you asking for this?”


I
looked down at my hands in an effort to conceal the tears that had pooled in my
eyes.


Shae
squeezed my hand. “We’re worried about Oni. We’re afraid she could be in danger
because she was so closely affiliated with us when we were in Ukraine. She’s
been speaking out against government corruption, the SVR, and Russia’s meddling
in Ukrainian politics, which puts her at risk.”


“Speaking
out against oppressive governments and pressuring political leaders to seek
change is an important step in conflict transformation,” Dr. Sandstrom lectured.
“If we offered asylum to all those who spoke out against corrupt and oppressive
governments, we’d be compromising our ability to improve civil liberties, human
rights, and human security.”


“I
know,” I conceded softly. “I’m just worried about her. I want her safe. Please
just think about it. I’ll pay her tuition and her airfare over here if I have
to, but please just consider bringing her into the program. She’ll offer
valuable insight into the types of conflicts they face in that region. The
other students will learn a lot from her.”


Dr.
Sandstrom nodded. “Of that, I have no doubt. I admire your decision to waive
the development fee in exchange for her acceptance into the program. I’ll speak
with the provost and the dean and see what I can do. In the interim, ask her to
complete an application. Have her send the application, three letters of
recommendation, and a certified copy of her undergrad transcript directly to
me.”


I
jumped out of my chair. “Really? Oh, God. Thank you! Thank you so much!” I skirted
the desk and gave him a hug. “I know you’re not making any promises. I’m just
so happy you’re even considering this.”


Dr.
Sandstrom laughed. “I’ll try to make it happen.” He rose from the desk and gave
Shae a hug. “We best head over to the classroom. We’re already late.”


We
joined Jase and Chance in the hallway. “Heading over to class?” Jase asked.


I
nodded. 


“One
last question,” Dr. Sandstrom interjected as we walked down the hallway. “Does
she know you’re doing this?”


“No,”
I confessed. “She has no idea.”


Dr.
Sandstrom paused just outside the door to the classroom. “You’ve been corresponding
through e-mail, I presume.”


“Yes,”
I replied. “Oni reached out to me through my work e-mail when she heard what
happened in Sevastopol. We’ve been e-mailing off and on since then.”


“Do
you have another way to reach her?” he asked.


I
glanced at Shae.


“I
could ask Konstantin to deliver a message to her,” Shae offered. “He lives in
Ukraine,” she explained to Dr. Sandstrom. “He calls to check on me a couple of
times a week, and I think his phone is pretty secure given the nature of his
work.”


Dr.
Sandstrom nodded. “I think a personal messenger might be the best way to
deliver this news to her. Your friend’s e-mails are probably being monitored.
If she is speaking out against the Russian government, it would be best to keep
these plans to bring her to the United States as quiet as possible. We don’t
want the SVR throwing up any roadblocks or tracing her to you.” 


I
glanced at Jase as he took a step toward me. He was listening to our
conversation, and he didn’t look very pleased. “I agree,” I replied hesitantly.


“I’ll
have Konstantin download the application to the university and personally
deliver it to Oni so it doesn’t appear on her computer. It isn’t uncommon for
students in undergrad programs to request copies of their transcripts, so that
shouldn’t raise any red flags. She’s going to have to be careful about who
writes the letters of recommendation for grad school and avoid any references
to our university. Can Kri and I write two of the three letters?” Shae asked.


Dr.
Sandstrom nodded. “That would be fine.”


“I’ll
ask Konstantin to collect the documents once Oni is finished. He can mail them
to our office at Seeds for Peace. Konstantin is going to Poland for a business
meeting next week. Maybe he can mail the documents while he’s there. That’s
probably safer than mailing the documents from Ukraine. Of course, we’re
operating under the assumption that Oni is going to want to do this,” Shae admitted.


“She
will,” I stated confidently. I stepped forward, intending to follow Shae and
Dr. Sandstrom into the classroom, but Jase grabbed my arm.


“Kristine
and I need a minute,” he informed Dr. Sandstrom. Glowering at me, he said, “I
want to know what you’re getting yourself into, and I want to know now.”


*
* * * *


“You
want to do what?” Rafael exclaimed. He pulled his gloves off and stilled
the punching bag before turning to face me. His long dark hair was pulled back
into a ponytail. Thin cotton pants hung low on his hips, his narrow waist
accentuated by incredibly broad shoulders and a finely-chiseled chest. He
wasn’t wearing a shirt. His caramel colored skin was glistening with sweat. I
suspected most people found Rafael’s muscular physique a little intimidating,
but I loved seeing him like this. It did unspeakable things to me.


I
perched nervously on the edge of the weightlifting bench with my back turned
toward the mirrored wall. “I want to get Oni out of Ukraine. I’m trying to get
her accepted into my graduate program, and if they don’t offer her a large
enough scholarship, I’d like to invite her to come live with me.”


“With
us,” Rafael corrected. He dropped onto the bench across from me. 


I
turned toward him. “Well, yes, with us.” We were taking turns staying at each
other’s house, so we were practically living together.


He
pulled my knees between his, bracketing me between his well-muscled thighs.
“You were around Oni for what? A week?”


“Yes,”
I conceded. “But we spent a lot of time together in Simferopol.”


Rafael
frowned. “You don’t know this girl, Kristine. She could be working for Maxim or
for the SVR for all you know. What if Maxim is paying her to drive a wedge
between us, or what if the SVR has threatened to kill her unless she leads them
to you?”


I
shook my head. “This wasn’t Oni’s idea. It was mine. She doesn’t even know Shae
and I are trying to get her into our graduate program yet. Shae is going to ask
Konstantin to deliver the news in person, so the information isn’t intercepted
in an e-mail or over the phone. He’ll handle all the application materials and
mail them to Seeds for Peace from Poland.”


Rafael
sighed. “I knew the two of you were e-mailing, but I didn’t realize you were
considering this. She’s never asked for your help in getting her out of there?
She didn’t ask to come live with you? With us?” he corrected.


I
met his gaze head on. “No. She’s never suggested anything even close to this.
The only thing she did was express an interest in our graduate program when I
was working at her university.”


Rafael
reached for my hands. “I don’t know, Kristine. I can understand why you’d want
to help her, but you don’t know this girl very well. I’m worried someone else
could be using her to get close to you.”


“What
if I help get her into the graduate program and secure enough scholarship money
so she can live on campus or in an apartment of her own?” I asked.


“That
pill would be a little easier for me to swallow,” he confessed. Rafael stood
and pulled me to my feet. “I’m not telling you ‘no,’ Kristine. I want to
support you in the things that are important to you, but I want to ensure you
approach this in a way that doesn’t put you at risk.”


I
exhaled softly. “I know.” 


He
wrapped his arms around me. “I love you.”


I
swallowed a throat full of tears as I burrowed into his chest. “I love you too,
Rafael.” 


I
hoped it was enough.











Chapter 3 – Me and my broken heart


 


“Are
you ready for this?” I asked, hopping out of my jeep. 


“As
ready as I’ll ever be,” Cenia replied cheerfully. She locked her car with the
key fob. “Hey, Jase. How are you doing?”


“Good…
a little concerned about what I might be up against in there.” He jerked his
head toward the storefront for David’s Bridal.


“Me
too,” Cenia agreed. “Kri, are you loaded up with enough caffeine?”


I
hopped in place and shook out my arms. “Yep. I had two cups of coffee before I
left the house and a Venti with an extra shot from Starbucks during the drive
over here. Now I gotta pee.”


Cenia
laughed. “Why don’t you hit the bathroom while I get signed in?”


Jase
opened the door and waved us in. “After you.” He shuddered when he got a load
of all the dresses. 


“Bathrooms?”
I asked the first sales associate I saw. The store had just opened so it was
still pretty empty.


“Back
there,” she replied, nodding toward the far corner of the store. 


I
tapped Cenia on the arm. “Keep your cell phone handy. I don’t want to lose you
in a sea of satin.”


She
laughed as she glanced up from the appointment book. “You got it.”


Jase
followed me back to the restrooms. He ducked inside the men’s room when I walked
inside the ladies’ room. He met me back in the hallway. “I can’t believe I’m
doing this.”


I
laughed. “I can’t believe you’re doing this either. I would have been perfectly
safe with Cenia. She may be tiny but she packs a powerful punch. She learned
self-defense at the Air Force Academy, and she used to compete in power
lifting!”


He
glanced at me skeptically as we rounded the corner. “That little meerkat?”


“She’s
tiny but mighty,” I replied admiringly. Jase ran into me when I stopped
abruptly. “Where did all those women come from?”


His
eyes widened. “I think this just got interesting.”


I
grabbed his hand. “We’ve gotta find Cenia, quick!” We dodged a number of women
as we scoured the aisles. I finally found her stuck in the middle of a long aisle,
corralled between two groups of women who were yanking dresses off the rack
like their lives depended on it. Cenia wasn’t moving. At all.


Jase
lingered at the edge of the aisle as I dove in to rescue her. 


“Chicken!”
I called behind me.


Cenia’s
eyes locked on mine when she heard my voice. Cenia, the very same Cenia who had
gone to Trout Lake and Paris to fight bad guys and rescue me, was suddenly
sporting the deer in the headlights look.


I
squeezed past four of the six women who were completely monopolizing the aisle.
“What’s the deal?” I asked Cenia. “Are they offering a prize to the woman who
collects the most dresses?”


Cenia
shook her head. Her jaw moved when she tried to respond, but no sound came from
her mouth.


My
eyes widened when I realized just how overwhelmed she felt. I glanced at the
dress hogs before grabbing Cenia by the shoulders. “You’ve been looking through
bridal magazines, right?”


She
nodded. 


“Okay.
Mermaid style?”


She
shook her head. 


“Fitted?”


She
shook her head again.


“Full
skirt? Long train?”


She
nodded.


“Lace?”


She
shook her head again.


“Okay…
size six, satin, full skirt, and long train in ivory or white?”


She
nodded again. 


I
grabbed her arm and pushed past the two women standing on the other end of the
aisle. They looked a little less scary than the four ripping through dresses on
my end. “Okay,” I said, steering Cenia toward the dressing rooms. “You secure a
dressing room and stay put. I’ll bring the dresses to you.”


“Thanks,
Kri,” she replied shakily. When she glanced back at me, her chin was quivering.


“Play
with your phone. Challenge Kadyn to a game of Word Feud if you have to.” I was
hoping it would take her mind off things.


She
laughed.


“That’s
more like it! Now get in there.” I turned on my heel and headed back toward the
aisle where I had discovered Cenia. 


Jase
eyed the couch longingly. 


“Sit,”
I said. “We could use a male perspective. You can be our judge.”


He
smiled. “Now that sounds more like it.”


I
dove into the aisle as the two women on the end barreled out with a pile of
dresses. They were buried under an avalanche of lace. The only parts of their
bodies I could see were their feet. 


I
eyed the four women at the far end of the aisle. They were working their way
toward me. I started raking through the dresses, skipping the lace, pulling a
few out to look at the cut, and shoving them back in again. I quickly forgot
about the other women as I began gathering dresses. 


“Wait.
I want to see that!” the bubblegum popping bimbo with the gigantic boobs said.
She tried to yank the dress out of my hand.


No
way was I giving up that dress. The ivory dress with embroidered blue flowers
was the prettiest one I’d found. “I’m still considering this dress,” I said,
holding fast to the garment bag.


She
stopped blowing bubbles and glowered at me. “Aunt Maggie, I want this dress,
and this bitch is refusing to give it to me.”


The
platinum blond with the freakishly large lips tried scowling at me, but the gallon
of Botox she had pumped into her face got in the way. Her expression looked…
weird. “Give her the dress,” she demanded in a gravelly voice. 


I
stepped back and looked for an Adam’s apple. I was wondering if she might
actually be a man. She wasn’t. “No. I’m taking this dress back to the dressing
room for my friend to try on,” I countered firmly. 


“Get
a different dress,” she gritted. 


Her
niece grinned. Her arms got all tangled up in her boobs when she tried to fold
them across her chest, so she threw her hands on her hips as she snapped off a
large pink bubble.


I
laughed when the gum stuck to her chin.


“Is
she laughing at me?” the bimbo screeched.


The
other two women stopped looking for dresses and joined the bubblegum popping
bimbo and Scary Face Barbie. All four women glared at me.


I
clung to my stash of dresses as I backed toward the opposite end of the aisle.


Scary
Face Barbie lunged for the dress.


“Get
off me!” I screamed.


“Give
me the dress!” she hissed, tearing at the garment bag.


“I
know people,” I warned, “really scary people.” I couldn’t believe I had to
stoop so low as to threaten the woman, but she wouldn’t let go of the dress. 


“Yeah,
right,” she snorted. Suddenly her eyes widened. The other three women started
backing away from us. 


“Is
there a problem?” Jase asked in a low, menacing tone. He reached around me and
pulled the pile of dresses out of my arms.


I
turned around and admired every inch of his hulking six foot three frame. He
looked like an assassin with piercing blue eyes, short cropped hair, and a body
designed to kill. Jase had served in special ops before going to work for
Rafael, so I knew he was lethal. I glanced back at the women. “My bodyguard,” I
explained.


Scary
Face Barbie stared at me. I suspected the blank look was the only expression
she could muster. “Why do you need a bodyguard?” she asked.


“My
ex-boyfriend’s in the Russian mafia,” I responded flippantly. I patted Jase on
the arm and followed him down the aisle. “That was awesome,” I whispered when
we got back to the couch. 


“I’m
glad I could help,” he replied with a wink. He handed me the pile of dresses. “What
was up with that woman’s face?” he asked. 


I
rolled my eyes dramatically. “I think someone squirted a little too much Botox
in all the wrong places.”


“Either
that or her dermatologist is doing acid,” he replied. An elderly couple scampered
to the far end of the couch when he reclaimed his seat. “Think you can stay out
of trouble in there?” he asked as I walked toward the dressing room.


I
laughed. “I’ll holler if I need you.”


“Hey,
Kri. Is that you?” Cenia called.


I
turned toward the sound of her voice. “Yes. Where are you?”


“Third
dressing room on the right hand side,” she replied. She cracked the door open.


“I’ve
got six dresses. I can go get more, but I thought I might as well get you
started with these,” I explained as I neared the door. I stepped inside the
dressing room. “I think you’re going to need some help pulling these over your
head. There’s miles of fabric in some of these dresses.” I tucked the dress
with the pretty blue flowers in the back as I hung the dresses on the hook. I
wanted Cenia to try on a few of the more traditional dresses before she saw it,
since it was a little unconventional with the long green leaves and pretty blue
flowers embroidered along the bodice and the bottom of the skirt.


Cenia
started getting undressed. “Can you help me? I think the woman who was assigned
to me got stuck helping someone else. Some really obnoxious women came in on
the wrong day and demanded to be seen because they’d driven two hours to get
here. They were supposed to come tomorrow, but the manager conceded because
they made such a huge stink.”


I
unzipped the first garment bag and pulled the dress out. “Was it the bubblegum
blowing bimbo and Scary Face Barbie who made the big stink?”


Cenia
laughed. “That describes them to a tee.”


“That
figures,” I muttered. “Okay, don’t judge the dress on the hanger. You really
need to try these on to fully appreciate how they look.” I pulled the first
dress over her head and tightened the strings on the corset once the dress
settled around her waist.


“I
don’t know about these sheer sleeves,” she said, scowling into the mirror. 


“Let’s
take a look in the three way mirror before you decide,” I suggested. I gathered
up the long train, opened the door, and followed her out of the dressing room. 


Cenia
stepped onto one of the large carpeted pedestals.


“Face
Jase,” I said, fluffing the skirt and pulling the train out behind her. “You
can look over your shoulder at the three-way to see the back of the dress.”
Once the dress was appropriately displayed, I perched on the arm of the couch
next to Jase. “What do you think?” 


He
shook his head. “I don’t like it.”


“The
corset and the train are really pretty, but I don’t like the sleeves or the
neckline,” Cenia replied.


I
jumped up from the couch. “Okay. That one’s definitely out.” I gathered up the
train so we could walk back to the dressing room. I tugged the corset loose so
Cenia could step out of the dress. I tucked the dress back inside the garment
bag and hung it on a hook outside the room before pulling the second dress over
her head. 


She
smoothed her hands down the delicately beaded bodice. “I like the front of this
dress.” 


“Let’s
show Jase,” I replied, gathering up the train. I got her situated on the
pedestal before glancing at Jase. “What do you think?”


His
face scrunched up while he studied the dress. Eventually, he nodded. “That’s
better.”


My
eyebrows furrowed. “But it doesn’t make you swoon?” 


He
glanced at the couple next to him before scowling at me. “I don’t swoon. Ever.”


I
gathered up the train. “Wrong dress,” I announced.


“What?
Why?” Cenia asked in a bewildered voice. 


I
dropped the train and stood in front of her. “Do you love it? I mean really
love it, can’t live without it, will die if you have to take it off?”


She
glanced over her shoulder at the three way mirror. “I like it, but no. I’m not
in love with the dress.”


I
nudged her toward the dressing room. “He’s not swooning, and you’re not in love
with the dress. That makes this the wrong dress.” 


We
repeated the process with the next three dresses. I made Cenia close her eyes
for the sixth dress. “No peeking,” I repeated as I escorted her to the
pedestal. I was practically giddy. The strapless dress looked amazing with her
delicate-but-cut shoulders and arms. The warm ivory material complemented her
caramel colored skin tone. The bodice was snug, and the full skirt accentuated
her tiny waist.


Jase
leaned forward on the couch when she stepped onto the pedestal. “Holy shit,” he
breathed.


I
got the dress situated, then backed away. “Okay. Open your eyes.”


Cenia’s
breath caught when she looked down at the dress. Her hands trembled as they
brushed over the pretty blue flowers and the thin green leaves spiraling up the
bodice. When she peered over her shoulder, her eyes filled with tears. “Oh my
God. This is it. This is the dress I want Roger to see when I walk down the
aisle. I’m done. I’m truly done. I don’t want to try on any other dress.”


I
swiped a stray tear from my cheek as I sat next to Jase. “Do you like it?” I inquired
softly, still gazing at my friend.


“That
dress makes me want to fight Roger for the rights to marry her,” Jase growled
in a threatening tone. 


Cenia’s
eyes widened.


I
laughed. “I think we’ve got a winner!”


*
* * * *


“Where
are we going?” I asked Rafael as he tucked me inside the Enzo. He had insisted
on taking me out to celebrate the end of summer semester.


He
slid into the driver’s seat. “We have reservations at Georgia Brown’s. They’re
playing live jazz tonight.”


“Jazz
sounds nice,” I murmured distractedly. I caressed the soft leather seats as the
doors slid closed. “God, I love this car.”


He
glanced over his shoulder as he backed out of the garage. “Anytime you’re ready
to get rid of that jeep,” he responded teasingly.


My
jaw fell open. “You’d buy me an Enzo if I got rid of my jeep?”


He
chuckled as he turned onto King Street. “Baby, I’d buy you a diamond encrusted
Mercedes if I thought it would motivate you to get rid of that jeep. I’m still
waiting for that phone call telling me you’re stranded on the side of the road…
and with your luck, it will be late at night, when you’re heading home from school.”


“There’s
no such thing as a diamond encrusted Mercedes,” I argued uncertainly.


“That
Saudi prince I was asked to protect last week owns a diamond encrusted
Mercedes,” Rafael countered as he rolled up to a stoplight.


“Wow,”
I breathed. “That’s insane, but I’m still not giving up the jeep. There’s too
many memories tied to that vehicle. It’s one of the few things still connecting
me to Montana.”


He
eased through the intersection. “I’d still like to have a mechanic take a look
at it. Maybe we can install a new engine and transmission, so it’s a little
safer to drive. You can drive the Lincoln Navigator while the improvements are
being made.” 


“I
don’t know,” I responded hesitantly. “I’ll think about it.”


He
glanced over at me as he turned onto Washington Street. “How long do you have
before fall semester begins?”


“I
only have a week off,” I replied sullenly. I gazed out the window at the
historic homes, many of which had been converted into storefronts. I missed the
first semester of graduate school when Michael dragged me off to Paris. I’d
signed up for summer semester to catch up on my credit hours. It wasn’t easy
juggling school after everything I’d been through in Ukraine. My professors had
waived the attendance requirement and granted me an extension on the first few
assignments so I could bury Michael in Saint-Tropez. I’d been left with very
little time to grieve when I was grinding out June’s coursework alongside
everything that was due in July. I had essentially completed three months’
worth of assignments in two months’ time.


“And
you’re helping Cenia with her wedding invitations tomorrow,” Rafael confirmed,
coaxing me from my thoughts.


I
tore my eyes from the window so I could study him instead. “Yes. I’m heading
over there around two o’clock. She asked me to invite you for dinner. Roger’s
grilling kabobs.” 


Surprise
lit his handsome face. “Will Kadyn be there?”


I
shook my head. “No. I think Cenia would like to get to know you better. I think
she’s come to terms with the fact that we’re together, and she doesn’t want you
to think she’s trying to sabotage our relationship by asking Kadyn and me to be
in the wedding… not to mention the dance lessons.”


Rafael’s
knuckles whitened against the black leather steering wheel. “When do you guys
start your dance lessons?” he asked, merging onto I-395.


“In
two weeks,” I replied. 


“Try
to keep your schedule open for next week,” he advised. He merged onto 14th
Street and turned left toward the National Mall.


I
fixed my eyes on the Washington Monument. “I’m not planning a single thing for
next week. In fact, I may just crawl into bed tonight and refuse to leave until
school starts back up again.”


He
grinned. “If you’re planning to hole up in bed, I’m going to take the week off and
join you.”


I
just shook my head. 


Rafael
parked his jet black Ferrari alongside the curb, next to a small park. “The
restaurant is over there,” he noted, pointing toward the other side of the
park. 


I
didn’t look at where he was pointing. I was too busy watching a homeless man
sort through his meager belongings on the park bench. It looked like he might
be staking out a place to sleep for the night. I made a mental note to call
Patrick to see what had become of the Homeless Health Improvement Act we’d been
working on. 


The
doors on the Enzo lifted, the soft hum tugging me from my silent contemplation.
Rafael was offering me his hand before I could even think to step out of the
car. “Thanks,” I murmured as I peeled my eyes from the homeless man. I felt
insanely guilty stepping out of such a luxurious car when that poor man didn’t
even have a place to sleep.


Rafael
tucked me under his arm as the doors slid closed. “We’ll buy him dinner,” he offered,
easily tracking where my thoughts had gone.


I
burrowed closer to his chest. “Sounds good.”


We
followed the sidewalk through the center of the park before crossing the street
and entering the restaurant. Rafael checked in with the hostess. She led us to
a small table, draped in linen, alongside a short cherry wood wall.


Rafael
tucked me into the chair facing the jazz band before taking the seat opposite
me. “What do you think?” 


I
studied the dimly lit restaurant. The small amount of light that was hovering
over the wall sconces reflected off a tangle of burnished gold ribbons that sprouted
from the pillars and wove all across the ceiling. It was as if we were eating
beneath a gnarled oak tree under a moon drenched sky. The privacy walls lent an
intimate atmosphere to an otherwise crowded restaurant. The jazz vocalist was
commanding enough attention to render most of the guests speechless. Everyone
seemed content to sit back, enjoy the music, the food, and the wine. “I like
it,” I promptly replied. 


Rafael
smiled before glancing down at his menu. “Me too.” He studied the one page menu
briefly. “I’m going to order the jambalaya. What are you having?”


“Shrimp
and grits,” I announced, setting the menu aside. 


The
waitress stopped in front of our table. “Are you ready to order?” she asked.
She glanced at me as she poured ice water into our glasses from a silver
pitcher that was fogged with condensation. 


“Shrimp
and grits,” I replied. “No soup or salad. I’m saving room for dessert.” The
woman at the table across from us was eating bread pudding. A thick, rich
caramel sauce dripped from her fork every time she lifted it to her mouth. I
could smell the salted caramel even though she was seated a few feet away. I
was sorely tempted to order dessert first.


“I
think we should order the fried green tomatoes for an appetizer,” Rafael remarked.
“I’d like the jambalaya and a bottle of the finest Riesling Spatlese you offer.
We would also like to buy dinner for the gentleman who appears to be sleeping
in the park across the street.”


She
nodded. “That’s John. He sleeps there pretty regularly. The cook sends food out
to him a couple times a week.”


Rafael’s
face brightened. “Do you happen to know his favorite dish?”


“The
fried chicken with mashed potatoes and collard greens,” she replied knowingly.


“Can
you add that to our tab and have someone take it out to him?” Rafael asked.


“I’d
also like you to offer him some dessert,” I chimed in, “and something to
drink.”


She
smiled. “He’s rather fond of our sweet tea. We’ll hook him up. I’ll be back
shortly with the wine and a basket of warm bread.”


Rafael
gathered my hand in his as he reached across the table. “Feel better?”


I
nodded. 


“Have
you decided whether you’re going to resume working at Seeds for Peace?” he
asked, settling back against his seat.


I
took a sip of water while I sorted through my response. I still felt conflicted
about my decision, and I knew Rafael didn’t want me to continue working for the
organization. “I would like to continue working for them. Paul has offered to
let Shae and me work exclusively from DC, conducting research and developing
training materials. We won’t have to travel abroad for any of the trainings
until we decide we’re ready to take on another trip. He’s been very
accommodating with the sabbatical, and I don’t think he’s going to pressure us
to do anything we’re not ready to do, given what happened in Ukraine.”


Rafael’s
eyes darkened. “He should be accommodating. Your life was threatened because he
sent you to Ukraine without a security detail.”


I
shook my head. “I doubt that would have deterred the SVR. I had security
guards. Remember? You assigned Ethan and Brady to protect me.”


“Maxim
wouldn’t have been permitted anywhere near you if you had been assigned a visible
security detail… if I hadn’t been trying to hide the fact that Ethan and Brady
were watching over you. If you hadn’t gotten involved with Maxim, you wouldn’t
have met Prime Minister Azarov. The prime minister wouldn’t have offered you a
job, and the SVR wouldn’t have been able to use you to force them to extend the
lease allowing the Russian naval fleet to remain in Sevastopol,” Rafael noted
bitterly.


“Maxim
was trying to protect me,” I argued softly.


“His
interest in you extended far beyond that,” he snapped. He sighed heavily.
“Regardless of his intentions, your involvement with him made you an even
greater target.” 


Our
debate came to an abrupt stop when the waitress delivered the bread and wine.
Rafael sampled the wine and nodded his approval. His attention returned to me
as soon as the waitress walked away. “I’m sorry. I don’t want to ruin dinner
with this conversation. What’s done is done, and there is no undoing it. If you
are going to work for Seeds for Peace, I just want to know there’s a plan in
place to keep you safe if you decide to travel for another assignment.”


I
stared sullenly into my wine. “Paul said he was changing the policy. He’s
planning to send the training teams with a security detail from this point
forward. I think they’re still accepting bids for that contract, if you’re
interested.”


Rafael
shook his head. “I prefer to work in the United States, as do most of the men working
at my security firm.” He moved his chair so we could sit on the same side of
the table. He tilted my face toward his once he reclaimed the seat. “If you
decide to travel for work, to teach at another university, I want you to
promise me that you’ll let me accompany you.” He put his finger on my lips when
I began to object. “I know Paul is going to assign his own security detail.
That’s fine, but I will not trust your security to anyone else, and it is not
fair of you to ask me to do so, not after everything we’ve been through.”


A
single tear slid down my cheek. “I promise,” I finally conceded. 


Rafael
brushed the tear aside with his thumb before kissing me on the cheek. “Where do
they plan to sponsor the next training?” he asked. His arm rested comfortably
against the back of my seat. 


“India
and Pakistan,” I replied. “The two trainings are scheduled back to back, but
I’m not attending either one of them.”


He
handed me the wine I’d previously abandoned. “Good.”


We
settled in to enjoy the jazz vocalist when the fried green tomatoes arrived. We
both had a clear view of the band, now that Rafael was sitting on my side of
the table. He waited until after we’d eaten dinner and I had a couple of
glasses of wine in me before he posed the question I suspected he’d been planning
all night. “I want you to tell me one thing… nothing too big… but something
you’ve been dreaming of doing.”


“Why?”
I asked, my voice strained.


He
brought my hand to his lips as his eyes sought mine. “I told you the other
night. We are going to build new dreams, Kristine, and we’re going to work
toward them together.”


Fear,
insecurity, and dread jockeyed for position while I considered his request.


The
waitress stopped by with two steaming mugs of coffee, bread pudding, and peach
cobbler. Both desserts were served warm with a side of vanilla bean ice cream. 


“Well?”
Rafael inquired encouragingly. He nudged the coffee a little closer to me.


My
mood lifted as soon as I smelled the smoky cigar notes beckoning from the coffee.
I blew the steamy tendrils away from the mug and took a sip before sampling my
dessert. The dark roast coffee complemented the bread pudding perfectly. “I’d
like to take you back to Montana to meet my parents,” I finally confessed.


Rafael’s
eyebrows shot up in surprise, then fell into a deep scowl. “Did Jase tell you?”
he demanded accusingly. He reached for his cell phone, his thumb hovering over
the screen as he awaited my response. He appeared to be plotting some scathing
text message to Jase.


Caramel
oozed onto the table when the spoon stopped abruptly in front of my mouth. “What?
What does Jase have to do with this?” 


Rafael
looked up from the cell phone. “He didn’t tell you?”


I
set the spoon down. “Tell me what?” I grumbled irritably. His odd behavior was
seriously threatening my ability to enjoy the decadent dessert. 


Rafael’s
laughter warmed every part of my body as it rolled through me. I stared at him
in shock. His laugh was still one of the most beautiful sounds I’d ever heard.


“Looks
like I owe Jase an apology,” he said with a sheepish smile. He flicked at the
screen on his phone and scrolled through his e-mail. He handed me the phone
when he found what he’d been looking for.


“Is
this a confirmation for plane tickets?” I asked a bit uncertainly. 


He
grinned as he dug into his dessert. “Two plane tickets to Montana. I was
planning to surprise you. We leave on Sunday.”


“You
purchased plane tickets to Montana?” I repeated, not quite daring to believe it.
“Why?”


He
held a spoonful of peach cobbler up for me to try. “I’ve wanted to take you
back to Montana to see your family ever since we returned from Saint-Tropez,
but you were so overwhelmed with your coursework, I didn’t dare schedule the
trip until after summer semester was over.”


I
nearly knocked the spoon out of his hand as I threw my arms around his neck.
“Thank you! Rafael, your timing couldn’t be more perfect. I’ve been dying to go
back to Montana. How did you know? God, this is exactly what I need,” I began
babbling, then laughed when I caught sight of him still balancing the proffered
spoon in his hand. I tasted the cobbler and offered him a bite of bread
pudding. 


He
hummed his appreciation. “That’s even better than the cobbler.” He shoved the
cobber aside and reached for my dessert. “I thought you could use some down
time and would feel better if you were surrounded by family,” he murmured
softly. “Do you mind terribly that I’m going with you? I can stay behind if you
prefer, although I’d still want to send Jase in my place. I don’t want you traveling
alone.”


I
shot him an incredulous look. “I’m not going to Montana with Jase. I want you
to go with me. I know we’ve only been dating for five months, but I would
really like you to meet my parents.”


Relief
softened his face, but the worry lines quickly returned. “Is the rest of your
family as protective as your cousin, Lexie?” 


I
laughed. “No. Lexie is probably my fiercest protector, aside from you, of
course.”


“Do
you think your father will approve of me?” he inquired nervously. He suddenly
seemed no more confident than a teenage boy asking a girl to prom. 


My
eyes drifted toward the jazz band. “I don’t think it’s my father you have to
worry about.”


He
glanced at me questioningly. 


“It’s
Dan,” I remarked softly. “Dan and Kadyn are pretty tight.”


“Dan
is the Vietnam veteran who watched over you in Montana… the one who helped
Kadyn find you in Trout Lake and when Michael took you to Paris?” Rafael inquired.


I
nodded.


Rafael
sighed. “Your entire family would probably prefer you marry Kadyn.” 


“Kadyn
hangs the moon in their eyes,” I reluctantly agreed. “But they know you love me,
Rafael. It won’t be an easy transition for them, but once they’ve spent a
couple of days with you, they’ll see that while Kadyn hangs the moon, you hang
the sun and the stars.” 


“You
think I hang the sun and the stars?” he asked, suddenly perking up.


“Pretty
much,” I confessed. “I know you’d move heaven and earth to see me smile.”


He
tilted my face toward his. “And you know how much I love you…”


I
searched his eyes questioningly. “I do.”


“And
you love me…” he prompted, the full force of his attention on me.


Butterflies
danced inside my stomach. I felt skittish but stilled when he cupped my face in
the palm of his hand. “Yes, I love you, Rafael… very much.”


He
wove his fingers through my hair. The rest of the room faded to black when he
pulled my face toward his. “I’m not asking you here. This isn’t the right time
or the right place, but you will agree to marry me when I propose?” 


My
heart ground to a stop. If I said “yes” now, I was sealing our fate. I’d be
forfeiting any right to say “no.” Clearly, he was looking for a promise… a
promise he’d consider binding once it was made. Still, there wasn’t a single
part of me that wanted to say “no.” Rafael was the thin thread holding me
together. As thin as that thread was, our experiences had woven us together so
tightly there was no room for anyone else. Rafael understood me, bore my pain,
and shared my losses like no one else. The answer seemed easy enough, but it
was frightening all the same. I knew that if I committed to this dream, it
would disintegrate right in front of me, robbing me of any remaining desire to
live or breathe. This was no small leap of faith. 


Rafael’s
cedar and clove scented cologne soothed me as he leaned forward and kissed me
on the lips. He trailed kisses all along my jawline before pressing his lips
against my ear. “Neither of us is meant to be without the other, Kristine. Say
‘yes,’” he murmured in a low, seductive tone.


My
heart thudded once… twice… three times as he pulled back and peered into my
eyes. Time hung suspended while he awaited my response. A familiar sense of
peace fell over me… the same peace that had found me on the beach in
Saint-Tropez found me here under this makeshift tree and moonlit sky. I
marveled at how something could seem so frightening and so undeniably right.
“Yes,” I finally breathed. 


Rafael’s
face lit with a triumphant smile. His lips captured mine in a caramel and
coffee laced kiss as he gathered me into his arms. His tongue swept through my
mouth, coaxing, possessive, and strong. My anxieties flared, then faded as he reclaimed
every last piece of my broken heart. 


*
* * * *


I
kissed Rafael’s cheek before ringing Cenia’s doorbell. “You okay?” I asked. The
poor guy was still trying to wrap his head around the fact that one of Kadyn’s
friends had invited him over for dinner. 


He
eyed the bottle of wine he’d selected as a gift for the hundredth time. “I’m
good. Are you sure she likes Chianti? Maybe I should have purchased the Riesling.”



Cenia
pulled me in for a hug as soon as she opened the door. “Hi, Kri. Thanks so much
for coming to help.” She stood on her tiptoes as she gave Rafael a hug. “It’s
good to see you again, Rafael.” She pulled the door open a little wider and
ushered the two of us inside her condo. 


Rafael
handed Cenia the bottle of wine. “Thank you for inviting us to dinner.”


Cenia
read the label before setting the bottle on the dining room table. “Thanks! This
will be perfect with dinner. How’s your handwriting, Rafael?”


He
glanced at me uncertainly. “My handwriting?”


Cenia
laughed. “I’m afraid I’m going to need a writing sample from you. I’m not
letting you near those wedding invitations without a writing sample.”


“What?”
Rafael asked, thoroughly confused. 


“All
you have to do is scribble something on a piece of paper, make it look really
messy, and you’re off the hook,” Roger said as he joined us in the living room.



Cenia
threw her hands on her hips. “Surely you don’t expect me to address all two
hundred and twenty-three wedding invitations by myself?”


Roger
offered her a quick peck on the cheek before shaking Rafael’s hand. “Certainly
not. That’s what Kri’s here for. Rafael’s going to help me grill the kabobs.”


Rafael
laughed. “Nice to see you again, Roger.” He met Cenia’s gaze as he confessed, “My
handwriting leaves a lot to be desired. I’m much better equipped for the
grill.” 


I
nabbed one of the wedding invitations from the coffee table so I could see what
Cenia had ordered. The invitation was written in an elegant script, the heavy
linen paper embellished in all four corners with scrolling leaves and delicate
blue flowers. “Rafael’s a really great cook, Roger. You’re missing out if you
don’t task him with something a bit more complicated.” 


Roger’s
eyes brightened. “Do you know how to cook rice?”


Rafael
nodded. “Do you have fresh garlic, onion, tomatoes, cilantro, and parsley on
hand?” 


Cenia
reached for an invitation. “I have everything but fresh parsley. Why?”


“I’ll
run to the store and get fresh parsley so I can make Portuguese rice. Kabobs are
quite popular in Portugal, but we typically serve them with Portuguese rice,”
Rafael explained.


“I’d
love to try Portuguese rice,” Cenia said, dropping the invitation back inside
the box. 


“Did
you drive the Enzo?” Roger inquired.


Rafael
smiled. “Yes.”


“Then
I’m going to the grocery store with you,” Roger announced.


“Would
you like to drive?” Rafael asked as the two men turned toward the door.


Roger
grinned. “I’d love to.”


“Just
great!” Cenia exclaimed. “If he lets Roger drive that Ferrari, they’ll be gone
for hours.”


“Grab
another bottle of wine for dinner,” I called after Rafael, “because Cenia and I
are opening this one now.” 


Cenia
flopped onto the couch. “These invitations are way more complicated than I
thought.”


I
grabbed the bottle of wine off the dining room table and ducked inside the
kitchen. “We’ll get a lot more done with the two of them gone. They’ll just
distract us if they’re hanging around.” I dug through Cenia’s kitchen drawers
until I found her foil cutter and corkscrew. I popped open the bottle of wine,
poured two glasses, and returned to the living room. “Let’s put some music on,”
I suggested after handing her the wine.


Cenia
reached for her cell phone. “Thanks,” she murmured, taking a sip of wine. She
set her iPhone to play Lady Antebellum’s “Need You Now” before setting it back
on top of the coffee table.


“Have
you generated a list of wedding guests?” I asked, settling in next to her.


She
pulled an Excel spreadsheet out from underneath the box of invitations and handed
it to me. “I figured I might as well develop a spreadsheet, so I can keep track
of the RSVPs.”


I
handed her the top four sheets and kept the rest. “You work on that half of the
list, I’ll work on this half. Did the stationary shop include instructions for
assembling the wedding invitations?”


Cenia
dug through the box. “Here’s a diagram and some directions for addressing the
envelopes.”


I
reviewed the instructions. “The only thing I’m not sure about is how to address
invitations to military members. I assume you need to note their rank.”


Cenia
nodded. “Yes. I have some guidelines pulled up on my iPad. I’ll go get it.” She
took another sip of wine before walking away from the couch. 


I
arranged all the different inserts into piles; accommodation card, map card,
response card, response envelope, reception card, tissue, invitation, inner
envelope, and outer envelope; so it would be easier to assemble everything in
the proper order. “We need to choose a date for the bridal shower, and I need contact
information for the friends you’d like me to invite.”


Cenia
set the iPad on the end table next to the couch. “I’ll e-mail you a list of
names, addresses, and some possible dates tomorrow.”


I
began addressing my first invitation. “What kind of bridal shower would you
like?” 


Cenia
gathered up the envelopes, invitation, and other inserts for her first
invitation. She paused briefly before addressing the inner envelope. “My mom is
throwing a kitchen and bath shower while Roger and I are in McAllen sampling
cakes and food for the reception. I’d like to change things up a bit with my
Virginia friends… maybe a lingerie party?”


I
secretly smiled inside. I had the perfect gift in mind. “A lingerie party. That’s
what I was thinking! Do you want to have a bachelorette party afterwards?”


Cenia
shook her head. “No bachelorette party. Roger and I loathe the idea of bachelor
and bachelorette parties. We’re hosting a dinner and dance at my parent’s house
instead.”


“I’ve
never really been a fan of bachelorette parties either,” I confessed. I
assembled another invitation. “I see you’ve already put stamps on the response
envelopes. Do you have stamps for the outer envelopes?”


Cenia
shook her head. “Roger ordered some custom-made wedding stamps, but they
haven’t arrived yet.” She topped off our wine glasses before assembling another
invitation. “Rafael sure knows his wine. Has he forgiven me for asking you to
dance with Kadyn?”


I
crossed another name off the excel spreadsheet. “Rafael’s fine. He knows how
much I love him.”


“Does
he?” Cenia inquired softly.


I
glanced at her in surprise. “I suppose I’ve given him enough reasons to feel
insecure with everything that’s happened.”


Cenia
nodded. “I’m still secretly rooting for Kadyn, but I understand why you’re in
love with Rafael. You’ve been through a lot together, he’s a really good guy,
and he is crazy about you.”


“I
don’t deserve either of them,” I mused. I crossed another name off the list
before assembling another invitation.


Cenia
scowled. “That’s where you’re wrong. Your ex-husband stole your self-worth, Kri.
What I wouldn’t give to see you get it back. If only you could see what the
rest of us see when we look at you. Maybe then you’d find some peace and
happiness.”


I
was uncomfortable with the direction our conversation was heading so I steered
the conversation back toward their wedding plans. “Has Roger picked out a tux
yet?” 


Cenia
let me off the hook. “Yes. Roger and Kadyn picked their tuxes out last weekend.
That reminds me... we still need to go shopping for bridesmaid dresses.” She
tucked all the bits and pieces of the wedding invitation into the outer
envelope.


I
took another sip of wine. “I’m afraid that’s going to have to wait until I get
back from Montana.” 


Cenia’s
pen stalled just above the envelope. “I didn’t know you were planning a trip
back to Montana.”


I
smiled. “I wasn’t. Rafael surprised me with plane tickets last night. We’re
leaving tomorrow morning so we can squeeze the trip in before school and my job
at Seeds for Peace start up again.”


“Tell
Lexie, Kimme, and Dan I say ‘hey,’” she said as the front door swung open.


“We’re
cancelling the reception so we can buy an Enzo F70,” Roger announced. 


Cenia
laughed. “Cancelling the wedding reception wouldn’t free up enough money to buy
the tires for that car.”


“A
man can dream,” Roger quipped. He perched on the arm of the couch and swiped at
the screen on his cell phone. “I can’t even find a photograph of the Enzo F70
on the Internet. In fact, the only thing I’ve found is speculation about an
Enzo successor.”


Rafael
pocketed his keys. “The Enzo F70 hasn’t been released yet.”


Roger
looked thoroughly confused. “But you referred to your Ferrari as an Enzo F70.”


Rafael
glanced at me a bit sheepishly. “Technically it’s not. I’m driving one of the
prototypes for the Enzo F70. This prototype has a V-12 eight hundred horsepower
engine. They’re planning to pair this engine with a KERS hybrid system which
should bump the engine capacity up to nine hundred and fifty horsepower. They
still need to work through a few design kinks, so I don’t think you’ll see the Enzo
F70 released for at least another year.”


Roger’s
mouth fell open. “How did you get your hands on that car?”


“I
was in Maranello when they were track testing the prototype.” Rafael leaned
over and kissed the top of my head. “Let’s just say I made Amedeo Felisa an
offer he couldn’t refuse.”


“I
can’t believe you settled for an eight hundred horse power engine,” I murmured mockingly.
I grasped the back of his neck and pulled him down for a more thorough kiss. 


Roger
grabbed Rafael’s arm and dragged him toward the kitchen. “We’ve got to get the
rice and kabobs started,” he insisted. “Then you’re going to give me the full
story on that Enzo.”


Cenia
and I continued assembling and addressing wedding invitations while the two men
cooked. We were nearly finished by the time they called us to the patio. 


Roger
poked his head through the sliding glass doors. “The kabobs are ready.” 


Rafael
pulled me up off the floor when he walked by with the rice. “Table’s been set.
We’re all ready for you two lovely ladies.” He reached for Cenia’s hand and
gently pulled her to her feet.


“Thanks,
Rafael.” Cenia gathered our wine glasses and followed Rafael and me out to the
patio.


The
guys had removed the umbrella and draped a white linen tablecloth over the top
of Cenia’s wrought iron table. Three white candles were glowing softly from the
center of the table. Bamboo torches were lit all along the patio. Country music
was playing softly from Roger’s iPod, which was docked in a speaker near the
grill. “This is lovely,” I noted admiringly. 


Rafael
pulled a chair out for me. “Sadly, I can’t take any credit for this. This was
all Roger’s idea.” 


Cenia
kissed Roger on the cheek. “Thanks, honey. This is very sweet.”


He
tucked Cenia into the chair across from me. “Is it sweet enough for you to
reconsider abstaining from sex?”


Cenia
looked completely mortified. “Roger! We are not discussing this in front of
Rafael and Kri.”


“I’d
like to hear what they think,” Roger replied. He winked at me. He always winked
when he was being mischievous. His voice took on an overtly wounded tone as he
settled into his chair. “We had a great sex life before I proposed, then she
totally cut me off. She’s decided we shouldn’t have sex until our wedding
night. I can’t figure out where I went wrong. I would have thought a proposal
would have earned me loads more sex, but it’s had quite the opposite result.”


I
tried not to laugh at the pained expression on Cenia’s face. “Refraining from
sex could make your wedding night more memorable,” I opined. “I think it’s a
great idea.”


Roger
scowled at me before seeking sympathy from Rafael. “Help me out here, Rafael.
I’m not sure I can survive the next two and a half months without sex.” He
began distributing the kabobs on everyone’s plate.


Rafael
heaped a spoonful of Portuguese rice onto my plate. “You might be surprised by
what you’re willing to endure for the woman you love.”


Roger
glanced questioningly at Rafael. “What is that supposed to mean?”


Rafael
shrugged as he scooped a pile of rice onto Cenia’s plate. “I’m just saying, two
and a half months without sex is nothing. Trust me. You’ll survive.”


Roger’s
eyes narrowed, then widened with understanding. “You two aren’t having sex!” he
exclaimed. “Now that’s a shocker.”


“Roger!
That’s enough. We’re done talking about sex,” Cenia scolded. She glanced at me apologetically.
“I’m sorry, Kri. I didn’t tell Roger everything that happened in Ukraine.”


Roger
glanced at me. The mischievous glint in his eyes was gone. Concern now etched
his ruggedly handsome face. “What did they do to you, Kri?” he inquired softly.
He had completely abandoned his plate.


I
couldn’t decide if I wanted to laugh or cry. I was working so hard to forget
the past, but it kept creeping up on me. I took a sip of wine, stalling so I
could smooth out my frayed emotions. Finally, I looked at Roger. “Don’t feel
bad for ribbing us about our sex life, Roger. You couldn’t possibly have
known.” My lungs deflated as I sorted through the best way to explain what the
SVR had done.


Rafael
squeezed my hand encouragingly. “Imagine the worst possible place someone could
shove a stun gun on a woman who had been beaten, doused with water, and
stripped bare.”


Roger’s
shoulders fell. He glanced at Cenia. “Why didn’t you tell me?” he whispered
angrily.


“I
didn’t think Kri would appreciate me sharing something so… personal,”
Cenia explained softly. 


Roger
couldn’t bring himself to look at me. Instead, he looked at Rafael. “No wonder
Kadyn’s refused to discuss what happened in Ukraine. If you two are planning
any sort of retaliation, I want in.”


I
jumped out of my chair, suddenly panicked. “No! No one’s seeking revenge. Do
you understand me? I don’t want either of you or Kadyn going to Ukraine. I
can’t… I can’t lose anyone else.” I tried to slow my heart rate with deep
gulping breaths, but the tears came anyway.


Rafael
rose from the table and wrapped me in his arms. “You’re not going to lose me. I
promise, Roger, Kadyn, and I won’t go to Ukraine.”


I
buried my face in his shirt. “They killed Michael,” I cried. “He paid them, and
they still killed him. They kill for no reason at all.”


“I
know,” Rafael whispered soothingly.


Roger
joined us. “I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean to make you cry. I was just trying to
get a little sex.” He sounded like a four year old boy who’d just been caught
shoplifting a much coveted toy.


I
lifted my head from Rafael’s chest and stared dumbfounded at Roger. Suddenly, I
was laughing. “You could always try to get her drunk,” I suggested when I
finally found my voice.


Rafael
kissed the top of my head before returning to his chair. He tugged me onto his
lap and handed me a glass of wine. “Maybe I should get you drunk,” he murmured
thoughtfully.


“I
do have a guest room,” Cenia noted, “and a few more bottles of wine…”


“I
can’t listen to them having sex and not get any,” Roger whined. He was already back
to his mischievous self.


Cenia
patted his hand. “Don’t worry, honey. I’ll steal his keys so we can fool around
in his car.”


Rafael
and I smiled at each other knowingly. “Having sex in that car is a bit more
difficult than you might think. The motorcycle was much easier,” I confessed.


Roger
groaned miserably. “This is not helping.”


Rafael,
Cenia, and I burst out laughing. 


“Serves
you right,” Cenia said as we began to eat dinner. “You might want to think
twice before complaining about our sex life again.” 











Chapter 4 – Heart headed home


 


“Do
you miss the jet?” Rafael asked. He leaned across the armrest dividing our
first class seats and peered down at the heavily treed mountains carving the
landscape below. The airplane was already beginning its descent into Great
Falls. 


I
stared out the window and forced myself to see the river winding through the
trees. I didn’t want to see the blood soaked carpet or Michael dying in my
arms, but I did every time I thought about Michael’s airplane. “No. I don’t
miss the jet,” I assured him. I was relieved when Rafael sold it. The carpet
had been replaced and the superficial damage from the bullet holes repaired
while we were in Berlin, but neither of us felt comfortable using Michael’s
airplane after the incident in Ukraine.


He
pressed his lips to the back of my hand. “What are you looking at?” 


I
smiled. Rafael always seemed to know when I shouldn’t be left alone with my
thoughts. “The Missouri River,” I replied. “Do you fish?” I turned away from
the window so I could study his face… his golden skin, the hint of whiskers
that darkened his masculine jawline, his strong nose, high cheekbones, and
deeply captivating eyes. 


His
soft brown eyes sparked with amusement. “I’ve never tried fishing. Why? Do you
fish?”


I
laughed. “No. My grandpa tried to teach me, but I couldn’t bear to kill the
worm, let alone the fish. He gave up on me when he caught me sneaking his hard
earned fish back into the lake.”


Rafael’s
laughter warmed me as the wheels of the plane touched down. We were both thrown
forward when the pilot hit the brakes a little too hard. He was hinting at just
how short the runway was. “You okay?” Rafael asked when the plane finally
slowed.


I
nodded. “Yes. I’m anxious to see everybody. How are you holding up?”


“I’m
a little nervous,” he confessed. He glanced out at the tarmac before linking
our hands together again. “I’m looking forward to meeting your family.”


“I’ll
ask my dad to take you fly fishing when we visit them in Hamilton, if you’d
like.” I unbuckled my seatbelt when the plane rolled up to the gate. 


Rafael
smiled. “I’d like that.” He released his seatbelt and pulled his backpack from
the overhead compartment before helping me out of my seat.


“We’re
going to be doing a lot of driving over the next few days,” I warned. We were
planning to spend two days with Lexie in Great Falls, two days with Kimme and
Dan in Helena, and two days with my parents in Hamilton before driving back to
Great Falls for the return flight to Reagan National Airport. Everything was so
spread out in Montana. The state sprawled north, south, east, and west for
hundreds of miles, but the patchwork of farms, majestic canyons, and heavily
treed mountains carved a scenery that more than made up for the inconvenience
of driving long distances.


Rafael
and I walked through the jet bridge and made our way toward the luggage
carousel. “If you don’t mind keeping an eye out for our luggage, I’ll go secure
the rental car,” Rafael proposed.


“You’re
going to leave me without a bodyguard?” I gasped teasingly. The Great Falls Airport
was so small the rental car counters overlooked both luggage carousels.


Rafael
rolled his eyes. He was chuckling softly when he sauntered off toward the
rental counters. 


I
gathered both suitcases and joined him at the rental counter. “What are we
going to be driving?”


He
nodded toward the salesperson. “He needs to see your driver’s license so I can
include you as an additional driver. I’m renting a new Jeep Cherokee so you can
get a feel for how they drive. I thought it might inspire you to upgrade your jeep
when we get back home.”


I
fished my driver’s license out of my wallet and handed it to the sales clerk.
“You expect me to settle for a jeep when you offered me a diamond encrusted
Mercedes?” I inquired teasingly.


Rafael
finished signing the paperwork. “I’ll buy both if you trade in that jeep.” He
smiled and handed me the keys.


I
laughed. “Now you’re talking.” My cell phone rang when we walked outside. I
glanced down at the phone and smiled. “Hey, cuz.” 


“Oh,
good. You’ve landed. Is pizza okay for dinner? I had to work late at the
hospital, and Nate’s stuck at the office preparing for an early morning trial.”


I
glanced at Rafael. He had stubbornly insisted on carrying all the luggage. He
stopped in front of a white Jeep Cherokee and nodded.


I
hit the key fob to open the rear hatch. “Pizza sounds great. You know me. I
like every type of pizza known to man. Rafael will eat anything but Hawaiian.
He’s deeply opposed to eating fruit on pizza.”


Lexie
laughed. “Okay. See you soon!”


Rafael
set the luggage inside the back of the jeep and closed the hatch. “Pizza and
wine for dinner?” he asked.


I
nodded. “Pizza is a bit of a tradition for us. Can I drive?”


He
reached for my hand. “Of course you can drive. You know this area far better
than I do, but you’re going to have to pay the toll first.”


“The
toll?” I asked. There were no toll roads in Montana. 


Rafael
leaned against the side of the jeep. “The toll,” he murmured suggestively. “I
need a kiss.” He pulled me toward him until I was standing between his legs.


I
luxuriated in the heat and strength that radiated from his chest. I lost myself
in his warm, brown eyes while tugging the leather band from his hair. I slipped
the band over my wrist and buried my hands in his hair, knowing it would
release the spicy notes from his cologne. 


Rafael
pulled me up onto my tiptoes until our lips met in a sultry kiss. My hands
clenched at the nape of his neck as his tongue began to move in slow, intoxicating
strokes. Heat flooded my abdomen and thighs when he pulled our hips flush,
settling his erection between my legs. 


“Rafael,”
I groaned. My body and brain were running in opposite directions.


Rafael
pinned me against the vehicle when I tried tempering the kiss. “We’re going to
work through these fears,” he warned as he pressed every hard angle of his body
into mine. His hands burned a trail from my hips to my breasts.


My
breath caught when my breasts pebbled against his thumbs. He grasped my face
and resumed the kiss until we both lost sight of where we were. He planted
open-mouthed kisses all along my neck when he finally broke the kiss. “Let’s go
make this dream come true,” he murmured huskily.


My
heart pounded some obscure warning when he began to back away. Cenia’s question
echoed through my mind. My fingers instinctively tightened in his hair as I
forced him to look into my eyes. “Surely you know. You’re the only one that
matters. You are the only dream I need to come true.”


Surprise,
then relief lit his handsome face. He locked me in the fiercest embrace without
breathing another word.


*
* * * *


I
opened one eye when the bedroom door creaked open, then quickly slammed it
shut. Lexie was tiptoeing across the room, presumably on some mission to scare
the living daylights out of me. I tried not to smile as I feigned sleep.
Rafael’s arm was flung over me. His arm felt heavy, like he was still asleep. The
poor guy was in for a rude awakening.


I
felt the bed dip down near my knees just before Lexie started jumping on the
bed. She simultaneously began belting out the lyrics to “I’m Walking on
Sunshine,” her voice terribly out of pitch. 


Rafael
buried his head underneath his pillow. “Make it stop!” he groaned. He sounded
as if he were in an excruciating amount of pain.


I
reached for my pillow and swung it against Lexie’s knees. She collapsed onto
the bed in a fit of laughter. 


“You
kept us up all night talking. The least you could do is let us sleep in,” I
grumbled half-heartedly.


Lexie
shook her head. “No way. I only get two days with you. Two! I’m going to make
every second count, so get up!” She sat up and looked at us expectantly. When
neither of us moved, she climbed over the top of Rafael, snatched his pillow,
and began beating him with it. “Wake. Up!”


He
quickly pinned her beneath him. “Cold water,” he demanded. “Now!”


I
sprinted toward the bathroom, filled a paper cup full of water, and ran it back
to the bedroom. Half the water sloshed out and splashed against my toes.


Lexie
was trying to wriggle out from beneath Rafael. “Dump it on her face,” he
instructed. He shot her a look that suggested he was bored. 


Lexie’s
eyes widened. “You wouldn’t!”


I
dangled the cup over her face. “Promise you won’t be sneaking in here and
waking us up early tomorrow morning.” 


Her
eyes narrowed. “You need to define early. Also, what time zone are you
referring to? It’s nearly eight o’clock in Virginia.”


I
tilted the cup a fraction of an inch and snickered when a single drop of water
splashed against her nose. 


“Okay,
okay! I won’t wake you up early!” she relented in an exasperated tone.


Rafael
eyed her warily, but he slowly released her arms.


Lexie
inched out from underneath him. “That guy’s got some serious muscle.” She massaged
her wrists before scooting off the bed. 


I
laughed. “You’re just now noticing that?”


She
shook her head. “I’ve noticed. I’ve just never been on the receiving end before.”
She turned to face us when she neared the door. “Are you guys ready for
breakfast?”


Rafael
shrugged. “Sure. I could eat.” 


“Me
too,” I agreed. I pulled a pair of sweats out of my suitcase and tugged them on.



“Good,”
she replied. “I like my bacon crispy and my eggs over easy.”


Rafael
shot me an inquisitive look. 


“She’s
serious,” I confirmed. “Looks like we’re in charge of breakfast.”


Within
minutes, we were hauling bacon, eggs, and toast out to Lexie’s backyard. Lexie
trailed after us with the orange juice and coffee. We sank into the large cushy
chairs surrounding her patio table so we could enjoy the early morning sun. The
air was crisp and noticeably void of humidity, but the pine trees were already beginning
to warm. I breathed in their rich, musky scent. “I love this place,” I proclaimed.
“Even the air is soothing.”


Rafael
poured the coffee while I piled eggs onto everyone’s plate. “Good. That’s why
we’re here.”


Lexie
fed a piece of bacon to Annie, her golden lab, before turning her attention to Rafael.
“How’s she coping with what happened in Ukraine?”


“I’m
sitting right here,” I noted mockingly.


Lexie
scowled at me. “I know where you’re sitting. I’m asking Rafael because I know he’ll
offer a more honest accounting. You’ll sugar coat everything.”


I
rolled my eyes over the top of my coffee mug.


“I’m
worried about her,” Rafael admitted.


“You’ve
lost weight again,” Lexie noted. “Are you sleeping?”


“Not
well,” I confessed, “but I’ve been trying to wean myself off the sleeping
pills.” 


She
popped a piece of bacon into her mouth before reaching for her orange juice. “Are
you seeing a therapist?” 


“I
saw the school counselor for a while. My schedule’s been a bit hectic, so I
haven’t been able to squeeze in any other therapists. I missed the first month
of summer school and had to make up all those assignments while juggling a full
course load the past eight weeks. I’m developing a personal risk seminar for my
university, and we’ve been dealing with Michael’s estate,” I explained before
digging into my eggs.


“That’s
her modus operandi” Lexie informed Rafael. “Whenever she’s dealing with
something traumatic, she buries herself in work.”


Rafael
reached for a piece of bacon. “She’s returning to work when we get back. She
doesn’t need more stress. She needs time to process everything that’s happened,
time to work through her anxieties and find some peace.”


Lexie
looked thoughtful. “Are you still doing yoga?”


I
shook my head. My mouth was too full of eggs to speak.


Rafael’s
face brightened. “That’s a great idea. Maybe you can start doing yoga in the
evenings before bed, or you can squeeze it in before you go to work like you
did in the spring.”


“Are
you journaling?” Lexie asked. She threw the raggedy old tennis ball that Annie
had deposited at her feet to the far end of the yard. 


“I
don’t like journaling,” I confessed.


“I
think you should consider it,” Lexie opined. “Journaling can help you process
and let go of things.” She reached for the coffee carafe and topped off our cups.
“So you decided to return to work. I can’t say that I’m happy to hear that.”


I
warmed my hands on my coffee cup while watching an incredibly fat robin dig a
worm out of Lexie’s lawn. Annie dropped the ball and chased after the bird. “I
don’t have to travel anymore, not unless I want to. Shae and I will be
responsible for generating some briefings and the training materials, but we
aren’t required to take on any trips. My boss, Paul, is going to join Cory and
Sammi for the trainings in India and Pakistan in October. He’s trying to gauge
how best to involve a security detail while ensuring they don’t become too obtrusive.
If the university students feel threatened by our bodyguards, it could impact
their willingness to work with us.”


Lexie
nodded. “I’ve seen how the presence of police officers impacts the willingness
of rape and domestic violence victims to speak at the hospital.”


“Your
personal security should come first, regardless of who might feel threatened by
the security detail,” Rafael groused. He crammed a bunch of eggs into his
mouth.


“What
if the security team were trainers too?” Lexie asked.


I
gaped at her. “That’s… brilliant!”


She
snorted softly. “Yeah, right.”


I
grabbed her arm. “No. I’m serious. That is brilliant. If the security
team led part of the training, they could pass as additional trainers. This
would give them a cover, so it wasn’t so obvious they were the hired muscle.”


Rafael
eyed me curiously. “What, if anything, could Ethan and Brady teach in your conflict
analysis and resolution trainings?”


I
grinned, thoroughly excited by Lexie’s innovative solution. “Well, for one
thing, they could teach students how to read body language. Non-verbal
communication is just as important as verbal communication when you’re
negotiating. They could also teach students how to assess the conflict
environment, de-escalate a conflict, reduce risk, and improve personal
security.”


Lexie
shoved her chair back from the table, folded her arms across her chest, and
settled back into her seat. “Dang. I am brilliant.”


Rafael’s
gaze flitted between the two of us. “I think you two may actually be on to
something.”


I
jumped up from my chair.


Rafael
looked surprised by the sudden burst of energy. “Where are you going?” 


I
yanked on the sliding glass door. “I’m going to call Paul and offer this hybrid
team up as a potential solution to our security problem.”


Lexie
laughed. “There’s no stopping that girl when she’s got her heart set on
something.”


“I
know,” Rafael groaned. “I just wish that something was me.” 


*
* * * *


I
dropped down next to Lexie in the grass. Rafael and Nate were standing in line,
waiting to order our fry bread and Indian tacos. The Little Shell Chippewa were
forming a circle in front of us. “You truly are brilliant,” I remarked.


“Do
you think he’s enjoying the pow-wow?” she asked. Bells jingled softly with
every step the dancers took. 


I
glanced over at Rafael. “Yes. He’s thoroughly enjoying this. I’m so glad you
suggested coming out here.” A chill shot down my spine when one of the dancers
cried out. The drums sounded, and the dance began at a slow, methodical pace.


We
had spent the past two hours touring the First Peoples Buffalo Jump. It was
windy, but the copper colored sandstone that formed the barren cliff was
breathtaking. We were sitting on a patch of wild grass among a handful of white
teepees. A bunch of sticks were poking out of the top of the teepees, but that
wasn’t what I was looking at. I was admiring the miles and miles of golden
wheat that was rippling in the wind. 


“When
I think about what these people went through,” Lexie said, shaking her head. There
were a few drops of Native American blood coursing through her veins, and she
was keenly aware of the hardships her ancestors had faced. 


“I
can’t even begin to imagine,” I replied. I studied the Chippewa’s regalia… the
colorful feathers, ribbons, beads, and fringe that flowed from their headdress and
clothes. They’d been persecuted, slaughtered, and stripped of most of their
land... land they’d held sacred. They looked so proud. I wondered if they ever
felt broken.


I
closed my eyes, took a deep breath, and slowly released it into the wind. I
could feel the Chippewa’s drums and the tapping of their feet in my legs, back,
and chest. They beat in time with my heart. 


“What
you went through makes me very mad,” Lexie confessed. “When I learned what
those Russians had done to you...”


“We
have to let it go. It will kill us if we don’t,” I whispered numbly. “Do you
think that’s what they’re doing?” I nodded toward the dancers. Their heads were
thrown back and then down as they poured their grief into the sky and ground.
Their haunting song was tugging tears from my eyes. I couldn’t understand the
words, but it was clear they were mourning something.


Lexie
stared at me, then burst into tears.


*
* * * *


“What
happened last night?” Rafael asked. We were driving through Wolf Creek Canyon
on our way to Helena. I could tell he was missing his Enzo with the way he was
hugging the twisting road. 


I
was staring out the window at the canyon walls and the large battalion of trees
guarding the river down below. “The Chippewa made us cry.”


He
glanced at me. “Seriously? You’re going to blame the Indians for that?”


I
chuckled softly. I tore my eyes from the breathtaking view so I could look at
him. “The song they were singing was very sad. Couldn’t you feel that?”


He
frowned. “I might have felt it if I hadn’t been juggling four tacos, fry bread,
and a girlfriend who was bawling her eyes out.”


“I
wasn’t bawling my eyes out,” I protested. 


He
offered me a crazed look. “I think you made the native’s cry.”


“That
was the song,” I insisted. “Did you like the fry bread?”


Rafael
nodded. “Once I brushed the sand off of it. Does the wind always blow that hard
around here?”


I
shook my head. “The wind won’t be blowing like that in Helena. The mountains
help buffer the wind.” I perked up excitedly. “There it is.”


Rafael’s
head tilted as he studied the town. Helena was still quite a few miles in the
distance. “It looks very small.”


“Nearly
thirty thousand people live there, close to sixty thousand if you count the
surrounding area,” I replied a tad bit defensively.


“That
is very small,” he announced even more decidedly. 


I
huffed out a breath and folded my arms across my chest. “I grew up in a town
with less than eleven thousand people. That is not small.” 


He
laughed at my theatrics. “Who are we seeing first?”


I
recited the agenda I’d so carefully crafted in my head. “We need to stop by
Walmart first, so we can buy Siobhan a birthday present. We’ll swing by the law
library to grab the booster seat from her mom. Then we’ll pick Siobhan up from
the childcare center so we can take her to the carousel for ice cream.”


“That
sounds fun,” he remarked. I couldn’t tell if he was being serious. 


I
narrowed my eyes at him. “You’re just relieved we aren’t seeing Dan.”


Rafael
laughed. “No. I like ice cream, kids, and amusement parks.”


I
shook my head. “We’re not going to an amusement park, just a carousel.”


He
looked thoroughly confused. “Just a carousel?”


“Trust
me. This is no ordinary carousel. When you see it, you’ll understand. We’ll be
there for a few hours. Siobhan’s mom has invited us over for dinner, so we’ll
eat at their house before we head over to Kimme and Dan’s.”


“Are
we spending the night there, or are we getting a hotel?” he asked.


The
tiniest bit of fear nipped at my heart. “Kimme would be crushed if we didn’t
stay with them. We’ll sleep at their house as long as Dan doesn’t try to kill
you.”


Rafael
rolled his eyes. “Dan’s not going to kill me.”


“He
might try,” I warned in all seriousness.


Rafael
laughed. “Let him try.”


My
eyes drifted back to the window. “Maybe we should stay at a hotel…”


*
* * * *


I
handed the childcare director my driver’s license. “I’m here to pick Siobhan
up. Her mother sent a note in with her this morning authorizing me to pick her
up.”


The
woman nodded as she scrutinized my ID. She pushed a bright red binder across
the counter and opened it in front of me. “Yes, Ms. Stone. I just need you to
sign here.” She handed me a pen before pressing a walkie-talkie to her mouth.
“Please send Siobhan to the front office for early dismissal.”


I
scratched Siobhan’s name and mine on the first available line, then noted the
time.


She
compared the signature on my driver’s license to the signature in the binder
before handing the driver’s license back to me. “Does Siobhan know you’re
picking her up?” she inquired amicably.


I
shook my head. “No. It’s supposed to be a surprise.” My heart stalled when I
saw Siobhan walking down the hall. Her head hung low, and her tiny shoulders
were slumped as if bearing some unfathomable weight. She’d grown taller. Her long
legs and willowy frame hinted at an inner grace which made her slumped
shoulders seem terribly out of place. Her long blond hair cast a soft glow
around her face and brushed wistfully against her tiny waist. 


“Is
that her?” Rafael asked with whispered awe. 


I
sank to my knees so we’d be at eye level when she finally looked up. “Siobhan,”
I called in a hushed tone.


Her
head popped up when she heard my voice. “Kri?” Her feet slowed, then bolted
toward me. She nearly bowled me over when she leapt into my arms. “Kri!” she
sobbed.


Her
tears beckoned mine with hurricane force. “Siobhan… honey… I’ve missed you so
much.” We clung to each other while slowly mending our grief-stricken hearts. 


Rafael’s
hand rested firmly on my back, a comforting anchor in a formidable storm. When
the tears finally subsided, he handed me a box of tissues. 


I
dabbed at Siobhan’s face before drying my own. “This is my friend, Rafael,” I
explained, my throat still choked full of tears. “Do you mind if he hangs out
with us today?”


Siobhan’s
eyes widened when she peered up at him. “He’s kinda big,” she noted a bit
uncertainly.


I
laughed. “Yes, he is.”


Her
little fingers untangled some illusory knot in her hair. “He has long hair like
you and me.”


Rafael
quirked his eyebrows questioningly as he glanced at me.


My
smile widened. 


“Do
you go to school like Kri and me?” she asked curiously.


He
gently shook his head. “No. I used to go to school, but I’ve already earned my
degree.”


She
studied him, obviously weighing his credentials. “Where do you work?”


“I
manage a security firm in Washington DC,” Rafael responded vaguely. I suspected
he was trying to protect her from the more frightening aspects of his work.


Siobhan’s
face wrinkled up in a rather charming display of thoughtful deliberation. She glanced
at me, seeking clarification.


“He
used to be a police officer,” I explained. “He protects people and helps keep me
safe.”


Siobhan’s
eyes widened with understanding. “Can you keep me safe?” she asked, turning
toward Rafael.


A
concerned look flitted across Rafael’s face. He knelt down beside us. “I would
consider it an honor to serve as your bodyguard, Siobhan.” He glanced around
the lobby, then lowered his voice. “Who am I protecting you from? I need to
know who to watch out for.”


Siobhan
pushed off my knees and inched a little closer to Rafael. She glanced at me
questioningly when she did.


I
nodded encouragingly. 


Siobhan
cupped her hands around Rafael’s ear and whispered her response. 


He
nodded before he leaned back to study her face. “Does she pick on you?”


Siobhan
sighed dejectedly. “She pulled my hair, and she won’t let any of the other kids
play with me. She said she doesn’t like blond hair, and she hates ballerinas.”
Siobhan’s bottom lip quivered. “I’m a ballerina.”


Rafael’s
eyes widened. “I’ve never met a ballerina before.”


Siobhan’s
chin lifted a little higher. “I’ve been studying ballet since I was four. I
perform in the Nutcracker every year. I was a mouse last year. I didn’t want to
be a mouse, I wanted to be a flower, but that’s the role Ms. Rousseau assigned
me. I’ve been practicing really hard so I can be a sugar plum fairy this year.
Auditions are next week.”


Rafael
held out his hand. He waited patiently for her to slip her elegant little
fingers in his. He bowed his head and planted a kiss on the back of her hand
when she did. “I would very much like to serve as your bodyguard, Siobhan. May
I?”


She
giggled, thoroughly enamored with Rafael’s knightly behavior. She nodded. “I
like him,” she confessed as her eyes met mine.


Rafael
kept her hand tucked inside his as he rose from the floor. He and Siobhan
walked up to the counter, where the childcare director was still standing. She
had been observing the entire exchange. “We do need to alert the authorities,”
Rafael explained, glancing briefly at Siobhan. “We don’t want your classmate
hurting any other ballerinas.” He reached for a piece of paper and a pen, then
scribbled something down. 


The
woman read the slip of paper before meeting Rafael’s fiercely determined gaze.
“We don’t tolerate bullying in our facility. I promise, I’ll take care of it.”


I
set the tissue box on the counter. “I thought we might take Rafael to the
carousel for some ice cream,” I said, turning toward Siobhan.


Her
porcelain face brightened even more. “You can ride my favorite horse,” she told
Rafael. She reached for my hand as we walked out the door. “I’m so happy you’re
here.”


“Me
too,” I responded softly.


“How
did you get my booster seat?” Siobhan asked when she climbed inside the jeep.


I
waited for her to get settled, then snapped her seatbelt into place. “We
stopped by to see your mom at the law library before we came to get you.”


She
twisted around in her seat so she could study the gigantic box stashed in the
back of the vehicle. Rafael and I had wrapped the box in bright pink paper, so
she couldn’t see what her present was. A large pink bow was nestled among
silver curling ribbon at the top. “What is that?” she asked, pointing to the
large box.


Rafael
and I exchanged smiles as we settled into our seats. “That is your birthday
present,” I explained, “but you don’t get to open it until we get to your
house. Your mom and dad want to see you open it.” I turned toward the carousel
as I pulled out of the parking lot.


“But
my birthday isn’t until next week,” Siobhan noted, still twisting in the seat.


“You
get to open your present early, since I can’t be here next week. I have to go
back to school,” I stated apologetically. 


“Can
we have cake?” Siobhan asked. “I think we should eat cake if we’re celebrating
my birthday.”


I
laughed. “Of course. Your mom is picking the cake up after work, and your dad is
insisting we eat pizza.”


“I
get two birthday parties!” Siobhan exclaimed excitedly.


“Did
your mom and dad video tape you dancing in the Nutcracker last year?” I asked.
“Maybe we can watch that while we’re eating dinner, so Rafael and I can see you
dance.”


“I’ll
give you a live performance,” Siobhan offered. She settled into her seat as she
began interrogating Rafael. “How old are you?”


Rafael
turned to face her. “Thirty-two.”


She
nodded politely, although the look on her face suggested she thought that was
incredibly old. “How tall are you?”


He
grinned. “Six foot three.”


“Do
you own any guns?” she asked.


“Yes,”
he responded hesitantly.


“My
daddy has guns too,” Siobhan replied. “Do you hunt?”


He
shook his head. “No.”


“Have
you been to Montana before?”


He
nodded. “Yes. Once.”


“Where
are you from?”


“Portugal.”


“Is
that far from here?”


Rafael
chuckled softly. “Yes. Very.”


Her
eyes narrowed. “How did you meet Kri?”


“I
used to be her bodyguard.” 


Siobhan
looked thoughtful. “You’re not her bodyguard anymore?”


He
glanced at me questioningly. 


“Rafael
is my boyfriend,” I explained.


“And
your bodyguard?” Siobhan asked. She seemed enthralled with the idea that we
might share the same bodyguard.


“Yes,”
he replied.


“Do
you two kiss?” She wrinkled up her nose as she awaited his response.


He
laughed. “Sometimes.”


“Do
you love Kri?”


He
looked at me. “Yes. I love her very much.”


“Are
you going to marry her?”


He
grinned. “If she’ll let me.”


She
looked pleased with his response. “If you have a little girl, will you name her
after me?”


Rafael
raised a single eyebrow questioningly. “Do you want me to?”


“Yes,”
she replied emphatically.


He
glanced at me.


I
wondered if Rafael realized I’d already named one child after her. I’d never
really mentioned that this was the person who’d inspired Genevieve’s middle
name. “We’ll see,” I responded softly. I pulled into the parking lot next to the
building that housed the carousel. “We’re here.”


We
spent a couple of hours at the carousel eating ice cream and furthering our
quest for the brass ring. The Great Northern Carousel was no ordinary carousel.
The detailing in the stained glass murals and the hand carved animals was
elaborate, the paint pristine. The carousel was a breathtaking piece of
artwork. A bison, bobcat, wolf, big horn sheep, otter, and grizzly danced among
the beautifully painted horses. We rode the carousel until each of us had won the
brass ring. Rafael seemed to enjoy grabbing the rings and tossing them at the
targets just as much as Siobhan and I did. 


Siobhan’s
interest and excitement over the gift sitting in the back of the jeep eventually
drove us to her house. Rafael lugged the enormous box up the driveway. Her
parents met us at the door.


“Can
I open it before we eat?” Siobhan asked excitedly.


“Why
not?” Rita answered with a laugh. 


We
trickled inside the house. Greg remained standing at the front door so he could
sign for the pizza, since the delivery boy had just pulled up. “Wait for me!”
Greg hollered as he carted the pizza inside the house.


Siobhan
waited until her dad set the pizza on the coffee table. Then she ripped into
the wrapping paper. Her hair lifted off her shoulders as she ran around the massive
box at Mach speed. Abruptly, she froze. “A Barbie dream house?” she inquired
breathlessly.


“Yes,”
I confirmed. “I think you’re old enough now. Don’t you?”


“Oh,
yes!” she agreed. 


“I
guess I know what we’ll be doing for the next few hours,” her dad noted with a
chuckle. 


We
stuffed our faces with pizza and cake while assembling the Barbie dream house.
Rafael and Greg snapped the larger pieces together, while Rita, Siobhan, and I
assembled the furniture and applied all the stickers. When the construction was
complete, Rita popped a recording of Siobhan’s Nutcracker performance into
their DVD. 


“I
didn’t realize mice could dance like that,” Rafael noted admiringly. “Can we
see the dance you’ll be performing for the upcoming auditions? I want to see
you dance like the sugar plum fairies.”


Siobhan
dashed off to her bedroom for a wardrobe change while her mother tracked down
the required music. Rafael and Greg moved all the furniture out of the way.
Then we settled onto the couch to watch Siobhan dance. 


I
had no doubt she’d snag the role of sugar plum fairy in the auditions by the
time she finished dancing. She had an unbelievable amount of poise and grace for
a soon-to-be seven year old. We applauded her performance until our hands hurt.



My
hands weren’t the only part of my body that hurt when Rafael and I walked away
from Siobhan’s house. My heart hurt too. Siobhan had grown so much in my
absence. The carefree child I’d moved away from a little over two years ago
didn’t exist anymore. At the tender age of seven, she was worried about her
upcoming dance auditions, and she was being bullied for her ambitions at
school. I felt the passage of time in a way I’d never felt before, and I was
keenly aware of the miles that rendered me powerless to help in any meaningful
way.


*
* * * *


I
took a deep breath when we pulled up to Dan and Kimme’s house. Ever since
Rafael had announced we were flying to Montana, I’d been worried about how Dan
would react to Rafael. He and Kadyn had grown to be close friends over the past
two years. Dan had been deeply opposed to my relationship with Michael, and I
had no reason to believe he felt any different about Rafael. Dan had told me
repeatedly that he wanted me to work things out with Kadyn.


The
fact that Dan was now sitting on his front steps polishing his rifle in
anticipation of our arrival did not bode well for Rafael. Still, this prompted
Rafael to laugh. “I can see Dan still takes his role as your protector very
seriously.”


I
just shook my head. “I’m sorry. He is very protective of me.”


Seemingly
unfazed, Rafael stepped out of the jeep, walked around the front of the
vehicle, and reached for my hand as he opened the passenger door. “I certainly
can’t fault him for that.”


We
left the luggage in the vehicle just in case. “Hey, Dan,” I called as we walked
hand-in-hand up the sidewalk.


“Hi,
Darlin’,” he replied with a lazy smile. “I was beginning to think you two
weren’t going to make it over here.”


I
laughed. “Siobhan is a little difficult to walk away from.”


He
set the gun aside, stood, and gave me a hug. “Thanks for coming, Krissy. We’ve
been worried about you.”


I
smiled through the tears that had pooled in my eyes. “I should have come
sooner.” I stepped back and pulled Rafael a little closer. He had released my
hand when Dan rose to give me a hug. “Dan, this is Rafael.”


Dan
nodded politely, but he made no move to shake Rafael’s hand. “Michael’s
brother,” he noted flatly.


Rafael
nodded. “Kristine speaks very highly of you, Dan. It would appear I’m in your
debt, with all you’ve done to keep her safe and to rescue her from Justin in
Trout Lake. Thank you.” He held out his hand.


My
breath caught as I awaited Dan’s response.


Dan
sized Rafael up for a couple of heartbeats, then slowly reached for his hand.
“Kadyn speaks highly of you, Rafael. He told me about the sacrifice you were
planning to make if those negotiations with the SVR fell through.”


My
breath rushed out all at once as the two men shook hands. “Sacrifice?” I asked.


“It
was nothing,” Rafael responded dismissively.


“Nothing,”
Dan snorted. “Wait. Krissy doesn’t know?”


“Know
what?” I demanded. My voice rose more than just a little. 


Dan
eyed Rafael curiously. “Rafael was going to sacrifice himself in a hostage
exchange… surrender himself to the SVR in exchange for your release.”


“What?”
I gasped. I gaped at Rafael. “Why didn’t you tell me?”


Rafael
sighed. “I thought it was a moot point.”


“I’m
very sorry about your loss,” Dan continued. “I didn’t care for your brother, stalking
Kri and forcing her into that relationship, but what he did in Ukraine…” His
voice trailed off. Dan shook his head. He was clearly battling some strong
emotions. “Damn communists… always torturing people, swindling them out of
their money, and shooting them in the back.”


Tears
welled in my eyes. “Dan,” I whispered pleadingly. “Please. I can’t…”


Rafael
was speechless. He looked stricken by the images Dan’s sentiments had conjured
up. 


Kimme
chose that moment to crack open the screen door and join us on the porch. “Oh,
I didn’t hear you guys pull up.” Her eyes flitted questioningly between the
three of us. “Oh, God. What did you say?” she asked Dan.


Dan
looked down at his combat boots repentantly. “I may have said something about
the commie’s torturing Krissy and shooting Michael in the back.”


Kimme
gasped, then groaned. “Oh, Dan. We talked about this.” Squeezing his hand
gently, she turned toward Rafael. “I’m so sorry. I’m sure Dan was just trying
to extend his sympathies. It’s just… with everything he went through in
Vietnam, I think what happened to Krissy and Michael in Ukraine has reignited
some old hostilities. The PTSD makes it difficult for him to cope with things
like this.”


Rafael
nodded in understanding. “I’ve worked alongside men with PTSD. I know how
difficult it can be.”


Dan
suddenly perked up. “I didn’t know you served in the military.” 


“I
served in the Portuguese Police Special Operations Group in the
counter-terrorism unit and then in VIP protection,” Rafael explained. He
wrapped his arm around my waist and tugged me a little closer. 


I
offered Rafael a tremulous smile. I was still riding the edge of an emotional
breakdown after Dan’s remarks. I leaned into Rafael’s chest, savoring his
warmth and the comforting weight of his arm.


Kimme
frowned at Dan. “Why is that gun sitting on the porch?” 


Dan
chuckled softly, seemingly privy to some inside joke. “I was just polishing
it.”


Kimme
planted her hands on her hips. “Dan! What am I going to do with you?”


Dan
laughed, loudly this time. “I can think of a few things you could do with me,”
he teased with a mischievous smile. 


Kimme
rolled her eyes before enveloping me in a hug. She offered Rafael a reassuring
pat on the back. “I’m glad you guys are here. Let’s crack open a bottle of wine.”
She turned toward the door, then stopped and pointed at Dan. “You. Put your
toys away, grab some wood, and meet us out back.”


Kimme
popped a cork out of a bottle of cabernet. She handed Rafael and me a glass,
poured a glass for herself, grabbed a beer for Dan, and led us out into the backyard.


Dan
was stacking wood inside the fire pit. Kimme set Dan’s beer on an outdoor table
and sank into one of the patio chairs. Rafael and I settled onto the couch. 


I
took a sip of the deep crimson wine and sighed appreciatively when it left
blackberry, cherry, and chocolate notes behind. “I don’t want to talk about
Michael or Ukraine,” I warned my friends. I knew those events were weighing
heavily on their minds, but I wasn’t about to waste what little time we had
together reliving that nightmare. “I just want to hear what you two have been
up to. Catch me up to speed with everything that I’ve been missing here.”


“Dan’s
building a weapons arsenal. He’s worried about all those changes they’re
contemplating in the gun laws,” Kimme grumbled. 


Dan
crammed some newspaper between the logs and tossed a match on top. “The gun you
saw on the porch was my latest acquisition. I had to drive all the way to
Anaconda to get her. I just brought her home today.”


“Was
that a Remington Bolt Action Model 700?” Rafael inquired.


Dan
nodded. “I bought it off a retired police sniper. With that scope, it’ll take a
half dollar out of your hand at 400 yards.”


“Have
you ever fired a Heckler and Koch MSG-90?” Rafael asked. “That’s the preferred
sniper rifle for the Portuguese Army.”


Dan
laughed. “Last time I checked, those guns were banned in the United States.”


Rafael
shook his head. “The U.S. issued an import ban, but there’s still about four hundred
of those guns floating around the United States.”


Dan
stilled. “Do you know anyone who’s got one?”


Rafael
nodded. A secretive smile played upon his face.


Dan
swore under his breath. “You’ve got one, don’t you?”


Rafael
grinned. “Next time you’re in Virginia, you can take her out for a test drive.”


Dan
was practically drooling. “I don’t suppose you’ve got one of those ‘smart
rifles’ everyone’s talking about?”


“The
TrackingPoint rifle hasn’t been released yet,” Rafael replied. He seemed
surprised that Dan even knew about it. “I shot a few rounds with the prototype,
but I didn’t care for it.”


“Why
not? I heard that thing will drill a hole through a penny from five hundred
yards away!” Dan exclaimed.


“Oh,
it does,” Rafael confirmed, “but that gun sucks all the fun out of shooting.
You can pull the trigger, but the gun decides when to shoot. It only fires when
the weapon is aimed in exactly the right place. Between the built-in laser and
the ballistics computer, there’s no skill required. What’s the fun in that?”


Dan’s
eyebrows furrowed. “I can see what you mean. You might as well just hire
someone to shoot for you.”


“How
much longer are you two going to talk guns? No offense, but Kri’s practically
asleep,” Kimme complained.


I
wasn’t really asleep. I was just enjoying the smell of the camp fire, the cool
night air, and the carefree banter that had already developed between Rafael
and Dan.


“What
do you two have planned for tomorrow?” Dan asked, seemingly switching gears.


I
snuggled closer to Rafael while Kimme refilled my wine. “I want to take Rafael
hiking along the Mount Helena ridgeline, but we’re going to need someone to
move the jeep for us.”


“Dan
and I can do that over my lunch hour,” Kimme assured me. “Leave the spare key
with me, and we’ll make sure your jeep is waiting for you at the end of the
trail. I think Charlie’s going to be sorely disappointed if he doesn’t get to
see you. Any chance you can squeeze that in before you head down to Hamilton?”


I
nodded. “I’d like to visit the office first thing in the morning, before we go hiking.”


Dan
perked up again. “You’re not dragging Rafael to the office, are you?”


I
shot Dan a scathing look. “You’re not hauling him out to the mountains like you
did Kadyn.”


“No…”
Dan conceded grudgingly. “I’ll make sure he stays a little closer to town so
you two can go on your little nature walk.”


My
eyes narrowed. “This little activity you’re planning for Rafael wouldn’t happen
to involve guns would it?”


Dan
laughed, but he didn’t respond. 


“Why?”
I demanded. “Do you know how unnerving that is? Every time I bring someone home
to meet you, you gotta drag the guns out. Why don’t you two just have a pissing
match on the fire pit and get this all out of your system now?”


Rafael
burst out laughing. “I think I’d prefer to hit the shooting range.”


Kimme
giggled. “I’d rather see you two pee on the fire.”


I
just shook my head. It felt really good to be home again.


*
* * * *


“Hey,
Charlie.” I shifted the large paper bag full of bagels into my left arm as I
nudged his office door open.


Charlie’s
entire face lit up. “Kri! I was hoping you’d stop by.” He walked around his
desk and gave me a hug. “It’s good to see you, kiddo. I see you stopped by The
Bagel Company.” There was no identifying information on the bag. The smell of
warm jalapeno cheese bagels had given me away.


I
chuckled softly. “You can’t find bagels like this on the east coast. Would you
like one?”


“Sure.”
Charlie grabbed his coffee cup and followed me down to the break room. 


I
grabbed one of the jalapeno cheese bagels before setting the bag in the center
of the table. “Where is everybody?”


Charlie
handed me a cup of coffee before filling his own. “Half of our staff is out on
vacation this week. Seems the only time we can take personal leave these days
is when the legislature’s not in session.” He rummaged through the paper bag, in
search of a blueberry bagel.


“Do
you need any cream cheese?” Kimme asked, breezing into the break room. She
deposited three containers of cream cheese on the table along with a second bag
of bagels. 


Charlie
and I shook our heads. We waited for Kimme to grab a cup of coffee and a bagel
before walking back to Charlie’s office. “Is everything okay with your dad?” I
asked. She had gotten waylaid in the parking lot when her mom called.


“Mom’s
pretty worried about him,” Kimme confessed. She sank into a chair next to
Charlie’s desk. “I need to request some time off, Charlie, so I can go see
him.” Kimme’s father lived in Minnesota. He had been struggling with heart
problems for years.


Charlie
pulled the door closed before taking a seat behind his desk. “Take all the time
you need.” He took a sip of coffee while silently studying me. “I heard what
happened in Ukraine,” he finally admitted.


I
looked at Kimme. 


She
slunk down in her seat. “You know I can’t keep anything from him. If Charlie
sees even a hint of puffiness around my eyes, he’s in my office trying to help.”



I
sighed. “You told him everything?”


She
nodded. “I’m sorry, honey, but I thought you could use the prayer power.” 


My
eyes strayed to the life size portrait of Jesus that hung over Charlie’s desk. I’d
always considered Charlie’s decision to hang that portrait a bold move,
especially for a state employee. Still, I found it comforting. How could I not,
when I’d grown up with the very same picture in my parents’ house? “The last
few months have been difficult,” I admitted. I met Charlie’s steadfast gaze. “There’s
this constant ache deep down in the marrow of my bones that I don’t think will
ever go away. I feel abandoned, and I’m angry with God.”


Charlie
took another sip of coffee. “We are hard pressed on every side, but not
crushed; perplexed, but not in despair; persecuted, but not abandoned; struck
down, but not destroyed.”


“Second
Corinthians four, five through nine.” I recalled. Charlie regularly recited the
verse when I was feeling overwhelmed.


He
nodded. “I know you’re hurting and you’re feeling lost. You’re still grieving
Michael. I can see it in your face. I want you to focus on all the good things
God was able to achieve through Michael. Celebrate all that he was able to
accomplish when he froze those investment accounts for that terrorist
organization. Think of all the lives he saved in the process,” Charlie advised.


Tears
welled in my eyes. “I just don’t understand why he had to die. Why couldn’t we
all have just come home safely?”


Charlie’s
eyes softened. “Michael was the only one who arrived home safely that day. His
work was done. The rest of you were not called home because you still have work
to do. How’s his brother, Rafael, holding up?”


“I’m
not sure,” I admitted guiltily. “He doesn’t really talk about it.”


Charlie
tore a chunk off his bagel and chewed it thoughtfully. “Where is he? I thought
he was coming to Montana with you.” 


“Dan
took him out to the shooting range so they could blow some stuff up. He thought
a little recreational therapy might help,” Kimme explained. “He’s bringing him
by to meet you in a half hour or so.”


Charlie
smiled. “Good. I’d like to meet him. I have to join a conference call in a few
minutes, but I should be finished up by the time they arrive.” Charlie turned
to face me. “That should give you some time to catch up with everyone else in
the office. I know Ann, Jerry, and Doug are anxious to see you.”


Kimme
and I rose from our seats, our bagels largely uneaten. “I’ll bring Rafael back
to meet you when he arrives,” I assured Charlie.


He
walked around his desk and gave me a hug. “Hang in there, kiddo. I promise you,
God will work this for a greater good.”


I
spent the next forty minutes catching up with my friends. Everyone was aware
that I had been abducted by the SVR and that Michael had died trying to save me
in Ukraine. Their perceptions of Michael had changed significantly, old
animosities disappearing with that one heroic act.


We
were still talking about Ukraine when Dan strode into the office with a smug
look on his face. He pinned me with his gaze. “Let the record show your package
is being delivered with all twenty digits intact.” 


I
glanced worriedly at Rafael. “That’s reassuring…”


Dan
commandeered a surveillance point against the far wall. He planted his boots
firmly into the floor when he leaned against the wall. “That was no small feat.
The idiot in the booth next to us managed to blow his big toe off. Thankfully,
there’s a three-eighth inch steel plate lining the bottom of the booths. The
guy cried like a baby. They called for an ambulance and two fire trucks… all
for a big toe that guy’s never gonna get back.”


Rafael
kissed me on the forehead before hooking his arm around my back. “We still
managed to squeeze in quite a few rounds. Dan’s got quite the gun collection.”


Ann
cleared her throat. 


I
winced. “Oh, sorry! Rafael, this is Ann. That’s Jerry, standing next to her,
and Doug, leaning against the windowsill.”


Rafael
stepped forward and shook everyone’s hand. “Nice to meet you.”


“We’re
very sorry for your loss, Rafael… and grateful for everything you’ve done for
Kri,” Ann remarked tearfully. “If there’s anything we can do…”


Rafael
nodded politely. “Thank you.”


Jerry
stepped forward. “Kri’s like family to us. That makes you family too. Please
don’t hesitate to call. We’re here… for both of you.” He handed Rafael his
business card. 


Rafael
stared at the card. He seemed surprised by the show of support. He tucked the
card inside his wallet before offering Jerry his business card. “Thanks, Jerry.
That’s very kind of you.”


“I’m
going to take Rafael back to meet Charlie,” I told my friends. “We’ll come back
and say goodbye before we leave.” I linked my fingers with Rafael’s and led him
to Charlie’s office. His door was open. 


Charlie
rose from his desk. His silver hair glowed under the harsh office lights,
lending him a somewhat angelic look. “This must be Rafael,” he said with a warm
smile.


Rafael
shook his hand. “Yes, sir. It’s nice to finally meet you, Charlie. Kri’s been
sharing your inspirational messages, prayers, and scripture readings with me.
They’ve helped a lot over the past few weeks.”


Charlie
encouraged us to sit before returning to his seat. “I’m happy to hear that.
I’ve been praying for you. Kimme told me what happened in Ukraine. How are you
holding up?”


“I’m
fine,” Rafael replied gingerly.


Charlie
smiled, but he didn’t say anything. He was waiting for Rafael to elaborate. 


Rafael
glanced at me uncertainly.


I
squeezed his hand encouragingly. “Talking to Charlie’s a bit like going to
confession. You’ll feel better if you just lay everything out there.”


Rafael
studied the portrait of Jesus while weighing his response. Finally, he took a
deep breath and released it. His eyes met Charlie’s when he did. “I’m not fine.
I miss my brother. I regret the way things ended between us. I’m angry I
couldn’t save him… that I even allowed him to come to Ukraine in the first
place.” 


Charlie
leaned back in his chair. “Michael doesn’t strike me as the sort of man who’d
give you any say in the matter. Did you ask him to go to Ukraine?”


Rafael
shook his head. “No. I told Michael to stay in Paris, but he refused to listen
to me. He insisted on coming.”


Charlie
nodded. “That was his decision to make, not yours. How do you think he would
have handled it if he hadn’t gone and Kri had been killed instead?”


“Not
well,” Rafael confessed.


Charlie’s
gaze was both scrutinizing and kind. “And if you had been forced to stay behind
and hadn’t been allowed to help… how would you have fared?”


“Not
well,” Rafael admitted a bit more grudgingly this time. 


“Did
any good come of it?” Charlie asked.


Rafael
looked at me. “Kristine was released.”


“Do
you think your brother regrets his decision?” Charlie inquired softly.


Rafael
shook his head. “No.”


Charlie
looked thoughtful. “Why do you regret the way things ended between the two of
you?”


Rafael
glanced at me again. His voice cracked when he spoke. “Because I was dating the
woman he loved, knowing full well he still loved her.”


“If
I recall correctly, he’s the one who ended that relationship. Do you think he
would have eventually worked things out with Kri?” Charlie asked. 


Rafael
shrugged. “I don’t know.”


Charlie
leaned forward and folded his arms against the desk. “I understand why you miss
your brother, but you were in no way responsible for his death. As far as your
regrets, we all have regrets. The only advice I could possibly offer you is to
ask for forgiveness, lay your sins and regrets at the cross.”


Rafael
nodded. 


“I’ll
give you the same advice I gave Kri earlier… I want you to focus on all the
good things God was able to achieve through Michael. Celebrate all that he was
able to accomplish in Ukraine and when he froze those investment accounts for
that terrorist organization. Think of all the lives your brother has saved,”
Charlie replied. He paused uncertainly. “May I pray with you?”


“Sure,”
Rafael replied. 


Charlie
walked around his desk, kneeled before us, and clasped our folded hands. “May
the name of the God of Jacob protect you. May He send you help from the
sanctuary and grant you support from Zion. May He remember all your sacrifices
and accept your burnt offerings. May He give you the desire of your heart and
make all your plans succeed. May you be blessed and healed by the love and
power of God the Father, and may He release greater things in and through you
for His glory and honor. Amen.”


Charlie
gave us both a warm hug when we stood. “I want you to do me a favor.”


I
smiled at him through tearful eyes. “Sure, Charlie. What do you need?”


“I’d
like the two of you to start praying together,” he replied.


Rafael
smiled. “Sure. We can do that.”


“Take
care of each other and keep in touch,” Charlie encouraged as we walked out of
the office.


“You
have the most amazing friends,” Rafael remarked when we stepped outside.


I
glanced back at the building that held so many of the people I loved. “That I
do.”


*
* * * *


Rafael
looked thoroughly confused. “Since when do sporting goods stores sell
hairspray?” He tugged open the door to Bob Ward’s.


I
brushed past him with a withering look. “I’m not buying hairspray.”


“But
you said…”


“Bear
spray. B-E-A-R spray.” I stopped abruptly. “You seriously thought I was buying
hairspray?” I started laughing. “We’re hiking. Why would I need hairspray?”


Rafael
chuckled. “I was wondering the very same thing, but I was too afraid to ask.”
His face grew serious as we resumed walking. “Why do we need bear spray?”


I
nudged him toward the camping equipment. “We’re hiking through Grizzly Gulch. Why
do you think we need it?”


He
looked as if he were waiting for the punchline to a really bad joke. “You can’t
be serious. You’re taking me hiking in bear country?”


I
began scouring the shelves. “I think the entire state of Montana qualifies as
bear country. You’re just as likely to encounter one next to the garbage cans
behind Dan’s house as you are on this trail we’re going to be hiking.” I
grabbed a large metal can from the shelf. I quickly located the holster that
would allow me to attach the can to my belt. I started toward the cashier. “I’ve
only run into bear twice on this trail, and those bear were some distance away.
They usually hear us coming and run the other way. Why? Surely you’ve seen a
bear before…”


Rafael
frowned. “No. There are no bear in Portugal. They’re pretty much extinct in my
country.”


My
eyes widened with disbelief. “You’ve never seen a bear?”


He
shook his head. “So, what does the spray do?”


I
set the bear spray and holster on the counter and handed the cashier a wad of
money. “This is a giant can of pepper spray. If we get too close to a bear we
can spray this and temporarily blind the bear so we can run away.”


“Can’t
we just climb a tree?” Rafael asked. 


I
shook my head. “Black bears climb trees, and grizzly bears are huge. They can
reach pretty high up when they stand on their hind feet, and they’ll do it
faster than you can climb.” I glanced at the cashier. “Do you guys still have
that grizzly bear mounted in the back of the store?”


He
nodded. “He’s over by the hunting supplies.” He pointed to the far corner of
the store.


I
grabbed Rafael’s hand. “Come with me.”


We
were a good six feet away from the mounted grizzly when Rafael came to an
abrupt stop. “We’re not hiking.”


I
laughed. “Yes, we are.”


He
eyed the bear warily, as if it might suddenly spring to life. “That thing has
got to be close to nine feet tall.”


I
nodded. “Imagine how high it could reach with those arms.”


He
shivered when he got a load of the claws. “We’re not hiking,” he repeated a bit
more assertively.


I
grabbed his arm and tugged him toward the door. “We are too. I’ve hiked Grizzly
Gulch countless times, and I’ve never run into a grizzly, only black bears.” 


“Remind
me why we’re doing this,” he insisted as we stepped outside the store. 


“The
view is breathtaking and very peaceful,” I replied.


Rafael
didn’t look convinced. 


He
came around when he caught sight of the Mount Helena Ridgeline, some twenty
minutes later. “It’s beautiful,” he breathed, staring up at the sprawling mountain
top. The first part of the trail involved a series of switchbacks carved into a
hillside that was swaddled in yellow, blue, and white wildflowers. There were
very few pine trees at the base of the trail, but there were a considerable
amount along the top.


I
smiled at Rafael as I began stretching my legs. “Are you ready to do this?” 


“As
long as I get to carry the bear spray,” he replied. He tugged his heel toward
his hamstring as he began stretching out. “How long is this hike anyway?”


I
reached for my water bottle. “Seven and a half miles. Dan and Kimme are moving the
jeep to the other end of the trail so we don’t have to hike back.”


“Okay.
Let’s do this.” He strapped the bear spray around his belt, grabbed the
backpack, and walked toward the base of the trail. “Ladies first,” he said,
waving me forward.


“You
just want to look at my bottom,” I whined.


“No.
I want to hike behind you so I can catch you if your foot slips on these
rocks,” he replied. 


I
rolled my eyes. “Yeah, right.”


“And
look at your very fine bottom,” he added with a laugh.


It
wasn’t long before we were both breathing too hard to speak. The switchbacks
helped, but it was still a very steep climb. We made it to the top of the ridge
about thirty minutes later. I braced my hands on my knees while I caught my
breath. “What do you think?” I finally asked. 


Rafael
took a long pull from his water bottle. “This view is amazing. When you look
out over the back of this ridge, it feels like we’re the only two people on the
planet.”


A
Meadowlark called from a nearby tree. I sighed contentedly when a gentle breeze
brushed against my skin. “I love how peaceful it is up here.”


Rafael
reached for my hand as we began walking along the top of the ridge. The trail
was wide enough here so that we could walk side by side. “Would you like to
move back here when you’re done with school?”


I
shook my head. “No. I’d like to visit more often, but there are too many ghosts
haunting me here.”


Rafael
quietly considered my remark. “Have you decided what you want to do with the
house in Paris?” he finally asked. 


Speaking
of ghosts, I thought. “I don’t want to be responsible for the
staff losing their jobs, but I can’t stay in that house. It’s too painful.”


“Why
don’t we put it on the market and see what happens? Maybe the new owners will hire
the staff,” he suggested softly, “or I can ask Devry to help them find other
families to work for.” Devry was helping us manage Michael’s estate.


I
took a deep breath and blew it out. This did little to ease the tightness in my
chest. “What if we were to keep the house but use it for another purpose?” I
inquired softly.


He
glanced at me curiously. “Like what?” 


“I’m
not even sure this is possible, but I’d really like to take this horrific experience
and turn it into something good. What if we formed our own NGO, kept the staff,
and offered the house as temporary refuge for people who have been held as
political prisoners or people who are seeking asylum for speaking out against
oppressive governments? There are sixteen bedrooms in that house. We could help
a lot of political refugees.”


Rafael
looked thoughtful as he turned the idea in his head. “How would we go about
identifying these people?”


I
shrugged. “Senator Rockefeller serves on the U.S. Senate Select Committee on
Intelligence. I’m sure those senators know people who are seeking asylum. Maxim
would also know people who are being persecuted in the former Soviet states.”


He
shook his head. “I don’t want to get any more involved with Maxim than we
already are.”


I
had suspected as much. Entanglements with the Russian mafia probably didn’t bode
well for someone trying to establish a reputable security firm that catered to
foreign dignitaries. “What if we just worked with Senator Rockefeller? Maybe he
can help us establish a connection with the U.S. Citizenship and Immigration
Services or the UN Refugee Agency.”


He
took another sip of water. “It would be nice to carve some good out of all of
this. I’m not sure how receptive the mayor or the other property owners within
the eight arrondissement will be to this idea. This is bound to raise some security
concerns.”


I
nodded. “I can about imagine.” 


He
squeezed my hand encouragingly. “I’ll ask around and see what I can find out. I’m
hungry. Are you ready for lunch?”


I
laughed. “I’m more than ready! Couldn’t you hear my stomach growling?” I tugged
him toward a cluster of trees that were tall enough to offer some protection
from the sun without completely blocking our view. The spot was far enough from
the trail to offer a bit of privacy as well.


Rafael
shrugged the backpack off his shoulders. He pulled out the red and black
checked picnic blanket Kimme and Dan had lent us. We spread the blanket over a flat
patch of grass and lowered onto our knees. Rafael studied the oddly shaped sandwiches
when he pulled them out of the Staggering Ox bag. “So what’s the story on these
sandwiches?”


I
reached for the sandwich labeled “Nuke.” “The Staggering Ox bakes their bread
in coffee cans,” I explained, as if that made all the sense in the world. “Trust
me. You’re going to love these sandwiches.” 


“How
can I not love a sandwich named ‘Slam the Damn Taliban?’ Rafael asked. He unwrapped
the ribbed tube of bread that had been hollowed out in the center and packed to
bursting with gyro meat, cheese, vegetables, and a hefty dose of camel spit. 


I
eyed my sandwich. I had ordered “The Nuke” with ranch dressing, although I’d
been seriously considering the “Yo’ Mamma Osama.” Mixing gyro meat with bacon
and black beans proved a tad bit too adventurous for me. 


I
sighed contentedly as we settled in to enjoy our lunch. “So, how are you
holding up?”


“Me?”
Rafael asked, seemingly surprised. “I’m fine. Why?”


I
chuckled. “You’ve been grilled repeatedly over the past few days. First Lexie,
then Siobhan, Dan, and now Charlie… and you haven’t even met my parents yet! Aren’t
you tired of sitting on the hot seat?”


“Siobhan
was the worst,” he confessed with a smile. “In all seriousness, I’d be sorely
disappointed if your family and friends didn’t question me. It just goes to
show how much they love you. They’re just trying to make sure you’re in good
hands.”


I
couldn’t for the life of me imagine how I’d won the affections of such a patient
and understanding man. “Were you really planning to sacrifice yourself in a
hostage exchange?” I asked. As much as I hated talking about Ukraine, this
recent discovery had left me feeling thoroughly shaken. If Rafael was willing
to sacrifice his life for me, shouldn’t I be willing to do the same? 


Rafael
leaned forward and tucked my hair behind my ear. He gently caressed my cheek.
“Yes,” he admitted softly. “I would have risked anything to secure your
release.”


I
gazed into his soft brown eyes. I knew he wanted to propose, but he was waiting
for me to work through my anxieties. I knew he’d never hurt me. He swore he’d
never leave me and promised never to be the cause of my tears. Rafael had kept
both promises. He had remained by my side despite my involvement with Michael,
Kadyn, and Maxim. He’d tolerated far more than any other man would have. He was
completely devoted to me, patiently waiting for me to overcome my fears. So,
what was I afraid of? Losing him. More than anything I was afraid of
losing Rafael. 


Rafael
reached for my hand. His voice remained soft, as if he were hesitant to break
the spell. “What are you thinking?” 


Tears
welled in my eyes. “How much I love you. How lucky I am to have you in my life.
I don’t think I tell you that often enough,” I replied.


Rafael
caressed my arm before cupping my face. Ever so slowly, his lips sought mine.
He gathered me into his arms as he deepened the kiss. We fell back onto the blanket
as he fit his body to mine. 


Rafael’s
tongue swept through my mouth. My body heated, humming its approval as his kiss
grew more consuming. My heart tripped when I felt his body harden against mine.
His lips trailed down my neck, his hands caressed my breasts, and my body
responded in kind. 


My
hands swept over his shoulders and back greedily. I couldn’t get enough of him.
I couldn’t pull him close enough, and I was suddenly desperate to feel so much more.
There was no fear… only a searing desire to feel him moving inside of me. I
pulled his shirt over his head so I could feel his bare skin. “Rafael,” I groaned.
I struggled out of my own shirt. 


Our
kiss grew feverish, despite the gentle breeze that cooled our skin. I locked my
legs around his. That still wasn’t enough. I reached for the button on his
shorts. I had grown completely mindless with need. I wanted and needed every
part of him. 


Suddenly,
Rafael was on his feet. “What was that?” he hissed. His hand hovered over the
bear spray; his eyes focused intently on some bushes that were a few yards
away.


I
grabbed my shirt and yanked it over my head. “I didn’t hear anything,” I
whispered. I scrambled to my feet. I stared at the bushes, which were now
moving. The movement was far greater than it should have been given the light
breeze that caressed my skin. 


A
slender deer burst from the bush and darted past us.


“It’s
only a deer,” I breathed. 


“Not
that. That,” Rafael stated quietly. 


I
turned to look at the bush. My eyes widened at the sight of tightly coiled
muscles, hunched shoulders, a flickering tail, and deeply intelligent eyes. I
hadn’t a clue how something could be so beautiful but terrifying at the same. “Oh,
crap,” I muttered in a hushed tone. “That is a mountain lion.”


He
gave me an incredulous look. “A lion?” He ripped the Velcro from the
holster. Suddenly, he was holding the bear spray out in front of him with both
hands. He had assumed the same stance he would have if aiming a handgun. “Get
behind me,” he demanded gruffly. He stepped between me and the beautiful feline.


In
a dazzling explosion of sun-kissed fur and muscular grace, the mountain lion
was gone. 


Rafael
glanced uncertainly at me. 


“She
ran when she heard the Velcro,” I concluded. “Maybe she’s been sprayed before.”


Rafael
shoved the bear spray back inside the holster and reached for his shirt. “We’re
leaving. Now.” He shoved the blanket and the paper bag from the sandwiches
inside the backpack before reaching for my hand and tugging me toward the trail
in the same direction we had come. 


I
dug my heels in. “Rafael, we have to go the other direction. We’ve been on the
trail for over an hour. I’m sure Kimme and Dan have already moved the jeep to
the end of the trail.” 


His
eyes widened. “But that’s the same direction the mountain lion ran.”


I
blew out a breath, trying to ease the adrenaline that was still pounding through
my veins. “That mountain lion is long gone, and you saw how she reacted to the
sound of that Velcro. She’s not going to mess with us.”


Rafael’s
shoulders slumped. “You could have warned me about the lions,” he grumbled. He
kept a firm hold on my hand as he began walking in the right direction.


“You’re
just mad that she interrupted our make-out session,” I surmised with a giggle.


Rafael
smiled, and a tiny bit of tension eased from his face. “Damn right I am. That’s
the furthest we’ve gotten in months!”


I
laughed at the pained expression on his face. 


Rafael
set a fast pace, which made it impossible to manage any sort of in depth conversation.
He looked visibly relieved when he caught sight of the jeep. We drove to
Kimme’s house so we could shower and change clothes. We’d been planning to eat
with Kimme and Dan, but they were delayed at the fort, so I took Rafael out to
dinner instead.


*
* * * *


I
reached for Rafael’s hand. We crossed the parking lot and jogged down the old
wooden stairs. My legs were fatigued, but I was still feeling invigorated from
the hike. “I used to come here for happy hour at least once a week with some of
my friends from work. The Windbag makes the biggest, thickest, juiciest,
mushroom cheeseburgers in the world.” I swiped at my chin, half expecting to
find grease there. I turned left when we entered the cobblestone walking mall.
“This area is known as Last Chance Gulch.”


Rafael’s
feet slowed when he caught sight of the old, historic buildings. “Why did they
name it Last Chance Gulch?” 


I
followed his gaze. He was eying two gargoyles perched atop one of the stone
buildings. “Some gold miners decided this gulch was their last chance to strike
it rich.” I chuckled softly. “They weren’t wrong. Within a few years of their
discovery, Helena had more millionaires per capita than any other city in the
world.” I stopped in front of the Windbag. “This is where they spent their
money.” 


Rafael
looked at the unpretentious storefront. “Has this restaurant been around that
long?”


I
laughed. “No. Back in the day, this restaurant was a brothel... a very famous
brothel.”


Rafael
froze, his hand mere inches from the door. “You’re taking me to a bordello?” 


I
pulled the door open. “Emphasis on ‘was.’” I tugged Rafael inside, laughing.


Chris
wiped his hands on a bar rag. He danced around the other bartender as he ducked
out from behind the bar. “Kri? I was beginning to think we’d never see you
again!” He pulled me in for a giant bear hug. 


My
feet gradually found the floor. “Hey, Chris. It’s good to see you again. Still
bartending, I see.”


He
smiled and puffed his chest out proudly. “Part-owner now.”


My
eyes widened. “Wow. Those tips must have really paid off.” I patted him on the
back before turning toward Rafael. “This is my boyfriend, Rafael.”


Rafael
reached for Chris’s hand. “Hi, Chris. Nice place you have here.” 


I
smiled. I loved the feel of this place. The dark green carpet, dim lighting,
weathered wood, and partially exposed brick walls felt intimate and warm. I
still recognized most of the staff, although one of the waitresses looked new.


Chris
shook Rafael’s hand. “Thanks. I was wondering why Kri was still living in
Virginia. Now I know.” 


Rafael
and I followed Chris over to the bar. He popped the cork out of a bottle of
wine and poured a glass. “How did you two meet?” he asked, handing me the
Chianti.


I
smiled at Rafael as he helped me onto a stool. “Rafael used to be my
bodyguard.”


Chris
laughed. “He looks like he’d make a great bodyguard!” He glanced at Rafael.
“What can I get you to drink?” 


Rafael
smiled. “I’d like to try the wine you just poured for Kristine.”


Chris
nodded. He poured another glass of Chianti and set it in front of Rafael. His expression
turned serious when his eyes met mine. “I’m glad to hear you have someone
watching over you, Kri. I still can’t believe the crap Justin pulled. I heard
he finally pled guilty, and they’ve got him locked up in some penitentiary in Washington.”


I
glanced over at the table where I used to sit with Justin and the rest of my
friends from work. I hadn’t thought much about the abduction or the attempted
rape over the past few months. Sadly, those nightmares had been replaced by far
more sinister ones. I shivered violently.


Rafael
wrapped his arm around me. “You okay?”


I
nodded, comforted by the weight of his arm. I took a deep breath before
responding to Chris. “Dan told me Justin was sentenced to eight years in
prison. If he earns a reduction with good behavior and gets credit for time
served, he’ll only serve three or four years.” 


Chris
shook his head. “If only I’d known what had been going on inside that thick
skull of his.”


I
smiled. Still, I couldn’t shake the dark cloud that had crept over me. 


“Are
you guys here for happy hour or are you staying for dinner?” Chris asked. He filled
a glass with beer from the tap and handed it to another patron.


“Kristine
has informed me that you serve the best mushroom cheeseburgers on the planet.
I’m not leaving here without one,” Rafael replied.


Chris
held two fingers in the air as he flagged the waitress. “Table for two,” he
shouted over the din of the crowded bar. 


She
reached for a couple of menus and waved us over. She was standing at the top of
the short flight of stairs that led into the restaurant. 


I
jumped off the stool. “Thanks, Chris. Can you roll the bar tab onto our bill
for the restaurant?”


“Nope,”
he replied smugly. “Those drinks are on me. Will you be ordering your usual
desert?”


“Oh,
God! How could I forget mud pie drizzled with Bailey’s Irish Cream?” I
exclaimed excitedly. “I’ll be ordering dessert first.” 


Chris
grinned. “I’ll send it over shortly.” He doled out another beer. “Stop by and
see me before you leave.”


“Will
do,” I promised. I reached for Rafael’s hand as we joined the waitress. She led
us down the stairs and steered us toward a small table tucked along the far wall.
I was thrilled we scored one of the few tables that had a view of the bar. On a
Friday night, in a town as small as Helena, there was a good chance I’d see one
of my friends. 


Rafael
set his wine glass on the table before pulling out my chair. “I’m going to duck
inside the restroom. You already know what I want.” 


I
giggled softly when he nuzzled my neck. Goose bumps scurried down my arms.
“Mushroom cheeseburger?”


“You
got it.” He kissed me on the cheek before sauntering toward the restrooms,
which were tucked near the back of the bar. 


I
glanced at the waitress, who was still holding the menus. “Two glasses of water
and two mushroom cheeseburgers. I’d like some ranch dressing on the side for
the fries. We’re going to share the mud pie with Bailey’s, and we’d like to eat
dessert first.”


She
laughed. “Can’t say that I blame you. If you ate the cheeseburger first,
there’s no way you’d have room for desert.” 


I
smiled. Finally, a waitress who understood. “Do you mind if I look over the
menu? It’s been a while since I’ve been here, and I’m curious to see if anything’s
changed.”


“Sure,”
she replied, handing me a menu. “I’ll be right back with the water.”


I
took a sip of wine while studying the menu. The burgers and salads were all the
same, but there were a few new items on the dinner menu. I couldn’t risk
ordering off the dinner menu. Choosing between the Cobb salad and the mushroom
cheeseburger was difficult enough. 


“Well,
well, well. I wondered when you’d come crawling back here. What’s the matter?
Couldn’t find any more senators to sleep with?” an all too familiar voice
taunted venomously.


I
bolted upright. Every hair on my body rose as Tom stepped toward me. “Get away
from me,” I hissed. “Leave me alone.” My lungs collapsed, my heart was beating
so hard. 


Tom
boxed me in against the wall.


I
tried to peer around him, to get Chris’s attention, but Tom grabbed me by the
face and slammed my head against the wall. “Was it worth it, screwing all those
men?”


“Hey,
buddy. That’s enough,” a man behind me growled. I could feel his hulking frame rise
from the chair.


I
stared at Tom in horror, unable to see anything else. “Are you drunk?” I gasped
in disbelief. The pungent smell was unmistakable.


Tom
went reeling into the table across from us. Rafael smashed his head against the
table, before lifting him back up and slamming him into the wall on the other
side of our table. “Do you have a death wish?” he asked in a low, guttural tone.


The
silence was deafening. Every conversation in the room ground to a complete stop.



I
tried to stand, but my legs were shaking too hard. I gripped the edge of the
table, trying to steady myself. “Rafael, please don’t.”


Rafael
pinned me with his gaze. His muscles were tightly coiled, his eyes eerily calm.
“Tom, I presume?”


I
slowly nodded. 


Rafael’s
eyes glinted as he looked at Tom. “I was hoping I’d run into you.” Tom’s feet
rose from the floor as Rafael effortlessly kneed him in the gut. Rafael pinned
him back against the wall. “Like beating women, do you?”


Chris
knelt in front of me. “Are you okay?” he asked, softly touching my face.


I
tried not to cry. “Yes, I’m okay. I... I just...” I gaped at the food that had
scattered across the floor when Tom landed on the table. “Oh, God, I’m so
sorry!” My hands trembled violently as I sank to the floor, intending to clean
it up.


Chris
grabbed me. “Kri, what are you doing? Don’t. Trish will clean that up.” He
looked over at the couple whose meal had been obliterated. “Order whatever you
want. It’s on the house.”


“No,
I’ll pay for it,” I insisted as he tucked me back onto the chair. “I’m so
sorry,” I repeated as I met their stunned gazes.


Chris
rose to his feet. “Rafael...”


Rafael
glanced at Chris. He still had Tom pressed against the wall. His forearm was
shoved against Tom’s neck. Tom looked livid. His face was a brilliant shade of
red. Every time he tried to speak, Rafael jammed his arm further into his neck.


I
tried to stand again. “Chris...”


He
held up a hand. “I know. Dan told me. This ass wipe beat you for nine years.”


I
heard more than just a few gasps echo through the otherwise silent restaurant.


Chris
cracked his knuckles as he approached Rafael. “I’ve been dying to do this for
years. Mind if I help you take out the trash?”


Rafael
tried not to smile. His face hardened when he locked eyes with Tom. “You lay
another finger on her and you’re dead. Do you understand?”


Tom’s
eyes flitted toward me. He looked even more pissed, but he nodded when his eyes
met Rafael’s. 


Rafael’s
forearm dug deeper, forcing Tom to lift his chin. “I’ve killed far stronger and
far smarter men for less egregious crimes. If you so much as look at her...
speak one word to her... or even speak about her... I’ll make sure the
coroner finds you with at least one broken bone for every bruise that’s ever
marred her body.” He growled menacingly. “I cannot believe I’m letting you walk
out of here alive, knowing you beat the woman I love for nine miserable years.”
Rafael studied Tom long and hard. He appeared to be reconsidering his decision
not to kill him. He eventually pat him down and shoved him toward Chris. “He’s
all yours.” He paused briefly, then snatched him back. He slammed his fist into
Tom’s face before handing him back to Chris. “Now he’s yours.”


I
slowly released the breath I had been holding. I shivered violently as Chris
grabbed Tom by the nape of the neck and forced him toward the door. I held it
together until Rafael pulled me into his arms. Suddenly, my tears began to
fall.


Chris
joined us a few minutes later. He looked completely exhilarated. “You guys
okay?”


Rafael
nodded. “Thanks for being so understanding. I’m sorry about the mess. I’d like
to pay for their meal,” he nodded toward the couple across from us, “and I’d
like to buy the next round of drinks… for everyone.”


I
stared dumbfounded at Rafael. 


He
grinned sheepishly. “I’ve always wanted to walk into a western bar and say
that.”


Chris
laughed. “You heard the man! He’s buying the next round,” he announced.


Cheers
erupted all around us.


Chris
just shook his head. “They should be buying your drinks, Rafael. That was the
cleanest, classiest bar fight I’ve ever seen.”


*
* * * *


We
hit the road at five o’clock the next morning. I was hoping to arrive in Hamilton
in time to join my parents for breakfast, even though they weren’t expecting us
until noon. We pulled into their driveway shortly after eight o-clock. 


Rafael
quirked an eyebrow when he saw the door was unlocked. 


“It’s
a Montana thing,” I explained. “My dad leaves the front door unlocked, once
he’s retrieved the newspaper.” I eased the storm door open quietly, in an
effort to surprise them.


We
were bum rushed by four rambunctious Shi Tzus. They scattered when our Siamese
cat, Clea, sauntered up. “Don’t try to pet her,” I warned Rafael. “I’m pretty
sure she’s possessed.” Clea was short for Cleopatra. Her favorite pastime was
sitting at the end of the driveway and hissing at people as they walked by.
She’d mysteriously appeared on my parents’ doorstep one day and had been ruling
their house ever since.


“She’s
not possessed,” my mom protested, hurrying from the kitchen. “She just thinks
she’s a dog.”


I
laughed. “Clea may suffer from delusions of grandeur, but she’s still
possessed.” I dropped my suitcase and gave my mom a hug. The she-devil was now
weaving in between Rafael’s legs, trying to coax him into petting her. I just
shook my head. I knew she’d sink her claws into his hand the second he did. A
diversion was clearly in order. “Mom, I’d like you to meet Rafael.”


Rafael
reached for my mom’s hand. She shook her head and pulled him in for a hug
instead. She looked teary eyed when she finally released him. “It’s so nice to
finally meet you, Rafael. Thank you for keeping Krissy safe… and for everything
you did to get those ridiculous charges dropped against her in Ukraine.”


Rafael
nodded politely. He knew I hadn’t told my parents the whole story. “It’s a
pleasure to meet you, Mrs. Stone.” 


My
father burst into the room like a tsunami. “Why were the dogs barking?” he
demanded gruffly. He stopped abruptly. “Oh. I didn’t realize you two would be
arriving so early!”


I
flung my arms around his neck. “Daddy! I’m so happy to see you. You look great.”


He
lifted me off my feet and squeezed me tight. “And you, my dear, are a sight for
sore eyes,” he replied brusquely, as if trying not to cry.


I
motioned for Rafael to join us as soon as my feet found the floor. “I want you
to meet my boyfriend, Rafael.”


My
father clasped Rafael’s hand. “Nice to meet you, Rafael.”


“I
just started a fresh pot of coffee,” my mom announced. “Have you eaten
breakfast?”


“I’m
starving,” I confessed, twining my fingers with Rafael’s.


“I’d
love some coffee,” Rafael replied. We followed my parents into the kitchen. 


Mom
poured four cups of coffee and set them on the white and blue tiled countertop
my father had crafted. The man could build and fix just about anything. I reached
for one of the cups and settled into a chair at the breakfast bar.


My
dad pulled two packages of bacon out of the refrigerator. “Do you eat bacon?”
he asked Rafael.


Rafael
didn’t answer. His eyes had snagged on the mountain lion my dad had mounted on
a tree branch that extended out from the far wall in the family room. The
mountain lion looked like it was ready to pounce. 


I
chuckled softly. “Rafael loves bacon,” I answered. “He’s not terribly fond of
mountain lions, though. We ran into one yesterday when we were hiking through
Grizzly Gulch.”


My
father glanced up from the square skillet that he used to cook bacon. “Really?
Did she cause you any trouble?”


Rafael
slid into the seat next to me. “No. I think she was more interested in the deer
she’d been stalking. Did you shoot that?” He nodded toward the mountain lion.


I
swiveled in my chair so I could study the family room. I was trying to see the
room through Rafael’s eyes. There was a dead animal mounted on every available wall…
a full curl ram, the mountain lion, and a seven point bull elk. I wondered
where the bearskin rug had disappeared to. 


“I
shot her with my bow and arrow,” my father boasted proudly.


Rafael
reached for his coffee. “I’ve always wanted to learn how to shoot a bow.”


My
father smiled, obviously thrilled. “We can shoot the bow after breakfast.”


My
mom was done mixing the pancake batter, so I washed my hands in the sink,
cracked a few eggs into a bowl, and joined my father at the stove. “It’s always
been my job to make the scrambled eggs,” I told Rafael.


“If
you guide me toward the plates, I’ll set the table,” he offered. 


My
dad kept one eye on the eggs while I showed Rafael where the plates and juice
glasses were stored. Rafael planted a kiss on my forehead before gathering the
plates.


“Let’s
eat on the back deck,” mom interjected. She flipped a couple of pancakes before
warming the syrup.


We
hauled the bacon, eggs, and pancakes outside and settled in at the patio table,
where we enjoyed a leisurely breakfast. My mom questioned Rafael about his
favorite foods while my dad inquired about his work. Afterwards, Mom and I washed
the dishes so Dad could teach Rafael how to shoot the bow. My parents’ house
sat on a half-acre of land, so there was plenty of room for target practice. 


“Why
don’t we go sit in the flower garden so I can deadhead the petunias while we talk?”
mom suggested after we finished drying the dishes.


“Only
if you let me help,” I replied with a tremulous smile. I knew she wanted to
talk about Ukraine. I had offered the briefest possible explanation when I
called from Saint-Tropez, and while this conversation was long overdue, I was
still dreading telling her the full story.


Mom
snagged a plastic bag and a pair of gardening gloves from the garage, before
leading me to the flower bed in the front yard. I thought about how much I
enjoyed working alongside Theron in the garden terrace in Paris and wondered
whether this dark, fragrant soil would prove equally therapeutic. 


“If
you aren’t feeling up to talking about it…” my mom began. We knelt alongside
one another in the grass.


I
plucked a dried petal off one of the petunias. “No,” I protested. “I promised
I’d explain what happened in Ukraine when I came back home. But, Mom, I can’t
tell dad. You’re going to have to tell him, because I… I just can’t.” 


Mom
sat back on her knees. “It must be pretty bad if you can’t tell your father.”


I
continued grooming the flowers. “I told you how my friend, Shae, and I were
arrested for taking pictures of the Russian naval fleet, how Michael had to pay
all that money, and how Rafael negotiated our release…”


Mom
nodded. She tugged her gloves on, sifted her fingers through the soil, and began
pulling weeds.


I
pushed on with my explanation. “The people who arrested us were from the SVR,
which is essentially the KGB. We weren’t officially arrested by the Ukrainian or
the Russian government, and these people didn’t detain us in a government
sanctioned jail. They took us to an abandoned warehouse.”


My
mom’s hand stalled briefly above the flowers. She glanced at me, but she didn’t
breathe a word.


I
frowned. I couldn’t just jump in at the arrest, I had to back up a few steps. “Rafael
was worried about me going to Ukraine,” I finally confessed. “He felt it was
too dangerous. He wanted to come with me, but I was afraid my colleagues would
look down on me, especially with this being my first trip. I didn’t want to
appear scared or weak, so I asked Rafael to stay behind. He agreed, in an
effort to respect my wishes, but he sent two men from his security firm to secretly
watch over me.”


My
mom’s lips curved ever so slightly. Rafael had just earned some props for
assigning the security detail.


“My
colleagues and I attended a government function our first night in Simferopol. A
man at that dinner became interested in me. He works for the Russian mafia. He had
people following us too,” I continued cautiously.


My
mom shot me an incredulous look. “The Russian mafia?” 


“There
are a lot of different organizations within the Russian mafia,” I explained.
“Maxim works at the national level, alongside the government of Ukraine. I know
this might be difficult to understand, but he is very well respected. He’s
trying to reduce government corruption, improve civil rights, and strengthen
the economy of Ukraine. His objectives aren’t aligned with the Russian
government or other organizations within the Russian mafia. They’re aligned
with the government of Ukraine.”


Her
eyes narrowed. “And you believe this… why?”


I
smiled. I could understand her skepticism. “Maxim attends most of their foreign
policy meetings. He’s involved in high level negotiations involving the Russian
and Ukrainian governments, and he introduced me to Prime Minister Azarov, who
subsequently offered me a job.” 


My
mom looked thoughtful. “So Rafael and this man, Maxim, had people following
you?” she briefly summarized, encouraging me to continue.


I
nodded. “Maxim tracked us down the second night we were there. He warned me
that the SVR was following us. He removed the listening devices they had
planted in our hotel rooms. He was concerned about the SVR’s interest in me.
The SVR has been known to target Americans. They’re notorious for false
accusations and tortured confessions. Maxim’s entire family was killed by the
KGB, and I think those experiences fueled some of his concerns.”


My
mother studied me intently. Her jaw clenched, but she didn’t voice any more
concerns. She tugged another weed out of the soil, roots and all, as she
shifted her attention to the garden.


I
sighed dejectedly. This was the one area where I was still questioning my
instincts. “Maxim devised a plan. He wanted to start dating. He was certain the
media attention would help keep me safe. He didn’t think the SVR would mess
with me if I was dating him.”


My
mom started cracking up. I knew she was thinking I’d been played. “Why would
the media care who he was dating?” she finally asked. 


I
shrugged. “The guy is gorgeous and extremely popular. He’s treated like a
celebrity in Ukraine… something along the lines of Prince Harry or like John F.
Kennedy Jr., back when he was alive.”


“I
don’t understand how someone in the mafia could be so well received by the
media or by government officials,” my mother stated with a disapproving scowl.


“Ukraine’s
just… different, and Maxim isn’t your stereotypical mob boss. He really is a
pretty honorable guy,” I replied.


“So
you agreed to date him?” she interjected.


My
eyebrows furrowed. “Well, sort of. I told him we could pretend to date,
but I don’t think he was pretending. He wanted me to stay in Ukraine, especially
after the Prime Minister offered me a job.” My eyes strayed to the ring that
Maxim had given me. 


“But
you were dating Rafael,” she argued, completely abandoning the flowers.


I
stared dejectedly at the ring. “I know. I told Maxim I already had a boyfriend.
He spoke with Rafael on the phone. They reached some sort of agreement. Rafael said
he was willing to tolerate the arrangement until he could get to Ukraine, but
he insisted that his security team remain close to me. He didn’t want the two
of us spending any time alone. That’s when I learned Rafael had two men, Ethan
and Brady, following me. Rafael was protecting Prince Harry, who was visiting
the United States. After that assignment, Rafael was planning to fly to Paris
to talk to Michael about our relationship. We agreed he would meet me in
Sevastopol afterwards.”


My
mother looked thoroughly confused. “So you were pretending to date Maxim for what…
a week?”


I
nodded. “Yes. Maxim took me to a very high profile event… a fundraiser for the
children’s hospital, and we attended the symphony with the prime minister and
his wife. He spent some time at the university where I was teaching, took me
out to dinner and sightseeing. My friend Shae began dating one of his friends,
Konstantin. The four of us spent a lot of time together. Rafael’s security
detail and Maxim’s security detail accompanied us everywhere we went. We were
very well protected, and we garnered a lot of media attention. So Maxim’s plan
seemed to be working.”


“So
what went wrong?” mom asked. She plucked a few more weeds.


Tears
welled in my eyes as I reflected on that day. “Maxim had to attend some high
level negotiations in Simferopol the same day my colleagues and I were driving
to Sevastopol, so he put Konstantin in charge of our security until he could
join us in Sevastopol. The local mafia was supposed to meet us at our hotel to
provide some additional security, but they were delayed. Shae and I felt
perfectly safe with Konstantin, Ethan, and Brady, so we decided to visit some
ruins just outside of town. The security guards from the local mafia agreed to
meet us there.” 


My
mom stilled, then slowly turned to face me.


“Shae
and I wandered a short distance away from Ethan and Brady while we were talking.
Konstantin was getting some bottled water out of the car. All three men were
attacked when we weren’t looking. We didn’t know it at the time, but each of
them had been shot with tranquilizer guns. All of their legs were broken, and
Konstantin suffered a serious head injury. We thought they were dead,” I
explained hoarsely. My throat was clogged with unshed tears.


My
mom reached for my hand. 


“Some
men approached us. We thought they were part of our new security detail because
they were dressed like the mafia. Then they started yelling at us. We couldn’t
see Ethan, Brady, or Konstantin anywhere. The men took our cell phones, and one
of them hit Shae. She had been taking pictures of the Russian naval fleet with
her cell phone. They claimed that was against the law. They grew even angrier
when they found a picture of me with Kadyn and all my military friends in
uniform. That’s when they arrested us. That’s when they accused us of being
spies.”


My
mom swallowed nervously, but she kept her eyes locked on mine. “Is that when
they took you to the warehouse?”


Tears
slipped silently down my cheeks. “I tried to escape but they beat me until I lost
consciousness. By the time I regained consciousness, Shae and I were locked
inside a cell. They beat me again, gave me an injection that made me feel
drunk, and asked a bunch of questions… none of which made sense. They thought I
was a spy because I visited the children’s hospital and the orphanage, because
I was teaching their university students to question authority, because I was
talking to the prime minister and spending time with Maxim.” 


My
mom’s eyes flashed angrily. “That’s ridiculous.”


“They
didn’t feed us or give us any water. They sobered us up by throwing buckets of cold
water on us. Then they made us take our clothes off.” I shivered violently.
“They started asking questions again. They shoved a stun gun between our legs,
shocking us every time we didn’t answer the way they wanted us to. They didn’t
care that we were telling the truth. They wanted us to confess to being spies
even though it was a lie.”


My
mom looked completely horrified. Tears welled in her eyes. “Oh, Krissy. I’m so
sorry.”


I
shook my head. “That’s not the worst part, Mom. Maxim convinced the prime
minister and the president of Ukraine to sign the treaty the SVR wanted,
extending the lease so the Russian naval fleet could remain in Sevastopol; and
Michael paid them ten million dollars. These were the conditions the SVR set
for our release. All of the conditions were met when the SVR took us to the
airport, and still they shot Michael in the back. Michael is dead. That’s why I
went to Saint-Tropez, so Rafael and I could bury Michael.” 


My
mom’s tears mingled with mine as she clutched me to her chest. I sank into her
arms and relinquished all the sorrow that had been bottled up inside of me
since Michael’s death. She waited for my tears to subside before asking any
more questions. “I thought Michael transferred the money from Paris. How did he
end up in Ukraine?” 


I
swiped at my tear stained cheeks and sank back onto my knees. “Ethan called
Rafael when he regained consciousness. Rafael was in Paris, talking to Michael
at the time. Michael insisted on coming when he heard I was missing. Kadyn came
too.”


My
mom’s eyes grew wide. “Kadyn was there?”


I
nodded. “Rafael, Kadyn, Michael, and Maxim worked together to secure our
release. Michael was the last one to board the jet. Maxim told him not to
transfer the ransom money until after Shae and I had safely boarded the plane. The
airport looked like a war zone, Mom. There were over a hundred men standing around
the plane with machine guns. Some of the men worked for the SVR, and some were
hired by Maxim to protect the plane. The transfer went through, but the SVR
shot Michael in the back when he tried to board the jet. Rafael was shot in the
arm when he pulled Michael into the plane. The pilot took off while the SVR was
still shooting at us. Kadyn tried to save Michael, but he couldn’t stop the
bleeding.” I closed my eyes, trying to block out the image of Michael’s
bloodstained shirt. “Michael told me he loved me and then died in my arms,” I
choked back another round of tears.


My
mom tucked my head under her chin and wrapped me in her arms. We sat in silence
for the longest time. “What happened to the two men from Ukraine who were
trying to help you?” she finally asked.


“Maxim
and Konstantin survived. I haven’t spoken with Maxim since I left Ukraine. Rafael
has spoken with him a couple of times, and Shae still keeps in touch with
Konstantin,” I replied.


My
mom gave me a curious look. “Why aren’t you speaking with Maxim?”


I
sighed. “I don’t know, Mom. I just… I don’t want to mislead Maxim into thinking
there can be anything more between us, and I don’t want to do anything that
would hurt Rafael. I’ve already hurt him enough.”


“How
has Rafael been coping with Michael’s death?” she asked.


I
swiped at my cheeks again. “He’s been burying himself in his work, and he’s
become even more protective of me. He assigned another bodyguard, Jase, to
watch over me. I don’t know if he’s worried the SVR will try to kidnap me again
or if he’s expecting me to be murdered like everyone else he’s loved.”


“Everyone
else?” my mom inquired cautiously.


I
gathered the dried petals and stuffed them inside the small plastic bag. “His
parents were murdered when he was in high school. He’s the one who discovered
them.”


All
of the color drained from my mother’s face. “Oh my God! That poor man.”


I
gazed into my mother’s eyes. “He has no family to speak of now. Michael was his
last remaining relative.”


“He
has you,” my mother kindly reminded me. 


I
nodded. Pain radiated from every pore as I succumbed to my tears once more. “I love
him, Mom, but I still miss Michael. I miss Michael so much it hurts.” 


*
* * * *


Rafael
eased onto the hammock, tucked me against his chest, and locked me in his arms.
“You’ve been crying,” he noted softly. 


“I
finally told my mom what happened in Ukraine,” I explained without opening my
eyes. I was exhausted from all of the crying. A warm breeze had been tugging at
the hammock and lulling me to sleep. “Where’s Mom and Dad?” 


“They
ran to the grocery store. Your mom said she needed to pick up a chuck roast so
she could cook one of your favorite dishes tonight,” Rafael replied before
stifling a yawn.


“Roast
beef with mashed potatoes and gravy,” I surmised. Blue eyes met brown as my
eyes fluttered open. “How’d you like shooting the bow?”


Rafael
smiled a bit sheepishly. “I enjoyed learning how to use the bow, but I still
prefer guns.”


My
fingers danced along his cheek, where a patch of sunlight had broken through
the green maple leaves hanging above us. “That’s understandable, given your
line of work.”


He
caught my wrist and pressed his lips to the back of my hand. “I asked your
father for permission to marry you.”


My
heart landed with a “thump” just beneath the hammock. “You asked my father for
permission to marry me when he had a bow and arrow in his hand?”


Rafael
chuckled softly as he pulled me on top of him. “Yes.”


Desire
pooled in my abdomen and chest as he fit his body to mine. “You are a very
brave man,” I whispered breathlessly. “What did he say?”


He
gently caressed my back. “He said the only person who could grant that
permission was you.”


“Me?”
I squeaked. 


Rafael
laughed. “In most cultures, it is customary for the groom to secure the bride’s
consent.” He cupped the side of my face until our lips and eyes were perfectly
aligned. “I’m not asking you here,” he warned, “but that day is coming,
Kristine. If you have any doubts or you want out, you have to tell me now. I’m
already questioning my ability to walk away from you.”


“You
said you’d never leave me,” I blurted, inexplicably panicked. 


“I
won’t leave you… not willingly; but you still maintain the ability to drive me
away,” he clarified pointedly.


“Is
that what I’m doing?” I asked, truly alarmed.


He
tightened his hold on me. “I know you’re scared, Kristine; but you’ve got to
meet me halfway. You’re still holding onto Michael. Ever since he died, you’ve
been building walls around your heart. Please, baby. I want you to want this as
much as I do. Stop building walls around your heart. Allow yourself to be
happy. Trust me with your heart.”


“I
do trust you,” I argued softly. “It’s life I don’t trust.”


“Life?”
he repeated questioningly. “You’re referring to all those broken dreams,” he
said, suddenly understanding. “Pinch me.” 


My
eyes widened. “What? Why?”


“I’m
not a dream, Kristine. I’m solid and true, a living, breathing thing. I am a
reality… your reality; just as you are my reality. Forget the dreams, Kristine.
You, me, us, this relationship… isn’t a dream. This is real.” 


I
could feel the tension ease from my shoulders, arms, and face. “You’re not a
dream,” I repeated. “This is real.”


He
cradled my face in his hands. “That’s right. All those broken dreams were
broken for a reason. They were broken so this dream could become a reality.”


I
gazed into Rafael’s eyes while weighing his conclusions. If my marriage, my
relationship with Kadyn, or my relationship with Michael had worked out, or if Genevieve
had survived, I wouldn’t be with Rafael now. The only dream that had no bearing
either way was peacebuilding, and technically that dream wasn’t broken. Despite
all the terrible things I’d experienced in Ukraine, I was still working in
peacebuilding. Could he be right?


Rafael
captured my lips, coaxing me tenderly to believe in him. Time stood still as I wrapped
my arms around his neck and committed myself to removing all those walls I’d
been building around my battered heart. 











Chapter 5 - Dare to believe


 


A
thin layer of dust swirled around my scantily clad toes as my purse hit the
garage floor. I stared at my jeep… eyes wide… mouth even wider. “Rafael!” I
yelled. 


He
chuckled softly. He was standing right behind me, having snuck down the stairs after
me. The stealth at which he moved was thoroughly unnerving. “What do you
think?”


I
walked a slow circle around the jeep. “Is this my jeep?”


Rafael
shoved his hands in his pockets. He was eyeing me cautiously as he leaned
against the door frame. “Yes.”


“You
had it painted?” The jet black paint reflected every object in the garage
including me.


He
laughed. “Yes.”


My
eyes snagged on the highly polished chrome wheels. “The tires are new. The rims
are beautiful.” 


“The
mechanic installed a brand new transmission, engine, alternator, fuel pump,
drive shaft, front and rear axle, brakes, hoses, electrical and AC components,”
he confessed.


I
gaped at him. “He accomplished all of that in a week? How’d you get my jeep
into a mechanic when we were in Montana?”


“Jase,”
he replied. “Look inside.” 


I
opened the driver’s side door and gasped. “Leather seats?”


“Heated
leather seats,” he corrected. He was grinning.


My
fingers danced along the silky smooth leather. The vehicle even smelled new.
“They installed new carpeting.”


Rafael
joined me at the side of the jeep. “The steering wheel, speakers, and stereo
are new. They also added blue tooth capability.”


“But
this is still my jeep?” I had to ask because the body style was the only thing indicating
that it could be.


He
nodded. “Look at the mileage.”


I
ducked my head inside the jeep to peek at the odometer. “It is my jeep!” I
threw my arms around Rafael’s neck. “Only you could get me a brand new vehicle
while still respecting my wishes to keep the old one.”


“Do
you like it?” he asked. “I was worried I’d requested too many changes.”


“The
jeep looks beautiful, and I’ve got seat warmers. Are you kidding me?” I kissed
him affectionately. “I’m dying to try the seat warmers.”


“It’s
seventy-four degrees outside,” he protested while laughing at me. 


I
rolled my eyes. “Who cares? I’ll turn the air-conditioning up.”


Rafael
pulled me in for a more thorough kiss… a kiss that I felt clear down to my toenails.
“You better get going before I drag you back to bed. I don’t want to make you
late when it’s your first day back to work,” he finally relented.


“Thank
you,” I breathed before kissing him again. “I don’t have any classes scheduled,
so I’ll cook dinner this evening.”


“You
ready?” Jase asked. As if on cue, he’d tromped down the stairs leading into the
garage. He was carrying two stainless steel travel mugs filled with freshly
brewed coffee.


Rafael
slowly released me. “Have a good day at work.” 


“I
can’t go to work without a bodyguard?” I asked for the hundredth time.


“Not
yet,” he replied. “The SVR knows where you work, and that building isn’t very
secure.”


I
stared at him, silently willing him to change his mind. I huffed out a breath
when I realized the silent treatment wasn’t going to work on him. “Okay,” I
finally conceded. I smiled as I turned to face Jase. “I’m driving!”


He
handed me one of the travel mugs, walked around the jeep, and opened the
passenger side door. “I figured as much.”


I
gave Rafael a quick peck on the cheek before jumping into the driver’s seat.
“Have a nice day at work,” I encouraged cheerily before pulling the door
closed. I sighed contentedly as I settled into the seat. “Do you want to try
the seat warmers?” I asked Jase.


He
laughed. “Sure. Why not?”


* * * * *


I
took a deep breath before stepping across the threshold of our office suite.
What I was about to do was either incredibly brave, ridiculously stupid, or
both. 


“Kri!”
Alyssa shouted as she bolted from behind the reception desk. She flung her arms
around my neck. “I’m so glad you’re back. I didn’t think you’d ever come back!”
Her eyes widened as she took a step back. “Whoa. Who’s that?” 


I
couldn’t help but laugh. “This is my bodyguard, Jase. Jase this is Alyssa, our receptionist,
finder of lost things, and fixer of all things broken.”


Jase
reached for her hand. “Nice to meet you. Do you always keep that door propped
open?”


“Yes,”
she responded uncertainly.


“Do
you get a lot of visitors, people who drop by unexpectedly?” Jase asked.


She
glanced at me before shaking her head. “No…”


Jase
walked a small circle around the lobby, then peered behind the reception desk. “Do
you have access to everyone’s schedule?”


Alyssa
looked stumped by this line of questioning. “Yes.”


Jase
studied her intently. “So you know when people are expected?”


“Yes,”
Alyssa confirmed. “The staff typically tells me when they’re expecting someone.”
She joined Jase behind the reception desk. 


Jase
ran his hand beneath the edge of the desk. “Can we keep the main door locked
then, and open it only when visitors are expected?” 


“I
think so. I’ll have to ask Paul,” Alyssa replied. “Is this because of what
happened in Ukraine?”


I
nodded. “Jase and I can take this up with Paul. I’m really sorry for the
inconvenience, Alyssa. This shouldn’t last more than a few weeks.”


Shae
breezed into the office. “Hey, Kri… Jase… Alyssa.”


“Shae!”
Alyssa cried. She ran out from behind the desk and gave Shae the same warm
welcome she’d given me. “It’s so good to see you! I’m so glad you’re back! Uh…
who’s that?”


Shae
looked pointedly at me. “That’s Chance, the bodyguard her boyfriend
assigned to me.” She didn’t sound very pleased.


Chance
stepped forward. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Alyssa. Nice seeing you again,
Kristine.” He reached for Jase’s hand. “It’s good to see you again, man. Have
you had an opportunity to inspect the office?”


“Just
the lobby,” Jase replied. “We need to do something about that door and install
a silent alarm under the receptionist’s desk.”


I
reached for Jase’s arm. “Alright. That’s enough. You’re scaring Alyssa. I’ll
take you guys back to meet Paul so you can figure out how best to resolve your
security concerns.”


“I’m
going to hang out here,” Chance interjected. “One of us should be monitoring
the lobby at all times.” He glanced at Alyssa. “Is this the only entrance into
your office suite?”


Alyssa
sank into the chair behind the desk. “Yes.”


Shae
huffed out a breath. “Please, make him stay in the lobby, Jase. He’s driving me
insane!”


“I
think she likes me,” Chance surmised with a wink. 


Shae
stalked toward her office. “Do not.”


“Do
too,” he argued. Chance was cute. He was muscular but lean with sandy blond
hair and light blue eyes. I suspected he was right, although I wasn’t sure how
well that was going to work out for him with Konstantin still in the picture.


“You,”
Shae pointed at me. “Your boyfriend said he was going to assign someone to
watch over me for a couple of days. That was over two months ago. When is this
going to stop?”


I
tried not to smile. I was secretly thrilled that Shae’s feisty attitude was
back. “Let me take Jase back to meet Paul. Then we’ll talk.”


Sammi
burst out of the break room. “It is you!” She pulled Shae and me in for a group
hug. “I was so worried about you,” she blurted through her tears. 


Cory
wrapped his arms around the three of us. “Welcome back.”


Paul
walked out of his office. He smiled when he saw the five of us standing in the
hallway. “I didn’t want to get anyone’s hopes up, so I didn’t tell the staff
you two were returning today,” Paul explained. He gave Shae and me a hug.


“This
is Paul Scott, our executive director,” I informed Jase. I glanced at Paul.
“This is Jase Adkins, the bodyguard I was telling you about.”


The
two men shook hands. “Why don’t we grab a cup of coffee and head back to my
office?” Paul suggested. “I’d like to hear your thoughts on how we can improve
office and staff security.”


Jase
smiled. “I was hoping you’d say that.” 


“We’re
having a team meeting in the conference room in one hour,” Paul advised the
rest of us. “We’re going to debrief on Ukraine. I want to discuss Kri’s recent
proposal to incorporate a security detail into our conflict resolution
trainings, and then we’re going out to lunch to celebrate their return.”


“Sounds
good,” Cory responded. 


Sammi
linked her arm in mine. “Let’s grab some coffee,” she said, nudging me toward
the break room.


“I
still need to talk to you about Chance,” Shae reminded me. “Drop by my office
once you’ve secured your fix.” She turned toward her office. “Coffee junkies,”
she muttered under her breath.


I
was sitting in her office within a matter of minutes. “What’s your beef with
Chance?” I asked after sampling my steaming cup of freshly ground, freshly
brewed French roast coffee. 


Shae
looked thoroughly annoyed. “He’s always there.”


I
bit my bottom lip so I wouldn’t smile. “So he’s doing his job?”


She
frowned. “When I say ‘always,’ I mean always, as in night and day.”


It
was my turn to frown. “I thought Rafael assigned Brogan to watch your place in
the evenings. How can Chance work twenty-four seven? The guy’s gotta sleep
sometime.”


“Chance
thought Brogan was more interested in sleeping with me than he was in
protecting me. He had him reassigned,” Shae replied. 


Interesting.
I took another sip of coffee. “But the guy’s still got to sleep. Who’s watching
your place when he sleeps?”


“He
thinks he is,” she replied in a snarky tone.


I
set my coffee cup on the corner of her desk. “Explain, because I’m not getting
this.”


Shae
huffed out a breath. “Chance got rid of the other guy. Then he started pulling
all-nighters, camping out in the hallway just outside my door.” 


“Ouch,”
I replied. Shae lived in a historic building in Old Town Alexandria, a house
where each floor had been converted into its own apartment. She lived on the
third floor. There was no elevator and no central air-conditioning. The stairs
and flooring were constructed of hard wood, and the hallway was cramped.


Shae
folded her arms across her chest. “I felt sorry for him, so I dragged a chair
out into the hallway so he would at least have something to sit on.” 


I
bit my lip again. I could picture Shae dragging a chair out into the hallway
while still pretending not to be nice. “That was thoughtful,” I murmured, still
trying not to laugh.


She
scowled. “I still felt sorry for him, sitting in that chair all night, then
following me around all day, so I told him he could sleep on my couch. Now,
he’s sleeping on the couch and snoring, I might add. He’s using my
shower, stocking my refrigerator full of groceries, and keeping a duffel bag
full of clothes at my house. He put his toothbrush in my toothbrush holder!”
she exclaimed.


I
started giggling. I tried to rein it in, but it only made it worse. I finally
burst out laughing. I had to wipe tears from my eyes by the time the laughter
subsided. “Does he have any redeeming qualities?”


“He
likes to play Scrabble,” she admitted, “but he wins… a lot.”


I
started laughing all over again. “Does he cook?” I finally managed to ask.


“Yes.
The guy cooks, and he does the dishes, but he gives me this disapproving look
every time Konstantin calls, and he’s happy like ninety-nine percent of the
time. He whistles a lot, and he sings in the shower.”


I
tugged my poker face back into place. “Wow. That’s… awful,” I replied. “I… I
don’t know how you can live like that. Do you want me to talk to Rafael? I can
try to get him fired.”


Shae
suddenly looked alarmed. “No! I don’t want him to lose his job.”


I
bolted upright. “Ah-ha! You do like him. You like Chance!”


“No.
I like Konstantin. I tolerate Chance,” she protested, thoroughly shaking her
head.


“Konstantin
lives nearly five thousand miles away. You should give Chance a chance,” I persisted.
Like a buffoon, I started giggling at my own joke. 


“Get
out!” Shae yelled. She yanked a number of tissues out of her tissue box and threw
them at me. 


I
pulled a soggy tissue out of my coffee cup, set it on her desk, and walked to
the door. “You know, tissues don’t really hurt. With everything we’ve been
through, I would have thought you could have come up with something better than
that.”


I
was still smiling when I walked into my office. I’d made the right decision,
returning to work. I could feel all the bits and pieces of my shattered life sliding
back into place… and that felt really, really good.


*
* * * *


I
gazed out over the river, unrolled my yoga mat, and smoothed it over the grass.
I had made it through the first week of fall semester and my return to work relatively
unscathed, but Rafael was right. I needed to establish a routine that would
help me relax and cope with my anxieties. Yoga seemed like the perfect place to
start on this crisp Saturday morning, and while I was stretching out just a few
yards away from Rafael’s house, I was savoring the fact that he had encouraged
me to do this sans bodyguard. Baby steps, I thought. I kicked my flip
flops off and stepped onto the mat. I curled my toes into the soft rubber, took
a deep cleansing breath, closed my eyes, and swung my arms open as I lifted
them toward the sky. 


Mountain
pose, chair pose, warrior one and two… each pose welcomed me like an old
friend. I stretched my limbs, moved slowly, held every pose, and forced myself
to breathe. Had I forgotten how to breathe? I transitioned into downward
facing dog before moving into my first plank. I held the position until my arms
began to tremble. I slid into the cobra pose as I finished my first vinyasa.


I
took another deep breath before moving back into downward facing dog. I pressed
my heels toward the earth and stretched my hips toward the sky as I stretched
my spine. My eyes widened when I noticed a very nice pair of men’s dress shoes
and black slacks behind me.


“Khorosho,
Kotyonok.”


My
elbows and knees buckled. A well-muscled arm hooked around my waist and pulled
me upright. My back was plastered against an incredibly broad chest. “Maxim?” I
breathed. 


Dobroye
utro,”
he murmured while nuzzling my ear.


I
turned to face him. “What… what… what are you doing here?”


He
inhaled deeply as he pressed his forehead to mine. “I had to see you.”


I
glanced nervously toward the house. “Does Rafael know you’re here?”


“Yes.
I called him in advance of coming,” Maxim replied. Storm clouds rolled through
his eyes. “I wasn’t seeking permission. It was… a courtesy.”


I
smoothed my hands over his chest as I attempted to back away. His arms flexed
as he held me in place. “You cut your hair,” I noted awkwardly.


“I
thought it would help,” he replied in a voice steeped with concern.


My
eyebrows knit with confusion. “Help what?”


“I
thought it would make it easier for you to look at me,” he clarified. 


“Oh,”
I responded numbly.


His
fingers skimmed the top of my ear as he brushed the hair from my face. “I
didn’t want you to see Michael when you looked into my eyes.”


Tears
pooled in my eyes. I wrapped my arms around his back and squeezed tight. “Thank
you,” I replied. 


He
propped his chin on top of my head as he relaxed into my embrace. “I’ve missed
this… and you.”


“I’ve
been worried about you,” I confessed, “and Konstantin, Lev, Igor, and Oni.” I
reached for his hand and tugged him toward the bench.


“Lev
and Igor are fine. Igor works for me now,” he explained, sinking onto the
bench. “Konstantin is here. He’s visiting Shae.”


Maxim
wrapped his arm around me as I slid next to him on the bench. “How long will
you be here?” I asked.


He
shrugged. “I’m not sure. I’m looking into some business opportunities.”


I
glanced at him in surprise. “Are you leaving the mafia?”


Maxim’s
eyes captured and held mine. “Do you want me to leave the mafia?” he inquired
softly.


My
heart stalled. His eyes were asking a far more difficult question... Would
you marry me if I did? I couldn’t possibly respond.


“I’m
keeping my options open,” he finally replied. “Konstantin is thinking of
transferring to the United States.”


“Transferring?”
I asked distractedly. I was still pondering the previous question. 


“Konstantin
is considering a position with the organization that oversees this area so he
can live closer to Shae,” Maxim explained.


“Oh,”
I responded dumbly. “I didn’t realize the Russian mafia was still operating in
the United States.”


Maxim
gazed out over the river. “The Russian mafia operates anywhere there is money
to be made. Arms trafficking, drug trafficking, and cyber espionage generate a
lot of money in the United States.”


I
blew out a breath. “I don’t suppose all that money is being used to fight
corrupt governments and fund humanitarian objectives...”


“Every
organization has its own objectives,” he noted. “Not all of the pakhan
value the same things I do.”


“How
are things in Ukraine?” I asked.


Maxim
shook his head. “Not good. The Russian government has planted people in nearly
every political office. The few honest politicians that are left are too scared
to implement policies that are contrary to the demands of the Russian
government. The SVR is growing in numbers and strength. More and more
Ukrainians are being tortured, disappearing, suffering mysterious deaths, or
being imprisoned in mental institutions for speaking out against Mother
Russia.” He spit out the last two words as if they had left a terrible taste in
his mouth.


I
reached for his hand. “I’m so sorry.”


His
eyes softened. “I know I am fighting a losing battle, but I’m finding it
difficult to walk away from a war I’ve been fighting my entire life.”


I
tucked my feet under my legs as I settled in under his arm. “I know how that
feels,” I noted empathetically.


He
turned my hand in the sunlight. “I see you are still wearing my ring.”


I
stared at the fiery green and purple stone. Heart shaped diamonds flanked the striking
alexandrite on either side. Maxim deemed it a promise ring when he presented
the gift in Ukraine. He released me from that promise when he helped me escape
from the SVR. I wasn’t sure what the ring stood for anymore. It reminded me of
so many broken dreams, but it was so beautiful, I couldn’t bear to take it off.



He
absently twirled the ring around my finger. “I heard about what you did for the
children’s hospital and for the orphanage.”


My
head shot up. “What? What did you hear?”


“You
didn’t think I’d investigate the source of a two million dollar donation to
each of those facilities… donations with all kinds of strings attached and very
clear demands on how that money was to be spent?” he goaded teasingly.


“I
asked to remain anonymous,” I protested. 


He
laughed.


I
huffed out a breath. “I wanted some good to come from Michael’s death. Rafael
and I paid for those renovations with money from his estate.”


Maxim
kissed the top of my head as he gathered me back against his chest. “Would you
like to see some pictures of the renovations?”


My
eyes widened. “You brought pictures?” 


He
tapped a password onto the screen of his cell phone, pulled up his photo
gallery, and handed me the phone.


“The
orphanage…” I breathed. “This looks so warm and inviting, the children might
actually enjoy living there.”


He
smiled. “The children were very excited about the renovations. They’re putting
a lot more effort into cleaning their rooms and keeping things nice so they can
maintain their playground privileges. They love that playground.” 


I
continued scanning the pictures. “Oh my God,” I cried. “That can’t be the
cancer floor…” My eyes filled with tears.


Maxim
swiped his finger over the screen.


“Oh,”
I choked. Maxim had taken a picture of some of the cancer kids holding up a
banner that read Spasibo, Ms. Stone! The children had painted
hearts and added their handprints to the banner in every color imaginable. 


Maxim
tucked my head under his chin as I burst into tears. “I really wanted you to
see this in person, but that would have required you to come back to Ukraine,”
he noted sadly. “I brought the banner for you. It’s in the car.”


“Thank
you,” I said, sniffling loudly. “Would you mind sending the pictures to my cell
phone or to my e-mail address?”


“I’ll
do both,” he replied. 


We
grew quiet as a large group of cyclists pedaled by. 


“Kristine?”
he finally asked. 


“Yes,”
I murmured distractedly, still staring out over the water. I was questioning
why I felt so comfortable in his arms.


He
lifted my chin so I was gazing into his eyes. “I want you to know that the man
who shot Michael is dead.”


My
breath caught. “You killed him?”


He
nodded. “I killed him, the man who nearly shot you when you ran out of the
plane, and the six men who tortured you and Shae.”


“Eight
men are dead… because of me?” I clutched at my stomach as bile burned my
throat. I swallowed forcefully, trying not to vomit.


“No,”
Maxim stated firmly. “They are dead because of what they did to you. Your
actions had nothing to do with it. They died as a result of their own actions.
They chose to hurt you, knowing you belonged to me. That alone should have
rendered you untouchable. What they did to you was unacceptable. Their actions
could not go unpunished. If I had let them get away with that, I would have
lost a considerable amount of power, credibility, and influence in Ukraine.”


I
shook my head. “But the price you will pay for committing those crimes… those
sins… is too high, Maxim.”


“You
are worried about my soul?” he asked, suddenly amused.


I
fingered the wooden cross tied around his neck. It was the same necklace he had
worn the entire time I’d been with him in Ukraine. The cross looked slightly
charred around the edges. I had always wondered if it had been designed that
way or if it had endured some tragedy of its own. “Are you Christian?” I asked.


Maxim
nodded. He still looked entirely too amused.


“Then
you know how this works,” I softly replied. “Vengeance belongs to God and God
alone. You need to pray for forgiveness, Maxim.”


“God
makes exceptions during times of war,” he countered smoothly. 


“You
were seeking revenge for what they did to me,” I argued.


His
jaw clenched. “A foreign government has invaded my country, attacked and killed
Ukrainian citizens, and infiltrated our justice system so there can be no
justice. What is that if not an act of war?”


I
sighed. 


Maxim
reached for my chin as he forced me to look at him again. “Some wars are fought
more subtly than others. My country does not possess the same capabilities your
country possesses. We don’t have the soldiers, the weapons, the money, or technology
to protect ourselves against Russia. What else would you have me do?”


I
frowned. “I’m going to be pissed off if I get to heaven and you’re not there,”
I retorted, trying to lighten the mood.


He
laughed loudly. “How I have missed your feisty spirit, Kotyonok.”


I
swatted his arm. “Listen, I have a favor to ask you.”


His
eyes brightened. “What kind of favor?”


“I
haven’t worked through all of the details yet, but I’m trying to get Oni out of
Ukraine. I’m trying to find a way to move her to the United States,” I briefly
explained.


He
nodded. “I know. I brought her application materials for graduate school, but before
I hand them over to you, I want to know why you’re doing this.”


I
turned to face him. “I don’t know why, but I really like Oni. In some ways she
reminds me of myself, only stronger and far braver than I was at that age. I
know she is unhappy about what is going on in Ukraine. She and I talked at
length about it when I was teaching at her school. Shae and I taught those kids
to question authority and to work toward making positive changes in Ukraine.
After what the SVR did to me, I’m worried that the same thing could happen to
her. We’ve been corresponding by e-mail. I know she’s speaking out against
Russia’s meddling in Ukrainian politics and is advocating for change. She could
be tortured or killed.” I trembled violently as images of my own torture and
Shae’s bit at my mind. 


“You’re
trying to protect her,” he noted softly.


“I
want her here with me, Maxim. I’ve agreed to design and teach a seminar on
personal security for my university. In exchange, I’ve asked my professor to
reserve a slot for Oni in our graduate program. Oni expressed an interest in my
degree program when I was in Ukraine. I’ll fund her tuition if they don’t offer
her a scholarship, and she can live with me. I… I just want to get her out of
Ukraine before something terrible happens to her.”


Maxim
shook his head. “That’s incredibly gracious of you, Ms. Stone, but at what
point will you stop putting other people’s needs before your own?”


I
huffed out a breath. “I could ask the same of you, Mr. Markov.”


He
laughed.


“I
haven’t gotten everything worked out with the university yet. My request has to
be approved by my dean and the provost,” I warned.


He
glanced at me curiously. “How can I help?” 


I
linked my hand in his. “Just watch over her until I can get her out of there.
Help Oni get a visa, a passport, and any other documents she might need to
travel to the United States.”


A
small, secretive smile flitted across his face. “I would be happy to do that,
but I’m afraid it’s going to cost you.”


“Okay,”
I responded cautiously. I’m not sure why I was surprised by his decision to
charge me. He’d always been a fierce negotiator and the consummate business
man. “How much are you asking?”


He
shrugged. “Not much.”


A
small alarm sounded in the far corner of my brain when I realized he might not
be asking for money. I slowly released his hand. “What do you want in
exchange?” 


He
grinned. “In the interest of full disclosure, you should know I am going to
require a small payment in advance and another payment once the services have
been rendered.”


“Really?”
I shot back sarcastically. He was clearly toying with me.


The
leather and citrus tones in his cologne teased my nose as he leaned toward me.
“I want a kiss… one now and another at a time and place of my choosing.”


My
heart tripped. “What?”


“You
heard me,” he purred. 


I
met his gaze head on. “I’m not sure that’s a fair trade. Your kisses are
lethal.”


He
laughed. 


I
scowled. “Why do you want to kiss me when I’m still dating Rafael?”


“How
else am I going to win your heart?” he asked with a provocative smile.


“Rafael…”
I began.


“…
consented,” he finished smugly.


I
stared at him in shock. “There’s no way Rafael would consent to this.”


He
handed me his cell phone. “You may call him if you’d like.”


My
jaw fell slack.


“I
wanted to speak with you in private, and I didn’t want him interfering if I
kissed you goodbye, so that’s what I negotiated.” He shoved the phone into his
pocket. “That was the only form of payment I would accept.” 


The
tiny hairs on my arms bristled. “Payment? For what?” 


He
stared at me.


“Oh,”
I replied. “The revenge that’s really a war thing.”


He
nodded. 


So
Rafael felt indebted to Maxim. That would certainly explain his consent. He was
also underestimating what Maxim could do with a seemingly innocuous kiss. I
knew better after that kiss in the hotel lobby. If I consented, it would be my
responsibility to ensure the kiss didn’t get out of hand. “Okay,” I grudgingly
conceded. “But not the kind of kiss that delivers an orgasm.” 


Maxim
stood and pulled me into his arms. “I can’t help how your body responds to me,”
he claimed in far too innocent a tone.


I
scowled at him before closing my eyes. Seconds ticked by while I waited for his
lips to brush against mine.


“Not
here,” he chuckled. “Inside.”


My
eyes flew open. “Inside… as in inside my house?” My pulse ratcheted up a few
hundred knots.


He
nodded.


“Wh…
Why do you want to go inside my house?” I stammered. 


He
shrugged. “I’ve been curious to see what it looks like, since you mentioned it
was furnished like mine. Besides, I would like to have a better visual of you,
where you are, and what you’re doing when I think about you.”


I
silently studied him. “Can I trust you to behave like a gentleman?” I finally
asked.


He
laughed. “Absolutely not.”


At
least he was being honest. I rolled my eyes at him before stalking over to my
yoga mat, sliding my flip flops on, and rolling up the mat. “You, Maxim, are a
very bad man,” I quipped as I walked past him.


He
chuckled as he fell in beside me. “You’re just now figuring that out?”


My
brave façade crumbled when I approached the door. The keys jingled against my
trembling hand. 


Maxim
peeled the keys from my fingers and unlocked the door. “After you,” he said, gallantly
ushering me inside.


I
stepped over the threshold and briefly surveyed the house. I had been hoping to
find Rafael inside so I could worm my way out of the kiss, but it appeared he
was still lifting weights next door. 


Maxim
set the keys on the foyer table and began walking around. “Our taste in
furniture is the same,” he murmured thoughtfully. He stopped and stared at
Monet’s painting of the Thames at Westminster after running his hand over the
top of a brown leather chair. “I like how you’ve furnished your home.”


“I
didn’t furnish this house. Rafael furnished it for me,” I clarified.


He
scowled. 


I
followed Maxim into the kitchen. “It’s a long story,” I noted tiredly. “Rafael
learned my preferences in furniture and art when he was my bodyguard.” I
reached into the refrigerator and pulled out two bottles of Perrier. I handed Maxim
one of the bright green bottles.


“Is
his home furnished similarly?” Maxim asked as he peeked inside the sun room.


I
took a sip of the sparkling mineral water. “No,” I responded without
elaborating. “You do realize he lives right next door?”


Maxim
raised a single eyebrow. “That sounds… convenient. I like your kitchen,” he
noted, “especially the lights.” He nodded toward the brushed copper pendants
hanging over the center island.


I
lingered in the foyer when he began walking upstairs.


“I
know what you’re afraid of,” he taunted without looking back.


“I’m
not afraid of you,” I countered as I trudged up the stairs.


He
laughed. “You should be.”


I
followed Maxim through every room. I could tell he was committing every detail
to memory, I just wasn’t sure why. 


He
saved my bedroom for last. He stepped inside the master bath, eyeing the spa
tub and the double shower, before thoroughly studying the bedroom. He fingered
the comforter on my bed as his investigation drew to an end.


“Well,
that’s it… the grand tour,” I announced, heading briskly toward the door.


“Not
so fast,” he replied, snatching my arm. He tugged me against his chest. “When’s
the last time you had sex?”


My
cheeks heated. “Surely, you realize how inappropriate that question is.”


His
eyes darkened. “Answer the question.”


I
swallowed nervously. “No.”


His
hands slid down my back and cupped my bottom as he fit his hips to mine. “Have
you had sex since you were tortured in Ukraine?”


My
cheeks heated even more. “I’m not answering that question,” I replied emphatically.


“You
haven’t,” he concluded. His eyes suddenly softened. “I know other women who have
been tortured the same way you were tortured, Kristine. You don’t have to be
afraid. You will feel things… there. You’ll be able to enjoy sex once
you set your fears aside.”


I
tried to pull away. This wasn’t a conversation I wanted to have with Maxim,
Rafael, or anyone else for that matter.


Maxim
grasped my wrists in his hands as he backed me toward the bed. “Maybe that’s
not what you’re afraid of. Maybe it’s not what they did to you that has you
avoiding sex. Maybe you’re afraid you’ll discover that Rafael is no longer the
one you’re meant to be with.”


I
shook my head. “He is,” I whispered.


“He’s
not,” he whispered back. He pushed me onto the bed. He crawled on top of me when
I tried scrambling away. “I want my kiss,” he growled.


“Not
here,” I pleaded. “Anyplace but here.”


His
eyes heated. “I want this image… this memory… of kissing you in your bed.”


I
groaned as he lowered his body to mine. We were perfectly aligned. He was
clearly aroused, and every hard angle of his body was pressing into mine.
“Maxim,” I pleaded. I wedged my hands between our chests.


He
linked his fingers with mine as he grabbed my hands and forced them above my
head. “It’s only a kiss,” he whispered in a sweetly seductive tone. 


I
arched against him when his mouth clamped over the sweet spot behind my ear. He
began sucking forcefully. “Oh, God,” I gasped as my entire body lit with need. 


He
thoroughly ravished my neck… sucking, licking, and kissing every inch of available
skin. “You taste so sweet, Kotyonok.” He nudged my chin a little higher as
his lips moved to the other side. 


The
pleasure pulsing within me made it impossible to think. More, my
sex-starved body pleaded. More, more, more! I held my breath. I didn’t
dare speak.


Maxim
gradually released my hands. His fingers brushed teasingly against my breast before
curling around my waist. He reached for my leg, and the air exploded from my
lungs.


Liquid
fire shot straight to my abdomen and thighs as he hiked my leg over his waist.
“Please stop,” I panted as he settled his bulging erection between my legs. The
thin fabric of his slacks, my flimsy yoga pants, and lace thong all seemed to
melt away. My entire body was screaming with months of unmet need, which was a
very, very bad thing.


Maxim’s
lips crashed against mine. His fingers dug into my thigh as his tongue swept
through my mouth. He claimed every crevice, stole every breath, and thoroughly
seduced my tongue. I moaned wantonly into his mouth. Nobody, and I do mean
nobody, could kiss like Maxim.


My
eyes widened when I realized how close I was to unraveling. My hands and heels
sought traction as I tried pushing out from underneath him. I froze when he
pinched my breasts. Pain turned to pleasure as he rolled my nipples between his
fingers and thumbs. “Kristine,” he groaned when they pebbled in his
hands. 


He
robbed me of my response. He kissed me stupid, shredded every last defense,
then completely consumed me until I grew mindless with need. My eyes glazed
over as he ground his hips into mine. The feeling was utterly intoxicating. 


I
longed to feel Maxim inside of me, but I knew. If I surrendered to this man, he
would never release me. An overwhelming sense of guilt shot through me. I shook
my head, suddenly frantic. This kiss was about to destroy me and my
relationship with Rafael.


Maxim
stilled, then silently studied me. He was breathing hard. His eyes were black,
and he looked to be on the verge of losing all control. 


“I’m
sorry,” I whispered hoarsely. I closed my eyes and willed him to understand.


He
reached over and snatched my cell phone off the nightstand. “I’m adding my cell
phone number,” he explained through clenched teeth. “Text me your e-mail
address and call me when you firm up plans for Oni. I will watch over her and
escort her to the United States.” He fished his cell phone out of his back
pocket so he could add me to his list of contacts.


“Thank
you,” I responded breathlessly. 


He
set my phone back on the nightstand, kneeled between my legs, and pulled me up
over his hips so that I was straddling his waist. I groaned when I felt his
erection press between my legs. His hands raked over my breasts before he grasped
my face and kissed me stupid all over again. “The next kiss won’t be nearly as
tame,” he warned gruffly. He set me back on the bed and strode from the room.


I
collapsed backwards onto the bed. My entire body was wound into an incredibly
tight coil. I wanted… no needed… sex in the worst possible way. I pulled
the pillow over my head and screamed. I tried to slow my breathing, to steady
my heart rate, and sort through the confusing array of thoughts now battering
my brain. 


I
crawled out of bed and stumbled into the shower. I turned the hot water on as
high as it would go. “Hell,” I reminded myself. “That’s where you’re headed if
you continue down this path, Kri.”


I
peeled my yoga clothes off and kicked them aside. I grabbed my loofa, squeezed
a glob of lavender body wash on top, and scrubbed myself raw. It struck me then
that Maxim may not have left the house. He could be waiting for me to join him
downstairs… which also meant he could be seconds away from climbing back up the
stairs and joining me in the shower. I shampooed quickly, rinsed, and dried
myself off. 


I
raked a comb through my hair, brushed my teeth, and threw some deodorant on
before tugging a camisole, thong, and a pair of sweats on. I crept barefoot
downstairs. My hair was dripping wet. Oni’s application materials and the
banner from the children’s hospital were sitting on my dining room table. Maxim
was nowhere to be found.


I
grabbed my keys, toed my flip flops back on, and strode out the front door. I
stalked next door to Rafael’s townhome and pounded on the door. 


He
swung the door open. “What the…”


I
shoved him in the chest. Hard. “You told Maxim he could kiss me?”


Rafael
took a step back. “It was…”


“…the
only form of payment he’d accept?” I shouted hysterically. I slammed the door
closed behind me. “That’s bullshit, and you know it. You don’t use sexual
favors from me to pay your debts, Rafael.”


His
eyes flared. “I didn’t consent to sex.”


“I
didn’t have sex with him!” I screamed. 


His
eyes darkened as he took a step toward me. “Do you think it’s easy for me to
tolerate you kissing another man,” he asked, “when you barely tolerate being touched
by me?”


“Oh,
you’re going to touch me,” I snapped back. “We’re having sex right now.”


His
mouth fell open.


I
shot him a dirty look as I began stomping up the stairs. “You’re going to kiss
me until I no longer feel his lips on mine. You’re going to claim every square
inch of my body until the only thing I can think about is you. Then, we’re
having sex until I can no longer speak, think, or move.”


Rafael’s
hands clamped around my waist. He swung me over his shoulder like a sack of flour
and hauled me the rest of the way up the stairs. “I would have invited him here
a long time ago if I had known it would lead to this.” He threw me on top of
his bed. 


I
scrambled to my knees as I began tearing my clothes off. “Don’t stop,” I
demanded. “No matter what.”


He
pulled his t-shirt off before stepping out of his sweats and kicking them
aside. “I’m not stopping,” he responded irritably. “You’re going to be pinned
beneath me for the next three days.”


“Hard,”
I whispered as he climbed on top of me. “I don’t want you to coddle me. I want
you to drive every last fear from my mind.”


He
shook his head, immediately establishing control. “We’re doing this my way or
not at all.” 


I
began to object, but he silenced me with a bruising kiss. His tongue swept
possessively through my mouth, demanding my compliance. I whimpered softly as
he lowered his body to mine. 


He
nipped at my bottom lip, then nudged my chin aside as he began kissing my neck.
He captured my hands and pinned them next to my head when I reached for his
hips and tried to pull him closer. “Slow down,” he growled. “I’m not rushing
this.”


“More,”
I demanded, still seeking control. I groaned when his warm mouth latched onto my
breast. My toes curled as he consumed my breast in long, drawing pulls. “Now,”
I rasped. I wanted to do this before my anxieties caught up with me.


“My
way,” he repeated in a threatening tone. He took his time licking and kissing
the other breast, thoroughly unraveling my need. Well-muscled legs held me in place
as I wiggled beneath him. He wouldn’t allow my legs to open any further. He
just continued lapping at my breasts until I was on the verge of screaming. 


I
tried to sit up when he moved away from my chest. He planted the palm of his
hand in the center of my chest and forced me back against the bed. His broad
shoulders nudged my thighs apart as he began licking between my legs. His
tongue swirled, stroked, and thrust until I was trembling violently. “Rafael,”
I gasped. “God, please, just take me.”


Ever
so slowly, he slid a finger inside of me. I exhaled forcefully. I couldn’t
believe it didn’t hurt. He slid a second finger inside, and my entire body
clenched. I reached for him, desperate to feel him inside of me. He turned
me over instead.


He
wedged his hand between my hips and the bed so he could stroke the swollen
tissue between my legs. He nudged my knees a little further apart. My hands gripped
the duvet as he positioned himself. He was so close to being inside of me. 


 “You
belong to me, Kristine… me and no one else.” He thrust inside of me in one
long, determined stroke. 


I
gasped. I had forgotten how thoroughly he could fill me, how completely Rafael
possessed me when he took me like this. 


His
fingers moved methodically as he thrust inside of me. He wrapped his other arm
under my chest and cupped my shoulder as he let the full weight of his body
relax on top of mine. 


I
was trapped beneath him, completely incapable of moving. I should have found
that disturbing, but the feel of his body wrapped so tightly around mine made
me feel protected and safe. The tension eased from my body. I relaxed into his
arms, relishing the fact that he now owned and controlled every part of me. 


He
pressed his lips to my ear. “Say it,” he demanded.


I
hadn’t a clue what he was asking. “Say what?”


“You
belong to me,” Rafael rasped. He drove inside of me, delivering his point a bit
more forcefully this time.


Pleasure,
not pain, sparked across every nerve ending. “I’m yours,” I conceded
breathlessly. “I belong to you.” I gasped as he tugged me up onto my knees. His
fingers ground against all the right places while he thrust deep inside of me. My
vision blurred. Longing turned to raw, unadulterated lust. I wanted to weep,
but I wasn’t sure why. 


He
grabbed my chin and forced my lips toward his. I braced my hands on his thighs and
leaned back against his chest. He kissed me greedily, as if he suddenly
couldn’t get enough of me. His hand drifted back toward my breast. He rolled
the nipple between his thumb and fingers while his other hand stroked between
my legs. He thrust deep inside of me. I moaned as I arched against him. I had
never been so thoroughly stimulated in my life. I nearly disintegrated.


He
broke the kiss, pushed my shoulders back toward the bed, and held my hips in
place, forcing me to remain on my knees. His fingers dug into my hips as he slammed
inside of me. Rafael wasn’t making love, he was staking his claim, demanding my
submission in a very brutal way. 


This
was exactly what I wanted. “Yes,” I cried. My hands fisted in
the duvet. I wanted Rafael, and only Rafael, to own me in this way. I wondered
if he knew or if he simply needed this too.


“You’re
mine,” he repeated. He slammed inside of me again and again.


My
body wound tighter and tighter, then suddenly exploded. Rafael drove inside of
me one last time. A second orgasm swept through me as he pulsed, then flooded
me with heat.


I
collapsed onto the bed when he released me. He rolled me over and immediately reclaimed
his position inside of me. We made love, slowly this time. He gently caressed
my breasts, my arms, and face as he began moving deep inside of me. There were
no hard thrusts, only soft, silky ones as he kissed my hands, my face, and neck.
He captured and held my eyes when he found the sweet spot. He slowed, ensuring
every inch of every stroke kept us lingering along that edge of intense
pleasure, until we both neared the breaking point.


“Now,”
I pleaded breathlessly.


He
slowed even more. “Who am I?” he asked.


I
stilled, uncertain as to why he’d ask such a ridiculous question. “What?”


“Say
my name,” he demanded.


“Rafael,”
I replied. My toes curled when he thrust inside of me. Every nerve ending
sparked as my body sought release.


“Again,”
he insisted.


“Rafael,”
I breathed. 


My
back arched as he slammed inside of me. 


“Rafael,”
I cried instinctively.


He
thrust hard and fast, spilling inside of me when I shattered in his arms.


Rafael
kissed the inside of my wrists while he watched and waited for my breathing to
slow. The sensation caused my nipples to harden. My body clamped down on his as
desire shot through me once more. He remained buried inside of me as he rolled over
and positioned me on top of him. 


He
completely consumed my breasts, then stared with lust filled eyes as I rode
this storm on top of him. He forced a slow, steady pace when he took control of
my hips. My head fell back as I relinquished everything. My thoughts
turned carnal when I saw his muscles tense beneath me. I pinned his hands above
his head and ground my hips into his until he lost control… until he
surrendered everything. 


Rafael
rolled me beneath him and took me three more times before we drifted off to
sleep. He repeated the process all over again the next morning, that afternoon
and evening, the next morning, and long into the third night. Rafael owned me,
body and soul, by the time it was over. He left eight love bites on my neck,
six on my breasts, one on my wrist, and two on my thigh to prove his ownership.
I was insanely sore but blissfully happy to have a sex life again.


 











Chapter 6 - Wake me up inside


 


Shae
and I were sitting at my favorite Starbucks waiting for Dr. Sandstrom to
arrive. I was nursing a grande triple skinny caramel macchiato. She was drinking
a bottle of blackberry flavored water. “Did Dr. Sandstrom say why he wanted to
meet here?” I asked. I inhaled deeply, savoring the musky scent of freshly
ground coffee. 


Shae
snagged another chair from a table that had just been vacated, then dropped back
into her seat. “He said he was up to his eyeballs in grad students and needed
to get away.”


“Aren’t
we considered grad students?” I inquired jokingly. I relaxed into my seat. I
was keenly aware of the fact that the chairs were wood and not metal, as they
had been in Ukraine.


She
shrugged. “I think he was referring to the newbies. Besides, he’s been treating
us more like colleagues ever since we returned from Ukraine.” Shae glanced at
the door when it swung open, then locked in on my scarf. “What’s up with the
scarf?”


My
cheeks heated. “Apparently, Rafael felt he needed to mark his territory now
that Maxim’s in town.”


Shae
burst out laughing. “Rafael gave you a hickie?”


I
fingered the scarf, adjusting it self-consciously. “He gave me seventeen
hickies to be precise.”


Shae
choked on a mouthful of water. Her eyes teared when she cleared her throat. “Now
I know why you called in sick yesterday. I presume you two…”


I
nodded.


“And
everything’s working okay?” Shae stilled, and her breath caught, as if she were
afraid to hear my response.


I
smiled reassuringly. “Everything’s still working, shockingly enough.”


She
gaped at me. “Oh no you didn’t.”


My
lips hovered over the top of my coffee cup. “Didn’t what?”


She
set her bottled water on the table and glared at me. “You did not just say
‘shockingly’ when referring to your goodie bits.”


I
spewed coffee out my nose. “Goodie bits? What are goodie bits?” I choked
out in a fit of laughter.


Shae
folded her arms across her chest and arched a single eyebrow at me. Eventually,
she huffed out a breath and handed me a wad of napkins.


I
doubled over. I couldn’t help it. I couldn’t stop laughing long enough to clean
my face up. 


Shae
started cracking up. “I can’t believe you said ‘shockingly.’”


“Oh
my God,” I gasped as I mopped my face up. “We’ve got to be seriously brain
damaged to be laughing about this.” A strangled sound escaped from my chest
when my mind conjured up an image of Shae being tortured with the stun gun. I
stopped laughing. “I’m so sorry,” I groaned. 


She
reached for my hand. “Me too,” she sighed. My pain was carved into her face when
our eyes locked. 


The
coffee shop grew quiet. I tried to force my thoughts toward more pleasant topics.
“How’s Konstantin?” I finally asked. 


Shae
sank back against her chair and slowly released her breath. “About as well as
can be expected. He’s limping, but he hasn’t done any physical therapy, so no
surprise there. He claims his head is fine, but he hasn’t undergone any testing
for the traumatic brain injury, aside from that initial CT scan. Konstantin is
stubborn, and he can’t be bothered to take care of himself.” She took another
swig of water. “He’s still blaming himself for what happened to us. Frankly, I
think he’s surprised Maxim didn’t kill him when he found out what the SVR had
done to you.”


I
thought about all the other people Maxim had killed. I was thankful he’d drawn
the line at Konstantin. “Maxim said Konstantin is thinking of moving to the
United States so he can live closer to you.”


Shae
nodded while quietly toying with her bottle of water. The gentle clanking of
metal spoons and coffee carafes followed the high pitched whine and hiss of the
espresso machine when a new wave of customers approached the counter.


I
waited for Shae to elaborate, but she didn’t. “Is he going to move here?”


Shae’s
eyes finally met mine. “I don’t know. I told him I’d like him to move here, but
I don’t want him working for the mafia, not in the United States.”


I
took a sip of coffee. “I think that was a very wise move.”


“He’s
worried he won’t be able to find a job outside the mafia. It’s not like he can
put his work history on a resume,” she noted sadly. 


I
exhaled softly. “I’m sorry, Shae. I know how much you care about him. I imagine
it would be difficult for him to find a legitimate job, but working for the
mafia would put you both in danger. There’s got to be some way he can shore up
his resume so he can secure a different job.” 


Dr.
Sandstrom burst into the coffee shop. His snow white hair was poking up in a
million different directions. His tie was askew and his suit jacket rumpled,
but his crisp blue eyes were sparkling. He waved on his way over to the
counter. He ordered a Caffè Americano before loosening his tie and joining us
at the table. “Ladies, I have wonderful news.”


My
breath caught. I’d just delivered Oni’s application materials to Dr. Sandstrom this
morning, before work. He couldn’t possibly have a decision. He’d had less than
a day… ten hours to be precise.


He
took a sip of coffee and dropped into the chair Shae had scrounged up for him. “I
have spoken with the dean, the provost, and the financial aid staff. We are
prepared to offer your friend, Oni, a full ride scholarship. She can begin winter
semester, assuming she’s prepared to start her coursework in January.” He took
a sip of coffee. “I’ll confess, you two got the short end of the stick. We
scored a new class and an exceptional young woman. Her academic record is
outstanding.”


We
nearly knocked the coffee out of his hand when we jumped up and threw our arms
around his neck. “Thank you, Dr. Sandstrom. Thank you so much,” we both gushed.



His
cheeks turned a lovely shade of pink. Clearly, he was embarrassed by the group
hug. “Oh, please. I did nothing. We are very fortunate to have all three of you
ladies attending our university.”


“I
can’t wait to tell her,” I prattled excitedly. “Are you going to mail her
acceptance letter or should we have that hand delivered?”


Dr.
Sandstrom pulled an envelope from the inside pocket of his suit jacket. “I have
the acceptance letter and the financial aid offer right here.” He set the
envelope on the table.


I
stared at him in awe. “How did you accomplish all of this in one day?” 


He
took a sip of coffee, stretched out his long legs, and grinned. “I didn’t. The
dean and provost approved this two weeks ago, pending final review of her
application materials. We’ve been working on the financial aid package ever
since.”


“Konstantin
isn’t leaving until Sunday. He can deliver the acceptance letter, unless you’d
prefer to go through Maxim,” Shae suggested thoughtfully. 


I
shook my head. Hard. “Oh, no. I’m not about to owe Maxim for any more favors. You
should have Konstantin deliver the letter.”


Shae
glanced at me questioningly. 


My
mouth snapped shut. 


“Konstantin
it is then,” she replied with a sly smile. She was letting me off the hook. For
now.


* * * * *


“What
do you think of this one?” Cenia asked. 


I
eyed the light blue gown. The cut was nice, but the color was all wrong. “Do
you really want a pastel for a November wedding?”


Cenia
looked thoughtful. “No, but I think we should stick with blue or green to match
the flowers in my dress.”


I
pulled another gown from the rack and briefly examined it. “Agreed. Not navy,
though. Navy is too dark.”


“What
about this one?” she asked. 


I
fingered the royal blue taffeta gown. “This color would make the flowers in your
dress pop.” The dress was strapless, like Cenia’s wedding gown. The floor
length skirt was full, but not so full that it would knock anyone over. “I
really like the cut.”


“I
like this bow accent across the chest,” Cenia mused. “Do you think you’ll be
able to dance in this?”


I
examined the dress a bit more critically. “I don’t know. Maybe I should try it
on.”


Cenia
handed me the gown. “I’m going to keep looking. I’ll meet you back in the
dressing room.”


I
found an open room, stepped out of my clothes, and slid the gown over my head.
My breath caught when I saw my reflection in the mirror. The dress was truly
breathtaking. The ruche bodice made it look like miles of fabric had been cinched
around the chest, hips, and waist. The skirt was fitted in the front but flared
in the back, like a form fitting gown with a train. The cut was very
flattering.


“How
does it look?” Cenia asked from outside the door. 


I
popped open the door, stepped into the hallway, and turned around. “Well? What
do you think?”


“What
the heck’s wrong with you?” Cenia exclaimed. She stared slack-jawed at my neck.


My
hand flitted to my chest. “Why? What…”


Cenia’s
eyes widened. “Are those hickies?”


Heat
flooded my cheeks. I’d been so busy admiring the dress, I had forgotten all
about them. “Yes,” I confessed.


She
spun me around. “My God! How many are there?”


I
cringed when she lifted my hair. “Seventeen.”


She
sucked in a breath. “Does that mean you…”


I
tried not to smile as I turned back around. “Yes.”


Her
eyes locked on mine. “And everything’s okay?” 


I
grinned. “Better than okay.”


She
gave me a monstrous hug. “Thank God!” Cenia positioned me at arm’s length when
she released me. Her head tilted as she examined the gown. “I think the dress might
look better without the hickies.”


I
laughed. “This dress is gorgeous. Do you think your other bridesmaids will like
it?”


She
pulled her cell phone out of her purse. “Let’s find out.” She snapped a couple
of pictures and texted them to her bridesmaids, who lived out of state. “I have
a feeling they’ll be asking more questions about the hickies than they will the
dress.”


I
rolled my eyes. “I’m going to change while we wait for their replies.”


Her
cell phone pinged before I could climb out of the dress. “Told you,” she said.
“They want to know what’s up with all the hickies.”


I
tugged my clothes back on and joined her in the hallway. “What’d they say about
the dress?”


“They
loved the dress.” She snatched the royal blue gown out of my hand as we walked
toward the front of the store. “I’m going to get these dresses ordered and paid
for. Then we’re going shopping… at Babies ‘R’ Us.”


My
eyes shot to her stomach. 


“Not
for me! For Rafael!” she cried indignantly.


I
was too dumbfounded to speak.


“I’m
getting that man a pacifier. Next time he tries to latch onto your neck, you
shove it in his mouth. There will be no hickies on my wedding day. Do you
understand me?” she lectured sternly.


“He
doesn’t normally do this,” I protested. “The only reason he did it was because
Maxim was in town.”


“Maxim,”
Cenia mumbled. She appeared to be flipping through some internal Rolodex.


“The
guy from the Russian mafia,” I whispered.


Cenia’s
head whipped around. She scrutinized the other patrons in the store before
grabbing my arm. “Here? That guy was here?”


I
couldn’t have stopped the eye roll if I’d tried. “Well, not here here.
He was at my house.” 


“You
let him inside your house?” she screeched. “So what was Rafael doing? Marking
his territory?”


I
nodded. “Pretty much.”


Her
eyes narrowed. “Why?”


I
sighed. “Because Maxim kissed me.”


Cenia
shook her head. “Forget Babies ‘R’ Us. We’re going out for drinks, and you’re
going to spill every last little detail.”


I
laughed. “That sure beats shopping for pacifiers.”


She
handed the dress to the sales clerk, and turned to face me. “You know, one of
these days, you’re going to write all this crap down, publish a book, and
produce a best-selling novel.”


I
nodded. It was, sadly, just the sort of book I’d want to read.


* * * * *


I
strode into Shae’s office. “I was hoping you would tell me, but you haven’t… so
I’m just going to ask.”


Shae
set her pen down. “Ask what?”


I
lowered into the chair across from her desk. “What’s wrong with Chance?”


She
eyed me warily. “Why do you ask?”


“He’s
not whistling anymore. His muscles are all bunched up, and his face is taut,
sort of like this mountain lion I ran into in Montana,” I replied.


Her
eyebrows shot up. “You ran into a mountain lion?”


“Don’t
change the subject,” I growled.


She
huffed out a breath. “He hasn’t been the same since Konstantin arrived. He’s
camping out in the hallway again. He makes disgruntled sounds through the door whenever
Konstantin comes over. He said I’m undermining his ability to do his job by
hanging out with thugs.”


“I
don’t think that’s the only thing you’re undermining,” I muttered under my
breath.


She
folded her arms across her chest. “What’s that supposed to mean?”


I
studied my friend. “Chance likes you. If you’re renewing your relationship with
Konstantin, then that undermines Chance’s ability to have a relationship with you.
Are you and Konstantin…”


Shae
shook her head. “No. I’m… It’s just… I’m not ready.”


“Totally
understand,” I assured her. “So, what are you and Konstantin doing when he
comes over?”


“Talking
mostly and playing Scrabble. We haven’t been spending a lot of time at the
house. We go out to dinner and take long walks along the river,” she replied.


“Is
he good at Scrabble?” I asked. Konstantin didn’t strike me as a Scrabble kinda
guy.


Shae
scowled. “He keeps complaining that my Scrabble set doesn’t have all the
letters in the Russian alphabet. He cut little squares out of a note card and
wrote down all the missing letters. He keeps insisting on playing those letters
even though it locks up the board. I can’t play words off that! I can’t form
English words off letters and symbols that aren’t even in our alphabet!”


My
eyes widened. Shae seemed genuinely disgruntled. I started laughing. “That’s…
unfortunate,” I finally replied. 


Shae
narrowed her eyes at me. Then she began laughing.


“Is
Konstantin still planning to leave on Sunday?” I asked when the laughter
subsided.


“Yes.
He’s heading back to Ukraine on Sunday. I don’t know if he’s going to move
here. He’s still exploring his options both in and outside the mafia,” she
confessed.


I
leaned forward in my seat. “Just promise me you’ll try to mend things with
Chance when Konstantin leaves. I’m not telling you to end things with
Konstantin, but I do think you should consider a relationship with Chance. He
likes you, he’s super cute, and he’s a really nice guy.”


“I’ll
think about it,” Shae said with a sigh. “How’s your research coming along?”


I
perked up. “Good. There are definitely some environmental issues at play here. India
is building sixty-seven hydroelectric dams in Kashmir's glacier fed rivers in
direct violation of the Indus Water Treaty. India needs this electricity, but
the resulting water shortage will compromise Pakistan's agricultural industry,
reduce water for human consumption, and threaten the stability of Pakistan. The
conflict over Kashmir is driven in large part by India and Pakistan’s efforts to
control these water resources. I suspect the end goal is the same for the Kashmiri
insurgents and Al-Qaeda. Both are wreaking havoc in this region.”


Shae
made a couple of notations on her notepad. When she glanced up, she looked a
million miles from surprised. She leaned back in her chair. “The Taliban and Al-Qaeda
roam freely in the Northwest Frontier Province. There are over two million refugees
living in that area. Most of these refugees lack clean water, food, and
shelter. Violent crime is rampant. Women and children are being physically and
sexually abused. Women are being forced into prostitution and some are being
forced to sell their children. The border between Afghanistan and Pakistan is
porous. That area is a breeding ground for terrorist recruits, especially for the
Taliban.”


I
shook my head sadly. “Two million refugees? Why aren’t we seeing this in the
news?”


“The
media could care less about the refugee crisis in Pakistan. They’re too busy
riling everybody up over our missteps in Afghanistan,” Shae replied. 


I
took a deep breath and blew it out. “The media and our policy makers need to
step back and look at the big picture. This entire region is on the verge of
collapse.”


“Tunnel
vision is never a good thing,” Shae agreed.


I
studied my friend. “The war in Afghanistan will complicate things for us. Our
team is going to face some serious trust issues in Pakistan. Between our
economic ties and all the foreign aid we pour into India and all these recent
drone attacks, Sammi and Cory won’t be viewed as impartial. They’re going to
have a hard time gaining their students’ trust.”


Shae
nodded. “I think they’ll have a much easier time in India.”


I
glanced at the time on my cell phone and leapt from the chair. “The team
meeting’s in five minutes. I need to finish writing my report!” I glanced at
Shae as I hustled toward the door. “Please consider what I said about Chance.”


“I
will,” she replied. She chuckled at my hasty retreat. “I’ll see you at the team
meeting,” she sang out as I bolted down the hall. 


* * * * *


“What,
no bodyguard tonight?” Kadyn ribbed when I traipsed through the door.


I
grinned. “Nope. Rafael dropped me off outside the studio. He agreed you were
perfectly capable of keeping me safe for the next sixty minutes.”


Kadyn
smiled. “Finally, something we can agree on.” He pulled me in for a hug. “How
was Montana?”


“Therapeutic,”
I replied. “Everyone asked about you.”


“I
can’t believe you beat us here!” Cenia exclaimed, bursting into the room. Roger
followed in her wake.


The
four of us exchanged hugs. “Rafael asked me to invite all three of you to join
us at Cosi when the dance lesson is over. We’re going to make s’mores,” I announced.
“They have these table top burners that allow you to roast marshmallows right
inside the restaurant.” 


Cenia
glanced at Roger. “What do you think?”


He
shrugged. “Sure. You know me. I’m always up for chocolate.” 


“Sounds
fun,” Kadyn agreed. 


I
smiled gratefully. Kadyn’s feelings toward Rafael had come a long way since
Ukraine.


A
petite blond woman stepped out of the back office. “Is this everyone?” she inquired
as she strode haughtily across the dance floor. She was wearing a black strappy
leotard, black leggings, and a long black and gray wrap skirt that billowed
behind her like a giant puff of smoke.


The
four of us gaped at her. “Yes,” Cenia responded, filling the awkward silence. “I’m
Cenia. This is my fiancé, Roger, and our friends Kadyn and Kri.”


“My
name is Katia,” she announced. Her tone suggested she might be in love with her
name. She slipped her delicate hand in ours before eying our feet with disdain.
“Dance shoes. You, all of you, must be fitted for dance shoes. Come, Come! Anton
will be here any minute.” 


“There
are special shoes?” I repeated a bit dazedly. 


“Yes,
of course,” Katia replied. She turned on her heel and strode toward the office.
We trailed a few feet behind so we wouldn’t get caught in her skirt. She waved
toward a mountain of boxes that were piled behind the desk in her office. “These
shoes will give you the flexibility and the support that you need. Our women’s shoes
are available in black, white, silver, or nude. Our men’s shoes are available
in black or brown.”


“I
need a size ten in black,” Roger replied.


Katia
arched a perfectly sculpted eyebrow at Kadyn.


Kadyn
met her inquisitive gaze with the stoic look he had perfected at some point in
his childhood. “Black. Size eleven,” he replied.


She
pulled two boxes from the center of a stack and handed them to Kadyn and Roger.
Her movements were so fluid the stack didn’t even wobble when the other shoes
slid into place.


I
looked at Cenia. I was debating between silver and nude.


“I
think you should go with the nude,” Cenia suggested.


“Size
eight in nude,” I confirmed for Katia.


“Size
seven in white,” Cenia added hastily.


Katia
handed us the shoes. “I want you to bring these to every practice so we can
break them in before the wedding.” 


Cenia
and I sank onto the floor so we could strap the delicate but sturdy sandals
onto our feet. Kadyn and Roger laced up their shoes and helped us back onto our
feet.


“Did
you bring the music?” Katia asked after we paid for the shoes.


Cenia
pulled a CD out of her purse. “Yes. Roger and I will be dancing to ‘When You Say
Nothing at All’ by Alison Krauss. Our entire wedding party will be dancing to ‘What
a Wonderful World’ by Louis Armstrong.”


Katia
accepted the CD with a regal nod. “A waltz should work beautifully for both
songs. Ah. Here’s Anton.” She gave Anton an air kiss beside each cheek when he
joined us. 


Cenia
and I exchanged glances. Neither of us understood the motivations behind air
kissing. I’d always speculated that people kissed the air because they couldn’t
bring themselves to touch one another. Anton was causing me to question this
theory, because he was now caressing Katia’s arm.


We
introduced ourselves to Anton while Katia slid the CD into the stereo. Anton
had a slender build. He was impeccably dressed and a bit too elegant for my
blood. He seemed perfect for Katia, though. She stood a little taller than
Anton with her high heels on. She was very pretty, and she had the kind of
posture you’d expect from a professional dancer. Still, there was something
about her that rubbed me the wrong way. I suspected it was the air of
self-appointed nobility.


“Let’s
begin,” Katia said with a little clap. “Ladies, please approach your partners.”


I
tried not to giggle as I stepped up to Kadyn. 


He
grinned.


“Gentlemen,
place your right hand on your partner’s shoulder blade. Ladies, rest your arm
on his so that your hand is resting just below his shoulder. Now, gentlemen,
hold her right hand in your left, extending both of your arms out in an elegant
line. Arms should be even with your shoulders,” Anton directed. He demonstrated
the position with Katia.


“No
looking at your feet,” Katia instructed. “Ladies, you need to trust that your
partner will steer you where you need to be. Chins up, heads held high.” She
held her chin up and out at some ridiculous angle I was not willing to
duplicate.


Anton
stood a little taller. “Gentlemen, you will begin with your feet together. On
three counts, you will step forward with your left foot, step to the right with
your right foot, and then close by bringing your left foot to the right. You
will then step forward with your right, step to the left, and close. Those are
the basic waltz steps for the men.” He and Katia walked through the steps three
times.


“Now
for the ladies,” Katia announced melodically. “Backwards with the right foot
for one, to the left side for two, then close with the right on three. We’ll
repeat that pattern… step, side, close, step, side, close… throughout the
duration of the music.” Again, they demonstrated the steps.


Anton
smiled. “You need to ensure you are bending and straightening your legs on the
right counts as well. You will bend your knees on one, straighten on two and
three.” Their bodies rose and fell across the floor like a gentle wave. “Down,
up, up. Down, up, up,” Anton chanted as he whisked her around the floor.


“Okay,
let’s begin.” Katia pushed a button on a remote control device, which she had
tucked inside her left hand. The room filled with the gentle strains of an
acoustic guitar. 


Kadyn
smiled. He tightened his hold on my back, squeezed my hand, and stepped forward
as Allison Krauss began to sing in a pure, sweet tone.


I
tried to anticipate Kadyn’s moves, but I was having a hard time following his
lead. I wanted to step forward. I could barely walk, let alone dance, backwards.


“You
need to bend more in the knees, Kri. Relax. Feel the music,” Katia called from
across the room.


My
cheeks heated. “Sorry, Kadyn.” 


He
offered me an encouraging smile. “You’re doing great, Kri. Try not to worry
about where we’re going. I’m not going to let anyone run into you. Focus on my
hands. I’ll push and pull you where you need to be.”


I
nodded as I recommitted myself to the process. Once I started paying attention
to Kadyn’s hand signals, I didn’t have to worry about where to place my feet. I
gradually began to relax. 


Kadyn’s
eyes met mine when the CD rolled into “What a Wonderful World.” “Now this
brings back memories,” he murmured softly.


“New
Year’s Eve with Freddy Cole and Dizzy Gillespie,” I recalled with a knowing
smile. Kadyn and I had danced to this song amidst silver, gold, and white
balloons in the main foyer of the Kennedy Center shortly after their concert.


Kadyn
skillfully maneuvered me around Cenia and Roger. “Everything was so much
simpler then.” 


I
gazed up at him. His warm brown eyes looked unspeakably sad. I quickly glanced
away. “Yes, it was.” 


“You
smiled more,” he noted.


“So
did you,” I remarked.


Kadyn
sighed. “What I wouldn’t give to roll back time.” 


My
feet rooted to the floor. How many times had I wished for the very same thing?


Kadyn’s
eyes softened as he took a step closer to me. Had I released my breath, our
chests would be touching.


Katia
and Anton broke the spell cast by Kadyn’s words. I glanced at Kadyn, confused,
when Anton suddenly whisked me away. I knew why I longed to roll back time… to
undo everything that had happened in Ukraine. It sounded as if Kadyn wanted to
erase a larger portion of my life, the portion that included Paris, Michael,
and Rafael. I thought Kadyn had accepted my relationship with Rafael, albeit
grudgingly. Now I wasn’t so sure.


By
the time Anton settled me back inside Kadyn’s arms, I was thoroughly perplexed.
Kadyn’s face was unreadable. In fact, he was wearing that trademark look he was
famous for. I tried to ignore the questions swirling around inside my head. I focused
on my friends instead. Anton was dancing with Cenia now, and Katia was dancing
with Roger. 


By
the end of the evening, we were all dancing more fluidly. Katia and Anton
promised to teach us some twists and turns at our next lesson. We took a few
minutes to tug our street shoes on before exiting the dance studio. 


Rafael
was leaning against the side of the building, with one foot propped casually
against the brick wall. He pushed off the building and wrapped me in his arms.
“How’d it go?”


“Kadyn
survived the lesson without suffering any serious injuries,” I noted jokingly.
I planted a chaste kiss on Rafael’s lips before freeing him up to greet my
friends.


Rafael
shook Kadyn’s hand. “It’s good to see you again.” He shook hands with Roger and
gave Cenia a hug. “Is anyone interested in going to Cosi?”


“Sure,”
Cenia replied. “I think we’re all in.” We began walking toward the parking lot.


“Do
you want to meet at the Cosi over on King Street?” Kadyn asked.


Rafael
nodded. “I think that’s the closest one.”


“We’ll
meet you over there,” Roger replied. He opened the passenger side door of his
Nissan Maxima for Cenia. 


Kadyn
tugged his helmet on, swung his leg over the Aprilia, and pulled out of the
parking lot.


Rafael
tucked me inside the Lincoln Navigator before climbing into the driver’s seat. I
leaned across the center console and planted a soft, lingering kiss on his lips.
“Thanks for being such a good sport about the dance lessons and for inviting
everyone to Cosi. I know this seems awkward given our history, but I’d really
like you and Kadyn to be friends.”


Rafael
squeezed my hand before backing out of the parking spot. “I know, baby. We’ll
get there eventually.”


We
met Roger, Cenia, and Kadyn in front of Cosi. I smiled contentedly when we
stepped inside. The dimly lit restaurant felt toasty warm. The scents of
freshly baked bread, fresh ground coffee, and cinnamon chai tea lingered in the
air. 


Roger
commandeered a table. We ordered our drinks and the s’mores package which
included a burner, roasting sticks, marshmallows, chocolate bars, and graham
crackers. Cenia distributed the roasting sticks while we waited for the blue, orange,
and yellow flame to grow.


“Rafael
and I ran into a mountain lion while we were hiking in Montana,” I revealed
with some excitement. I was eager to discuss the trip with my friends.


Cenia’s
eyes widened. “Really? Did she try to attack you?”


I
speared a marshmallow. “No. She ran off when she heard Rafael remove the bear
spray from the holster.”


“Bear
spray?” Roger repeated questioningly. His eyes strayed from the marshmallow he
was roasting. The sugary puff ball burst into flames. 


Cenia
blew the flames out. She gingerly removed the blackened outer shell surrounding
the marshmallow and popped it into her mouth. “You don’t like blackened
marshmallows,” she protested when Roger gave her a withering look. “Don’t you
prefer them golden brown?”


“See?”
Rafael interjected. “I’m not the only one who hasn’t heard of bear spray.”


“It’s
a giant can of pepper spray,” I explained. “Hikers use it all the time.” I
nudged Kadyn’s roasting stick out of the way as we jockeyed for the flame.


Roger
resumed roasting the gooey remains of his marshmallow. “Why carry bear spray
when you can pack a gun?”


“You
can’t carry a firearm inside a national or state park,” I objected, “and you
can’t just go around shooting bears and mountain lions anytime you want. You
have to obtain a special permit, even during hunting season.”


“If
a mountain lion attacked me, I wouldn’t be asking anyone for permission to
shoot it,” Roger stated dismissively. 


“If
a mountain lion attacked you, you wouldn’t be asking a whole lot of anything,”
I retorted. I began assembling my s’more.


“Guess
who else we ran into,” Rafael encouraged with a wry smile.


Kadyn
sat back and studied Rafael. His eyes suddenly lit with interest. “You ran into
Tom.”


“Tom?”
Cenia asked. “Your ex-husband, Tom?”


I
chuckled softly. “Rafael’s fist, his knee, a table, and a wall ran into Tom.” 


Kadyn
smiled. “How’d you manage that?”


“The
guy was slamming Kristine’s head into the wall when I walked out of the men’s
restroom,” Rafael explained. He scowled as he reached for his coffee.


“We
were at the Windbag, where you met Gra and Pa,” I clarified for Kadyn. 


“The
Windbag? Is that a restaurant?” Roger inquired. 


“A
brothel that was converted into a bar and restaurant,” Rafael replied. He was
still tripping over the fact that I had taken him to a brothel.


I
could practically see the wheels churning in Roger’s head. “A brothel, huh?” 


“I’ve
always wanted to visit Montana,” Cenia confessed. She was twirling her
marshmallow through the flame.


Roger
perked up even more. “Maybe we should go there for our honeymoon.”


Cenia
shook her head. “We’re not honeymooning in Montana so you can wrestle mountain
lions, frequent brothels, and provoke a bar fight.” 


“You
know… if you went right after the wedding, you’d get there in time for hunting
season,” I added teasingly.


Roger
grinned. “I think we should do it.”


Cenia
threw her marshmallow at me. “As my maid of honor, your loyalties lie with me.”


I
reached for my coffee and snuggled closer to Rafael. I was thoroughly enjoying
myself. “My loyalties lie with all of you.” 


“Speaking
of loyalties,” Rafael began. He looked at Kadyn. “Your friend, Dan, was sitting
out on his front porch, polishing his rifle, when I stopped by to meet him.”


Kadyn
laughed. “That sounds like Dan. Did he take you out shooting?”


Rafael
nodded. “That guy’s got quite the arsenal.” 


“I
want to go shooting with Dan,” Roger whined. “Why can’t we go to Montana for
our honeymoon?”


Cenia
just rolled her eyes.


“Did
Kristine tell you Maxim paid her a visit last weekend?” Rafael asked. He was
staring intently at Kadyn.


Kadyn
shot me a disapproving look. “No.”


“Maxim?
Who’s Maxim?” Roger asked, thoroughly confused.


“The
guy from the Russian mafia. The one who helped Rafael and Kadyn free Kri,”
Cenia replied. 


“What
did he want?” Kadyn asked. He was still glowering at me.


I
fidgeted nervously in my seat. “He wanted me to know he… uh…” I glanced at the
couple sitting across from us. “He took care of the person who shot Michael and
the ones who hurt Shae and me.”


Kadyn
glanced sharply at Rafael. “Did you pay him to do this?”


Rafael
shook his head. “No. I didn’t.”


“Maxim
said he couldn’t allow their actions to go unpunished. If he let them get away
with hurting us, he would have lost power, credibility, and influence in
Ukraine,” I explained.


“Yeah,
but that’s not his end game,” Kadyn surmised.


I
looked at Kadyn. “What’s his end game?”


“You
are,” Rafael replied. 


I
shook my head. “I don’t think so. Maxim knows I could never live in Ukraine.” 


“He
did kiss you,” Cenia noted before eating her s’more.


Kadyn
stared dumbfounded at Rafael. “You let him kiss her?”


Rafael
folded his arms across his chest. “He didn’t exactly give me a choice.”


“Maxim
said it was the only form of payment he’d accept,” I interjected.


“For
what?” Kadyn demanded.


“For
killing those men,” Rafael growled irritably. 


Kadyn’s
jaw clenched. “So he didn’t kill them to maintain power and respect. He did it
to get closer to Kri.”


“What’s
the big deal?” Roger asked. “Clearly, this guy wanted to play the hero. He
killed the bad guys, and all he asked for was a little kiss. Frankly, I think
he deserved a kiss.”


Cenia
shook her head. “It wasn’t a little kiss.”


Roger
balanced a piece of chocolate on top of his marshmallow and held it over the
flame. “It was a kiss. How bad could it be?”


“Evidently,
his kisses are… orgasmic,” Cenia persisted.


“Cenia!”
I gasped. She wasn’t supposed to share that.


“They’re
what?” Rafael gritted. 


I
slid down in my seat. “He’s just… very skilled at kissing.”


Roger’s
eyes widened. “You mean to tell me this man can give a woman an orgasm just by
kissing her… on the lips?”


“And
neck,” I clarified miserably.


Rafael
threw a wad of money on the table. He stood, grabbed my arm, and tugged me to
my feet. “We’re leaving. Now.”


I
was shocked. “What? Why?”


His
eyes bore into mine.


My
heart ground to a complete stop. “Okay. I… ah… guess we’re leaving.”


Kadyn,
Roger, and Cenia looked mildly alarmed. “Is everything okay?” Cenia inquired warily.


I
nodded. “Yes. Everything’s fine. We just need to talk. Thanks for coming, guys.
I’ll see you later.”


Rafael
didn’t speak. We exited the restaurant and walked toward the parking garage in
silence. The tension building between us was oddly provocative.


The
second we entered the stairwell, he backed me against the wall. 


“What
are you doing?” I cried.


“Maxim
will not best me in this. I know your body better than anyone,” he growled. His
lips crashed against mine. 


I
groaned softly when his tongue thrust inside my mouth. “Rafael,” I interjected
when he began kissing my neck. My nipples hardened against his chest. His hand tunneled
beneath my bra. “Oh, God!” I gasped. My knees nearly buckled as he rolled my
nipple between his fingers and thumb.


“Rafael,”
I tried again. “We’re in…” I groaned when he kicked my feet apart and stepped between
my legs. He hiked my knees over his hips and pressed me back against the wall
as he settled his thickened shaft against the sweet spot between my legs. My
entire body clenched.


I
nearly sobbed, I wanted him so bad. “Someone could…” My eyes slid closed as he
began sucking just behind my ear. He braced my back against the wall as he
began roughly kneading my breasts. Both of his hands were shoved under my bra. My
body wound tighter and tighter. His tongue swept through my mouth, seeking…
claiming… branding everything. I started trembling. 


I
abandoned the protest. I no longer cared that we were standing inside a public garage.
I wanted him inside of me regardless. I fisted my hands in his hair as fought
to gain control over the kiss. He kissed me even harder, then held me in place
as I disintegrated in his arms. A smug look settled over his face as he slowly released
my legs. 


I
slid down his body, too sated to be angry. “Shall we?” I asked, tugging my bra
back into place.


He
nudged me toward the stairs. “Just so you know, we’ll be finishing this at home.”


I
smiled unabashedly. “I was hoping you would say that.”


* * * * *


Rafael
tossed my suitcase in the back of his SUV. “Would you stop asking questions and
climb in already?” 


I
assumed the most hostile posture I could muster. The guy had packed my suitcase
in the middle of the night, so there were no clues as to what he’d packed. “No.
Not until you tell me where we’re going.”


He
laughed when he walked out from behind the SUV and caught sight of me. “I don’t
feel even remotely intimidated.” He opened the passenger door for me. 


I
paused just before I climbed inside. “Please?” I asked. He had seemingly conjured
this trip out of thin air. I had no clue where we were going, why, or how long
we would be staying there. “I need to let my boss know if I’m going to miss work
on Monday,” I protested in a feeble attempt to get him to reveal where we were
going.


Rafael
tugged me against his chest. “If I were planning for you to miss work on
Monday, I would have covered that.” He caressed my bottom. My eyes nearly rolled
into the back of my head when he began kissing my neck.


I
wiggled out of his arms before he could leave another hickie. I climbed into
the SUV, no closer to learning what he was up to. 


I
texted Shae to let her know Rafael and I were leaving town. We’d made each
other a promise to alert the other if we were going off the grid for any
reason. That way neither of us would panic when the other was suddenly
unavailable. That was just one of many pacts we’d made after Ukraine.


Rafael
drove into DC. I glanced at him curiously when he pulled into the parking garage
for Union Station. “Union Station? What are we doing at Union Station?”


“We’re
traveling by train,” he replied evasively.


My
eyebrows furrowed. “A metro train or a train train?” Both ran under Union
Station.


He
laughed as he eased the Lincoln Navigator into a parking space. “A train train.
And don’t bother trying to figure out where our final destination is. This
train has stops all along the east coast. Ours could be any one of them.”


“You’re
impossible!” I exclaimed. I jumped out of the SUV before he could open the door
for me.


He
was still laughing when he pulled the suitcase out of the back. “Have you ever
made love on a train before?”


My
feet stalled. “No.”


He
nudged me toward the elevator. “Me either. Wouldn’t you like to?” 


I
grew quiet as I pondered how that might work. “Does the train have bathrooms
like an airplane?” 


He
laughed as he ushered me inside the elevator. “I reserved a bedroom.”


I
gaped at him. It was eight o’clock on a Saturday morning. “Are we spending the
night on the train?”


He
shook his head. “No, but that doesn’t mean we can’t make good use of the room
for the next few hours.”


Suddenly,
it didn’t matter where we were going. He reached for my hand as we walked out
of the elevator. Then he began whispering all of the wicked things he was going
to do to me once we got on the train.


The
car attendant greeted Rafael like an old friend when we approached the train. “Mr.
Garcia, I’m so pleased you could join us!” 


I
eyed him curiously. How did he know Rafael?


The
man helped me up the stairs before leading us down a narrow passageway. This
section of the train contained no seats, only private rooms. “Looks like we’re
in for some beautiful weather today,” he noted cheerily.


“That’s
good,” Rafael replied. “Will the train be departing on time?”


The
car attendant glanced at his watch. “Yes, sir. The train will be departing in
six minutes.” He stopped in front of a room near the end of the car, unlocked
the door, and handed Rafael the key. “Don’t hesitate to call me if you need
anything further.” He began whistling as he walked away. 


Rafael
opened the door and ushered me inside.


My
breath caught. Hundreds of deep red rose petals formed a perfect heart in the
middle of the white linen bedspread. A bottle of champagne, a decanter of
orange juice, and a coffee carafe sat next to an assortment of pastries, a
platter filled with meats and cheeses, a bowl of fresh fruit, and the largest
chocolate dipped strawberries I’d ever seen. I stood gaping at the room.


A
soft click sounded as Rafael closed the door. “What do you think?” he inquired
softly. He nuzzled my neck as he wrapped his arms around me. 


I
turned in his arms. “I think I’m hopelessly in love with you, Rafael Tiago
Garcia.” My eyes and hands slid over his finely sculpted chest. My heart clenched
when our eyes finally met. “Would you like some breakfast?” I whispered
hoarsely.


He
shook his head. He stared at me intently while lifting my shirt over my head. I
watched the long sleeve t-shirt fall to the floor, then glanced nervously toward
the bed, which was nestled just below the window. We were standing right in
front of the window, although it appeared the train sat high enough to where no
one would see us. Still, we hadn’t even left the station. My stomach fluttered
nervously. To be stripped naked in front of a window in broad daylight was a
tad bit unnerving.


The
window fell out of focus when he began kissing my neck. “That feels nice,” I
murmured, deeply aroused. I tugged Rafael’s shirt over his head. “You have the
most amazing chest.” I planted open mouthed kisses all along his pecs before kissing
his neck.


We
both kicked our shoes off. Rafael unbuttoned my jeans and slid them down my
legs. “Not nearly as impressive as these legs,” he said. He tugged my socks off
before licking and kissing his way back up to my lips.


I
fingered the button on his jeans. “These are in my way,” I announced teasingly.
I released the button and slid the zipper down so I could dip my hand inside
his boxer briefs. He pulled me into a deep, provocative kiss as I began fondling
him. Heat pooled between my legs. His jeans were definitely in my way. 


I
ran my hands along the inside of his jeans and around his backside until the
jeans and boxer briefs fell to the floor. He kicked his remaining clothes aside.



I
jumped when the train sounded its horn. 


Rafael
laughed. “I think we should sit down.” The train lurched forward as he sat on
the edge of the bed. He pulled my legs over his until I was straddling his lap.
His lips sought mine in a feverish kiss. 


Rafael
slid the bra strap over my shoulder as he layered open-mouthed kisses all down
my neck. My nipples hardened, beckoning his tongue. His warm, wet mouth latched
onto my breast, drawing it deep inside his mouth. My head fell back as I arched
against him.


I
moaned when his erection pressed insistently between my legs. I ran my hands
along his hardened shaft, wishing it were inside of me. He unfastened my bra and
ripped my thong off. He swallowed my objection with a kiss, lifted my hips, and
pushed just inside of me. “I want you to watch the world go by while we make
love. I’m going to take you over and over again until you know where you belong.”



I
glanced at the blurring landscape flitting across the window, then gazed deep
into his eyes. “I know where I belong.” He was already filling me inch by
glorious inch when he suddenly thrust deep inside of me. “Rafael,” I cried when
our hips collided.


He
set a slow, erotic pace as he resumed kissing my neck and breasts. Rafael fell
back against the pile of roses. The intoxicating fragrance wafted all around
us. Our hips kept time with the methodical clacking of the train until Rafael tucked
me beneath him. The cool, velvety petals caressed my arms and back. “Nothing
else matters,” he rasped. “This. This is the only thing that matters.” He
thrust inside of me in three powerful strokes.


“Yes,”
I moaned. I closed my eyes and let go, completely surrendering my body as he slammed
inside of me. He wedged his forearms beneath my back and clamped his hands
around my shoulders so he could pin me in place. He drove inside of me with
unconscionable force.


He
captured my scream in a kiss as he pulsed inside of me. The searing heat
collided with my orgasm. My body milked his until he had nothing left to give. “Again,”
I whispered as we rolled into the next station. My body quivered with
anticipation. 


*
* * * *


“So,
who would you pick?” Rafael asked. We were eating cheesecake at Junior’s in Times
Square, a few blocks away from where he’d taken me to see Phantom of the Opera
in New York City.


This
was Rafael’s first time seeing the musical, my fourth. I loved the haunting
music and was thoroughly enamored with the tragic love story. I reached for my
coffee as I pondered the question. “I think I would choose the phantom.”


His
fork paused above the cheesecake. “Really? Why?”


I
laughed. “For the same reasons I’m drawn to you, although you’re much better
looking.”


He
looked thoroughly confused. 


My
eyebrows furrowed as I pondered how best to explain. “The phantom’s love for
Christine Daaé was so intoxicating and raw. Who doesn’t want to be consumed
like that?”


Rafael’s
eyes heated. He pulled some money from his wallet and tossed it on the table. 


I
glanced longingly at the half-eaten dessert. The New York-style cheesecake was
the richest and fluffiest cheesecake I’d ever tasted. I didn’t want it to go to
waste.


Rafael
flagged down the waiter. “I’d like a box for the cheesecake.” 


The
waiter returned with a small Styrofoam container. “Enjoy your evening.”


A
feeling of déjà vu washed over me as Rafael boxed up the desert. I placed my hand
in his when he rose from the table. “Where are we going?”


“We’re
going to make a mess out of the sheets in the hotel room,” he replied frankly. 


My
toes curled instinctively. I glanced toward the pastry counter at the far end
of the eclectic restaurant. “Do you think this place sells chocolate mousse?”


Rafael
offered me a tortured look before tugging me toward the door. 


I
took one last, lingering look at the intriguing murals. “Maybe I should duck
inside the bathroom and remove my panties before you rip this pair,” I ribbed.


He
stopped abruptly. His eyes traveled down my body and back up again. “I suggest
you avoid the bathroom unless you want to have sex in there.”


I
grinned. “Alrighty then.”


He
stared at me uncertainly, then yanked me out the door.











Chapter 7 – Change the world


 


“Are
you ready to do this?” Shae asked. 


I
nodded. “As ready as I’ll ever be.” I followed her into the classroom. My feet
slowed when I saw how many students there were. “Dr. Sandstrom said our
enrollment levels were high. He didn’t say it was going to be standing room
only.” 


“There
must have been some last minute enrollments,” Shae surmised. “I’m glad we made
extra training manuals.”


We
pulled together a few more chairs for the students who were standing and
widened our discussion circle before claiming our seats. 


Shae
began the introductions. “I’d like to welcome everyone to our three day personal
risk seminar. If you haven’t already done so, please be sure to record your
name and contact information on the sign in sheet so we can ensure you receive
credit for attending the course. My name is Shae Garlington. My colleague’s
name is Kristine Stone. We’d like to share some information about who we are
and the reasons why we’ve developed this course before we delve into the agenda
items that are listed in the front of your binders.” Shae looked at me. 


I
took a deep breath. “This is our second year attending George Mason’s master’s
program in conflict analysis and resolution. We have completed the training
offered by the Northern Virginia Mediation Service to become certified
mediators. We currently work at Seeds for Peace, which is an NGO dedicated to peacebuilding.
Shae and I develop and teach conflict resolution seminars at universities in
conflict ridden countries for this organization. Our 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.”


Shae
nodded. “We learned some valuable lessons about personal risk when we were
teaching in Ukraine earlier this year. Our preliminary research did not prepare
us for the risks we faced. We were assigned minders who followed us everywhere
we went. The minders were helpful at times, but they made attempts to hijack
our schedule and limit our access to SIM cards. We needed the SIM cards and
cell service for security purposes. The Russian mafia attended a government
function honoring our work in Ukraine. We felt threatened by their presence.
Little did we know, the Russian mafia attends all government functions in
Ukraine. They are that entrenched in governance. Still, the mafia proved to be the
least of our worries, especially after we were abducted by the SVR.”


“The
SVR?” a student asked. 


“Formerly
known as the KGB,” I explained. 


A
number of students gasped. 


“The
SVR accused us of being spies. We were brutally beaten and tortured in ways you
can’t even imagine,” Shae continued. “The Russian mafia helped secure our
release.”


The
students’ jaws hung open, their eyes wide with disbelief. 


“We’ve
learned some valuable lessons,” Shae repeated. “We’re going to share those
lessons with you over the next three days, but we’re also going to explore some
strategies for reducing risk and strengthening personal security.”


I
glanced at Shae, then leaned forward in my seat. “Let’s review the agenda.
We’re going to start with some basic instruction that mirrors to some extent
the Survival, Evasion, Resistance, and Escape Training offered by the military.
We’ve scheduled two guest speakers to review the SERE training they received while
serving in the United States Air Force. Their instruction will begin at nine
o’clock and run the rest of the day. A therapist who specializes in PTSD will be
joining us tomorrow morning. She’ll be speaking about the trauma that results
when your life is threatened and the treatment options that are available. We’ll
run through a simulation tomorrow afternoon. We’ve invited a security expert to
teach self-defense Saturday morning, so be sure to wear comfortable clothing.
Gym clothes are preferable. Each of us will develop a personal security plan
Saturday afternoon. The seminar will end with a short quiz. We’ll also be
asking you to complete a survey, to assessing the quality of the speakers and
the training materials offered in this seminar.”


Shae
stood and approached the white board. “Now, before our guest speakers arrive,
I’d like to capture some of your questions about risk and personal security so
we can ensure these questions are answered over the next few days.”


I
counted thirty eight hands in the air.


*
* * * *


Kadyn
was standing by the red and white checkered counter. He was waiting for Five
Guys to finish cooking our burgers. Chance and Jase were pushing two chrome
tables together while Cenia, Shae, and I filled everyone’s drink order. 


“Here,
let me help you with that,” Rafael insisted. 


I
turned and smiled at him. “I didn’t hear you walk in.” I added a little more
Sprite to the cup I was filling before snapping the lid into place.


Rafael
reached for the cups I’d already filled. “Thanks for inviting me to join you
guys. How’d it go today?”


I
followed him over to the tables Chance and Jase had secured. “It went well.
Kadyn and Cenia did a fantastic job. They taught our students water and
wilderness survival, the importance of having a knife on hand, and…”


“Who
knew that would prove more important than having a SIM card?” Shae interjected.
She and Cenia set the remaining drinks on the table.


I
handed Jase his drink. “Next time we travel for work, we’ll be purchasing
knives and SIM cards.” I wasn’t joking. 


Rafael
pulled a chair out for me before sitting in the bright red chair to my left. “Did
you cover any other topics?”


“We
discussed various forms of interrogational torture, why it’s important to
resist and evade questioning, and the military code of conduct while in
captivity,” Cenia replied. She handed Chance his soda as she sank into the seat
next to him.


“Their
presentation was outstanding,” Jase opined. He claimed the chair between Rafael
and Shae, who was sitting on the other side of Chance. 


“Thanks,”
Kadyn said. He set a tray full of burgers and fries in the center of the table
and dropped into the seat next to me. “That’s quite the compliment coming from
special ops.”


“I
was really proud of Shae and Kri for describing the electro-shock torture they
endured. I know that wasn’t easy, but I think that, more than anything, drove
home the importance of traveling with a security detail and staying close to
your bodyguards,” Chance remarked. 


I
sifted through the pile of burgers until I found the two that had “jalapeno”
and “no mayo” scribbled across the foil wrappers. I kept one of the burgers and
handed the other to Rafael. “We have forty-three students, which is a lot more
than we anticipated. How hard is it going to be for you to work with that many
people during the self-defense training?” 


Rafael
unwrapped his burger. “I think we should pull in some additional instructors.
The smaller the student-teacher ratio, the more hands on experience they’ll
gain.” He glanced at Jase. “Would you mind helping out Saturday morning?”


Jase
grinned. “I thought you’d never ask.”


“There
are a lot of cute girls in my program,” I explained, when Rafael looked
surprised. “I’m sure he’s just dying to get his hands on them.”


“Can
I help?” Chance asked. “I was planning on being there to watch over this one,
anyway.” He jerked his head toward Shae.


Shae’s
hand fell in her fries. “I suppose you’re just dying to get your hands on all
those cute girls too.”


Chance
took a bite out of his burger before responding. “So what if I am? You’re still
pining after that mafia guy, Constantinople, or whatever his name is.”


“Konstantin.
His name is Konstantin,” Shae responded drily. 


Rafael’s
eyes flitted between our two friends. “Are they a thing?” he asked, leaning
toward me.


“Not
yet,” I replied, “but they should be.”


Chance
grinned, but Shae shot me the stink eye. “You hush!”


I
looked pointedly at Chance. “Why don’t you stop dancing along the sidelines and
kiss her already?”


Chance
didn’t miss a beat. He grabbed Shae by the shoulders and drew her to her feet
in one fluid movement. He kissed her long and hard as he locked her in his
arms. Shae melted as she fell into the kiss. Our entire circle of friends and a
few other tables full of people whooped and hollered, cheering them on. 


We
held our breaths when Chance released her. I was curious to see how she’d
respond. 


Shae
touched her lips a bit dazedly. Her eyes looked glazed when she turned toward
me. “What have you done?”


Kadyn
stuffed the last of his burger into his mouth as an alarm sounded on his phone.
“We have to head over to the dance studio.”


“Saved
by the bell!” I announced cheerily. I glanced at Cenia. “Are you ready to get
your groove on with Katia and Anton?”


Cenia
reached for a handful of fries as I kissed Rafael goodbye. “Sure. I’ll follow
you over there.”


“I’ll
make sure Kri gets home safely,” Kadyn assured Rafael. 


His
warm brown eyes sought mine. “I’ll meet you at home then.”


That
word, home, warmed me straight through to the bone. I shared one last,
lingering glance with Rafael as Kadyn and Cenia nudged me toward the door.


*
* * * *


Shae
sprawled across three hard plastic chairs. She looked completely exhausted.
“That was tough.”


I
propped her feet on top of my lap as I sank into the end chair. “I feel awful.
I can’t believe the simulation made them cry.”


“Some
of the students who assumed the interrogator role were brutal. Shoot. I thought
I was going to cry,” Shae replied.


I
trembled violently. The mock interrogation had been deeply unsettling. “Do you
think the simulation was too intense?”


“Turning
the lights off and having the victims bound might have been a little over the
top,” she whispered hoarsely. I suspected she was battling the same memories as
me.


Chance
pushed off from the wall. “If you thought that was over the top, you’re not
going to like what Rafael’s got planned for tomorrow.”


My
heart stalled. “Oh, God. Please tell me he’s not planning to bring the red
Stormtrooper suit.”


Jase
straddled the chair in front of me. “We’re bringing three Stormtrooper suits.”


Shae’s
eyes widened as she sat up. Her feet slowly found the floor. “Wh… what are you
talking about?”


Chance
sat in the chair next to Shae. “Padded assailant suits.”


Shae’s
eyes locked on mine. “This is so not going to end well.”


*
* * * *


Shae
and I stood on the sidelines while Rafael, Chance, and Jase attacked our
students. They were sparring on three different mats, which ran nearly the
entire length of the room. The vast majority of our students had proven eager
to take on the three handsome men, despite those God-awful suits. “So, has anything
more developed between you and Chance?” I asked. Between dance lessons, the
training, and Chance’s near-constant presence, we hadn’t been able to discuss the
big kiss.


Shae
scowled at me. “Thanks to you, Chance is officially courting me. What am I
supposed to do when Konstantin returns next month?”


One
of our female students let out a blood-curdling scream. Rafael had her pinned
to the mat. I was kind of wishing it was me he had pinned to the floor. I tore
my eyes from the mat so I could respond to Shae. “If you’d like, I can mediate
a dating agreement between the three of you.”


Shae
laughed. “I don’t think so."


I
glanced at the clock. “I think we should wrap this up. They’re going to need a
couple of hours to complete their personal security plans, the quiz, and the
end-of-course survey.” I caught the guys’ attention and twirled my finger in
the air. 


Rafael,
Chance, and Jase spoke to their sparring partners before releasing them. The three
students joined the rest of their classmates along the outer edges of the mats.


Shae
walked out onto the center mat to address the students. “I’m sorry, but we need
to wrap up the self-defense training. All three of our instructors volunteered
for this assignment, so let’s give them a warm round of applause.” 


Our
students gave Rafael, Chance, and Jase a standing ovation. 


“The
pizza should be here any minute,” I announced. “Let’s take a break so everyone
can get something to drink and eat. We’ll begin work on your personal security
plans in twenty minutes.” 


Rafael
joined me at the edge of the mat. He had already peeled the assailant suit off.
“So, what do you think?”


I
fingered the muscle shirt that was sticking to his chest and ran my hand along
his glistening skin. “I’m thinking I’d like you to pin me against the
floor, a countertop, and maybe the wall when we get home,” I replied wickedly. 


A
grin spread like wildfire across his face. “I think you’ve got yourself
a date.”


*
* * * *


I
threw my practically new jeep into park, tapped the garage door opener to lower
the door, and tromped up the stairs. I nudged the kitchen door open and tossed
my purse on the counter. “You better be naked!” I shouted, then chuckled
softly.


Well-muscled
arms grabbed me from behind. “Ladies first,” Rafael replied. His fingers moved deftly
over the buttons on my shirt. 


I
sighed contentedly when he slipped his hand inside my bra. I loved the feel of
his skin next to mine. I closed my eyes and savored all the lovely sensations he
was coaxing from my body. My eyes flew open when I felt him harden against my
bottom. “We’ve got way too many clothes on.” 


He
peeled the shirt from my arms. “My sentiments exactly.”


I
turned around and lifted the soft, gray cotton t-shirt over his head. I wrapped
my arms around his neck so I could fit my chest and abs to his. The heat
radiating from his skin was intoxicating. “You are so sexy, even when your body
is buried beneath that hideous suit.” 


His
fingers traced every vertebrae in my back before he unhooked my bra. “I know
someplace else I’d like to be buried.” He stepped back and watched as my black
lace bra fell to the floor. I shivered as the crisp air cooled my skin.


Rafael
lunged for me. Sparks shot across every nerve ending when his sweltering mouth latched
onto my chilly breast. His tongue circled closer and closer until his teeth found
my nipple. My hands fisted in his hair. “Inside me,” I panted. “I want you inside
me. Now!”


One
arm held me firmly in place while he unbuttoned my slacks. His hand was in my
panties before my pants even hit the floor. “You’re so wet,” he murmured. My
head fell back when he latched onto my other breast. His left hand wound
through my hair as it brushed against my lower back.


His
fingers delved inside of me. I moaned softly as the tension grew tighter and
tighter. My knees buckled when his thumb pressed on the one spot he’d been purposely
avoiding. His hand stilled, denying my release. I groaned my frustration as I reached
for the drawstring on his pants. “Get your clothes off already!”


Rafael
laughed. His sweat pants were off in two seconds flat. There were no briefs
underneath. My eyes widened at the sight of him. I tried to kick my black
patent leather heels off, but Rafael stopped me. “Keep those on.” Rafael knelt
in front of me as he hooked his thumbs in my panties and slid them down my
legs. He pulled my right leg over his shoulder, kissed the inside of my thigh,
then lapped at the sweet spot between my legs. 


My
eyelids slid shut. Pleasure pulsed everywhere he stroked. I nearly collapsed when
he latched onto the tiny nub and began to suck. I tried to wriggle away. “Oh,
God! Not like this. I want to feel you inside of me.” 


Rafael
lifted me in one fluid movement. I wrapped my legs around his waist as he pinned
me against the door. My back arched sharply when he pressed inside of me. His
eyes captured and held mine as he joined our bodies in one long, deeply
gratifying stroke. “Is this what you want?”


“Yes,”
I moaned. My hands clenched against the nape of his neck when our hips met.
He’d buried himself to the hilt. I loved how thick he was, how tight everything
felt when he was buried inside of me. 


He
pulled back and thrust. Hard. The air rushed from my lungs as my back hit the
door. “Don’t let go,” he demanded gruffly. I whimpered softly. I was holding on
by a thread, and it was already unraveling.


Rafael
released my hips. He caressed my breasts and thrust. Every stroke was deep and
slow. I reached for his face and dragged his lips toward mine. Our tongues tangled
in a sultry kiss. He drove inside of me again. 


I
moaned wantonly when he latched onto my neck. He thrust hard and fast. A scream
percolated in my chest. He pinched my nipples and slammed deep inside of me. Every
cell in my body exploded. We clung to each other as he pulsed inside of me. “Thank
you,” I finally whispered into his dampened skin. 


He
laughed. “Don’t thank me yet. We’ve still got the counter, the wall, and the
floor.” 


*
* * * *


“How
did the training go?” Dr. Sandstrom asked. He was sifting through the end-of-course
surveys. 


“Good,”
I replied. “I think the course was a little more intense than the students
anticipated, but it was empowering. Not only did we increase the students’
awareness of the risks they could face in peacebuilding, but we’ve strengthened
their ability to survive and cope with those threats.”


Shae
took a sip of Diet Coke. “I’m really pleased with the reviews. Our speakers
were very well received. Cenia and Kadyn did a phenomenal job with the SERE
training. I’m glad Rafael recruited Chance and Jase to help with the self-defense
training. Given the size of our class, I don’t think a single instructor would
have been enough.”


Dr.
Sandstrom looked contemplative as he leaned back in his chair. “Let’s make sure
we have three instructors for that self-defense training for future course
offerings then.”


“I
think the simulation was very effective. We received a lot of good feedback on
the risk assessment tool and the template for the personal security plans,” I
added.


“I
think you two did a fantastic job. You received very high marks on these end-of-course
surveys.” Dr. Sandstrom flipped through the documents again. “This feedback has
left me questioning whether we should offer this course twice a year.”


Shae
twisted the lid back onto her Diet Coke. “I think we should.”


“Me
too,” I agreed. “If we offer the course twice a year, the class size may
decrease, which would give students more hands on training in the self-defense portion
of the class.”


Dr.
Sandstrom smiled. “Consider it done. So, how does it feel?”


“How
does what feel?” Shae asked.


Dr.
Sandstrom’s bright blue eyes softened. “You took a horrific experience and
transformed it into something good.” 


Shae
and I exchanged glances. A nearly identical smile spread across our faces. “It
feels good,” I replied.


*
* * * *


I
didn’t have to count my dance steps anymore. Kadyn and I had progressed enough
to where we could carry on a conversation while he spun me around the dance
floor. I was trying not to listen to the music. I’d already heard Alison Krauss
and Louis Armstrong croon so many times, both songs made me want to gouge my
ears out. “Are you dating anyone?” I asked, seeking a distraction.


Kadyn
stumbled but quickly regained his balance. He glanced at me uncertainly before
responding. “I’ve dated a couple of women over the past few months but no one
worth mentioning.”


I
quickly chastised my envious heart. I wanted Kadyn to be happy. Somehow,
despite all the twists and turns our relationship had taken, he had become my
most cherished friend. He deserved to be happy. I should encourage him to move
on. Still, my mouth stubbornly refused to do so.


Kadyn
maneuvered me around Cenia and Roger. “Why do you ask?”


I
bit my bottom lip as I sorted through how best to respond. “I was wondering if
you were bringing a date to the wedding.”


“Are
you?” he asked.


I
forced myself to meet his gaze. “No. Rafael is traveling to Paris while we’re
in McAllen for Cenia’s wedding. He needs to meet with the mayor and the
property owners in the community where Michael’s house is located. I’m not
ready to see Michael’s house, so Rafael scheduled his meeting for the same week
as the wedding.”


His
eyebrows furrowed. “Are you selling the house?”


I
shook my head. “We’re trying to convert it into a temporary safe house for
political refugees, but we need the mayor and the other homeowners’ consent.” 


Kadyn
stopped dancing. He looked… stunned. 


Katia
and Anton chose that moment to switch partners and dance with us. Eventually,
Anton returned me to Kadyn’s arms. 


“Miss
me?” I asked with a playful smirk.


“Yes,”
he responded drily. He seemed no fonder of Katia than I was of Anton. “I’m not
bringing a date.”


My
smile widened. “Will you be my date then?”


He
nodded. Once. I was expecting a smile, but that stoic look remained on his
face. “Will Rafael be sending a bodyguard?”


“He
agreed not to send Jase if I promised to stay close to you,” I confessed. That
conversation sparked a rather lengthy debate, but Rafael eventually agreed that
Kadyn, Cenia, and Roger were capable of watching over me… both individually and
collectively.


Kadyn
sighed. “Sometimes I wish he didn’t trust me so much.”


I
shot him an incredulous look. “Why?”


“Because
it obligates me to maintain that trust, even when I’d prefer to act less
honorably,” he replied.


I
swallowed nervously. 


“Do
you ever wonder why people, men in particular, are drawn to you?” he asked.


“Yes,”
I admitted cautiously. I was too worried about the previous statement to grasp
the sudden change of topic.


His
eyes softened. “It’s all the good that you do. You’re one of those people who balance
out all the bad in this world. Hope emanates from you, like a warm fire brightening
an otherwise depressing room.”


My
feet stalled, right along with my heart.


Kadyn
cradled my face in his hands. He stared into my eyes until the room fell away.
Then he quietly walked away.


*
* * * *


I
ran into Shae in the hallway. “Our team has officially arrived in India,” I
announced. 


She
followed me into the break room. “Have they picked up their SIM cards?”


I
nodded. “Brogan’s already driving Sammi nuts. Evidently, he cleared out the
ladies room at the Indira Ghandi International Airport before allowing her to
enter. I told her she was lucky he didn’t follow her into the stall.”


Shae
laughed. “That was really nice of Brogan and Aidan to serve as their bodyguards
on such short notice.”


I
scooped coffee into the filter, filled the reservoir with water, and set the
coffee maker to brew. “Rafael told me his men prefer to work in the United
States, so I was a little surprised they accepted this assignment. I really
hope this works out well… for everyone. It would be nice to work with Rafael’s
security team on a more permanent basis.” 


Shae
pulled a Diet Coke out of the refrigerator. She twisted the cap off and took a
swig from the bottle. “I’m anxious to hear how they perform in the training.
They didn’t have much time to prepare for that presentation.” 


I
dropped into a chair at the table to wait for the coffee to finish brewing. My
fingernails tapped impatiently against the side of my cup. “We’ll find out soon
enough. They were able to secure Internet access at the hotel, so they can pull
us into their debriefings through Skype. We’re lucky the time difference works
in our favor. They’ll be wrapping up their first day of training around eight
o’clock tomorrow morning, our time.”


Shae
slid into the chair next to me. “Have you decided if you’re going on the next
assignment?” We had just firmed up the dates for our training in Rwanda. 


I
was dying to go to Africa, but I wasn’t sure I was ready for another trip. I
wondered if I’d ever be ready. “I haven’t decided yet. Why? Are you going?”


She
nodded. “I think the longer we wait to jump back into these trainings, the
harder it’s going to be.”


The
coffee maker beeped. I returned to the counter so I could fill my cup. “Rafael said
he’ll support my decision either way, but if I go, he’s going with me.”


“Chance
said the same thing,” she responded softly. 


I
joined her back at the table. “How are things going between the two of you?”


She
spun the clear plastic top from her soda bottle in the center of the table.
“I’m afraid he’s growing on me.”


The
bottle cap ground to a stop when I clasped her hand. I waited for her to look
at me. “That’s a good thing, right?”


Tears
pricked at her eyes. “I don’t know. What am I supposed to tell Konstantin? He’s
going to be here in two weeks.”


“Are
you in love with Konstantin?” I asked. 


“Yes…
No… Maybe…” She offered me a tortured look. “His lifestyle scares me.”  


I
squeezed her hand. “How do you feel about Chance?” 


We
both jumped when Chance and Jase burst into the room. “We need to leave. Now,”
Chance gritted through clenched teeth. He grabbed Shae by the arm. 


Jase
dumped me out of my chair. I instinctively reached for my coffee. “What’s going
on?” 


“Leave
the coffee,” he growled. He turned the coffee maker off. “You’ve got five
minutes to grab everything you need. You’ll be working at home for the next few
days.”


My
heart refused to beat.


“Is
it the SVR?” Shae inquired shakily.


Chance
continued tugging her down the hall. “Al Qaeda has called for attacks against
government workers in DC. They’re urging jihadists to massacre government
workers, to open fire on crowded restaurants.”


Jase
nudged me toward my office. 


“But
we’re not government workers,” I protested. I shut down my computer, shoved a
couple of files into my briefcase, and reached for my purse.


Jase
glanced at his watch. He was wearing one of those bulky military grade watches
that could withstand sandstorms, hurricanes, and heavy artillery. “You’re
surrounded by government offices. You’ve got a coffee shop located in the front
of this building and restaurants on either side of you, all of which are
frequented by government workers. Rafael wants you out of here. Now.”


Shae
joined us in the hallway. “What about the rest of the employees?” 


“I’ve
already spoken to Paul. He’s authorized everyone to work from home for the next
three days. Alyssa is notifying the other employees,” Jase replied. 


“We’ll
have a much better understanding of the security threat by then,” Chance added
as we began walking toward the lobby. He was carrying Shae’s laptop.


Shae’s
hands were shaking, as were mine. “You can come over to my place,” I told Shae.
“Why don’t you pack an overnight bag and bring enough clothes to stay a few
nights? We’ll feel better if we’re together.” I glanced at Chance and Jase.
“You guys are welcome to stay too.” I fingered my cell phone. I was dying to
call Cenia and Kadyn to invite them to do the same. I felt this overwhelming
need to keep everyone I cared about physically close to me.


Shae
offered me a tremulous smile as we stepped out of the office. “Should I bring
my Scrabble board?”


I
nearly wept over the request that was so undeniably Shae. I wrapped my arm
around her as we walked by the coffee shop. “You should definitely bring your
Scrabble board.”


*
* * * *


The
doorbell chimed. Rafael smiled at me from across the kitchen. “I’ll get it.” 


Jase
started opening the umpteen bottles of wine Rafael had deposited on the counter.



I
returned my attention to the stove. I was tossing fresh ground pepper and
Italian parsley into my clam linguine. Chance was standing next to me. Shae was
sitting on the counter next to him. Both were sampling the Penne Rustica he had
just pulled from the oven. 


“That
tastes amazing,” Shae hummed appreciatively.


Chance
offered me a forkful. He’d been laboring over the pasta for over an hour. 


I
took a bite and smiled. “You are an amazing cook, my friend.”


Cenia,
Roger, and Kadyn followed Rafael into the kitchen. “I thought I smelled clam
linguine,” Kadyn said. He set a twelve pack of Sprite inside the refrigerator
and placed the loaf of French bread on the counter next to me. 


I
kissed him on the cheek. “Thank you for coming.”


“Here’s
the spaghetti,” Cenia announced. She set the pot on the stove. 


The
doorbell rang again. Rafael turned right back around to answer it. Brady,
Ethan, and Ethan’s wife, Dakota, followed Rafael back into the kitchen. 


“Oh
my God! You’re walking!” I exclaimed. I bolted across the kitchen and threw my
arms around Ethan and Brady. I gave Dakota a hug, carefully maneuvering around
the casserole dish she was carrying. 


Dakota
offered a shy smile. “Can I put this in the oven? I’m afraid the dish may have
cooled during the drive over here.”


I
opened the oven door. “Sure. What did you decide to make?”


“Delilah’s
Seven Cheese Macaroni and Cheese,” she replied. 


“Seven
cheeses?” Shae gasped. “I’m definitely eating that. Wait! Why are you putting
that in the oven?”


“You
better save room for desert,” Marie announced as Rafael led her and Phil into
the kitchen. “I made chocolate suicide cake.”


“And
I made vanilla ice cream,” Phil added. He was holding two cartons of Breyer’s vanilla
ice cream. 


I
couldn’t believe that every single one of my friends had indulged me in my
request. Gabi and Mason were up in New York, Matt and Shawn were deployed, and
Troy and Sara were stationed in Spain, so they weren’t able to join us. 


“Is
everyone sleeping over?” Rafael inquired. He was helping Jase pour the wine. 


All
eleven of our friends said “yes.”


I
planted a kiss on Rafael’s cheek. “It’s a good thing we’ve got two houses. At
some point, we should just knock out all the walls that separate us and make
this one big house.” 


“Where’s
everyone sleeping?” Shae asked excitedly.


Rafael
smiled. “Ethan and Dakota can sleep in my bed, Chance and Shae can sleep in the
guest room, and Brady can sleep on the couch over at my place. Cenia, Roger,
Phil, and Marie can have the guest rooms upstairs. Jase and Kadyn can sleep on
air mattresses, unless they’d prefer to sleep on Kristine’s couch,” Rafael suggested.
The large sectional couch would easily fit both men.


I
pulled a Sprite from the refrigerator and handed it to Kadyn when Jase handed
me a glass of wine. 


“I’d
like to propose a toast,” Rafael announced. “I know it seems like an odd time
to throw a party, and this gathering was a bit unexpected, but we’ve got a
number of government employees among us, and every single one of us works in
DC. If nothing else, this Al Qaeda threat has reminded us how precious life
is.” He wrapped his arm around me. “Each of you is precious to us. Thank you
for being our friends.”


My
eyes teared as our friends tapped their wine glasses against ours. I had never
felt as blessed as I did in that moment.


*
* * * *


I
smoothed my hands down my black sheath dress and surveyed the food that I’d
gathered for Cenia’s bridal shower. One counter held bacon wrapped dates, crab
stuffed mushrooms, shrimp cocktail, and oysters on the half shell. The oysters were
perched on top of a large tray filled with ice and thick wedges of lemon. The
other counter held chocolate dipped strawberries, tiny dessert glasses filled
with chocolate mousse, and the miniature key lime, lemon merengue, and dulce
de leche pies I’d discovered at Silva’s French Patisserie in Vienna. 


Rafael
encouraged me to hire a bartender so I wouldn’t have to hassle with the mixed
drinks. The bartender, Jean, was already setting up his work station over by
the sun room. I had a nice selection of wine and champagne on hand, but I
thought a lingerie shower should offer something a little more risqué. Jean recommended
a number of X-rated drinks to include Sex on the Beach, Between the Sheets,
Screaming Orgasm, and Blow Job Shooters. 


Rafael,
Chance, and Jase were planning to hang out next door in case anyone needed a
ride home. 


The
doorbell rang just as I set my iPod to shuffle through my jazz collection. I
lit the candles on my way to the door. “Oh good! You’re the first one here,” I informed
Cenia. 


She
gave me a hug. “Kri, these are my friends, Shelby and Trena.”


I
smiled. “You’re the other bridesmaids! I’m so glad you could make it.” I hugged
them as they stepped inside. “When did you guys arrive?”


“I
flew in from Colorado this morning,” Shelby replied. “We picked Trena up from
the airport on our way over here.” Shelby had long brown hair and soft brown
eyes, framed by the prettiest eyelashes I’d ever seen. Trena had stunning green
eyes and curly blond hair that fell just below her shoulders. 


Cenia
started giggling when Trena eyed my neck.


“I’ve
issued a moratorium on hickies,” I admitted sheepishly. I went to close the
door, but I caught a glimpse of Marie and Gabi walking up the sidewalk. I
looked at Cenia. “Are you ready for your first surprise?” I hadn’t told her
Gabi was coming.


Cenia
poked her head outside. “Gabi? Is that you?” We hadn’t seen her for over five
months, ever since she and Mason moved to New York. 


“The
one and only,” Gabi replied. She kissed Cenia on the cheek.


“Would
you look at the size of that ring?” I gasped, staring at Gabi’s hand. 


Gabi
kissed me on the cheek. “What? This little thing?” She batted her eyelashes at
me.


Cenia
grabbed her hand. “That’s got to be two carats at least!”


“With
everything that man put me through with the whole ‘not dating’ thing, I think
that was the least he could do,” Gabi replied with a wink.


Marie
gave me a hug while Cenia introduced everyone. I nudged the group toward the
kitchen and explained the drink options. 


I
hustled back to answer the door when the doorbell rang again. “Hey, Shae. I’m
so happy you’re here!” Cenia and Shae had become fast friends after the
personal risk seminar. I was thrilled when Cenia decided to invite her. I waved
at Chance as he continued on to Rafael’s house.


Three
more women followed Shae up the stairs. “You must be Cenia’s friends from
work,” I surmised. “Come on in. She’s in the kitchen.”


Gabi
was lining up Blow Jobs all along the center island. The shots were part amaretto
and part Irish cream with large dollops of whip cream on top. “We’re supposed
to drink these with our hands behind our back,” Gabi claimed. 


I
eyed the drinks. “How are we supposed to accomplish that?” 


Gabi
spread the drinks out as all nine women gathered around the center island.
“Pick the glass up with your teeth and knock it back.”


I
started giggling. “You’ve got to be kidding me.”


She
laughed. “Get over here.”


I
sidled up to the counter. 


“To
passion, love, and romance!” Gabi cheered. 


We
grabbed the shot glasses with our teeth and dumped the syrupy sweet liquid down
our throats. I was pretty proud of myself for not spilling the liquor down my
chin, but I had whip cream all over my nose. So did everyone else. We burst out
laughing. I insisted on taking a picture before anyone cleaned up.


“Why
don’t you guys load up your plates with appetizers, grab another drink, and
we’ll go sit in the family room,” I suggested. I waited for everyone to get situated
before I revealed the first activity I had planned. I glanced pointedly at
Cenia. “I want to make sure you and Roger know each other well enough to get married,
so I developed a little survey. I have Roger’s answers. Now I need yours.”


Cenia’s
eyebrows arched questioningly. “Why am I just now hearing about this?”


“I
told him it was top secret,” I admitted. I was thrilled Roger had kept the
secret for me. “For every question you get wrong, you have to drink a shot.” I
nodded at Jean. 


He
carried a little tray full of shot glasses over to the coffee table and placed
them in front of Cenia. “Enjoy.”


Cenia
picked up one of the glasses and sniffed the liquor. “What kind of drink is this?”



I
smiled. “Those are Screaming Orgasms. They’re made with vodka, amaretto, coffee
liquor, and Irish cream.”


A
number of our friends whooped and whistled their approval.


Cenia
narrowed her eyes at me. “What happens if I get the answer right?”


My
smiled widened. “You get to assign the drink to someone else.”


Cenia
grinned. “I’m in.”


I
pulled my notes out from under the pile of magazines where I’d stashed them. “Okay.
First question. How many children does Roger want?”


“Two,”
Cenia replied confidently.


“Wrong.
He wants four.” 


The
smug look fell from her face. “Four?”


“Drink!
Drink! Drink!” our friends cheered.


Cenia
downed her second shot. I was counting the Blow Job Gabi had given her.


I
poured a glass of water and set it in front of her. “You might want to drink this.
Ready for the second question?” 


She
nodded a little less confidently. 


“Who
is going to manage the finances?” I asked.


“We
both are?” she replied questioningly. 


“Yes,”
I confirmed. “Roger would like to share that responsibility.”


“I’m
assigning you my drink,” she announced. 


I
shook my head. I had suspected as much.


“Drink,
Kri!” the women shouted. Jean laughed.


I
knocked back my second shot. “Question three. What’s Roger’s favorite
position?”


“What?”
Cenia gasped. “Position… like sexual position?”


I
nodded.


Cenia
huffed out a breath. “He prefers to be on the bottom. He says he likes it when
I do all the work.”


I
shook my head. “He likes to be behind you.”


Her
face blanched. 


“Drink
up!” I cheered along with the other ladies.


Cenia
drank her third shot. “How many questions are there?” she inquired worriedly. 


“I
have four more questions,” I replied. “Question four. Which position does Roger
think is your favorite position?”


Cenia’s
face turned a pretty shade of pink. “I like to be on the bottom.”


I
laughed. “That’s what he said.”


“I’m
assigning this drink to Trena,” Cenia stated. 


We
cheered Trena on as she drank her second shot.


“Fifth
question,” I announced. “What does Roger prefer you wear to bed?”


“Nothing,”
she replied. “He likes it when we sleep naked.”


I
frowned. “Then why are we having a lingerie party?”


“Am
I right?” she asked.


“Yes,”
I replied, rolling my eyes.


“Shelby’s
doing the next shot,” she announced. “And we’re having a lingerie party because
I like lingerie!” 


I
waited for Shelby to drink her shot. “Sixth question. What does Roger love most
about you?” The room suddenly grew quiet.


Cenia
looked surprised, then stumped. “My sense of humor?”


I
smiled. “How kind you are.” 


“That’s
so sweet,” Gabi cooed. Words of agreement sounded all around.


Cenia
drank her fourth shot.


“Seventh
and final question. What does Roger think is the key to a good marriage?” I
asked.


“Sex,”
she replied without hesitation.


I
tossed the interview notes onto the coffee table. “He claims the key to a good
marriage is respect.” 


She
rolled her eyes. “You know Roger almost as well as I do. What do you think he really
believes?”


“Okay.
I’ll give you that one,” I consented. Everyone laughed.


“Gabi’s
drinking this one,” Cenia announced.


“Thanks!”
Gabi replied before knocking back the shot.


“Let’s
grab some dessert before you open your gifts,” I suggested. We shuffled into
the kitchen. I brewed coffee while sampling the lemon merengue pie. 


“What’s
up with all the spray whip cream?” Shae asked. She was peering inside my
refrigerator.


“That’s
one of the party favors,” I replied. 


Everyone
gathered around the refrigerator. Ten cans of Reddi-wip were stacked on the top
shelf. “What are we supposed to do with that?” one of Cenia’s co-workers asked.


“What
do you think you’re supposed to do?” I replied.


Gabi
started cracking up. “Do you think they’ll let me carry that onto the
airplane?”


Cenia
shook one of the cans. “I don’t know. Would you consider Reddi-wip a liquid or
a solid?”


I
took the can from Cenia and shoved it back inside the refrigerator. “I think
you’re going to have to put that inside your checked luggage,” I told Gabi.
“Let’s open presents!”


The
women filed into the family room with their presents, coffee, and dessert. I
ducked into my office to retrieve a notebook and pen. Shae handed me a cup of
coffee and a plate full of chocolate dipped strawberries when I joined her on
the couch. I recorded each of Cenia’s gifts and a few of her comments while she
opened the presents. 


Cenia
received an ivory silk nightgown from Marie that she thought would be perfect
for her wedding night. Her friends from work gave her some red and black lace
lingerie to spice up her honeymoon. I gave her a rather scandalous black corset,
black garter belt, silk stockings, and a silver and black beaded G-string,
similar to the one Maxim had given me. The G-string garnered the most remarks,
especially when I announced that everyone would be receiving a pair as one of
the party favors. 


I
had one final announcement after Cenia finished opening her gifts. “There’s an
old wives’ tale that claims you can predict how the wedding night will go by
recording the bride’s remarks when she opens her gifts at the bridal shower,” I
began. 


The
room quieted as everyone stopped to listen.


I
grinned. “Here’s what Cenia had to say… Oh, that’s beautiful! It looks a little
big. Do you think it will fit? Oh! I like that. What the heck am I supposed to
do with this? I’ve never seen anything like that. Will it hurt when I try to
walk? Stop drooling on my stuff! Looks like I’m set. Thank you. Thank you so
much!”


Cenia
rolled her eyes as the room filled with laughter. 


I
patted my friend on the leg. “You’re going to be a happily married woman.”


 











Chapter 8 – Story of my life


 


My
arm tightened around Rafael’s back as we approached the security line. I felt
sad watching all of the other travelers load their belongings onto the conveyor
belts. “I hate being separated from you. Promise me you’ll come to McAllen if
you finish up early.”


Rafael
pulled me in for a hug. The security line had ground to a complete stop. “I
think I’m in for a long battle with the mayor and the other property owners.
There are a lot of wealthy individuals living within the eight arrondissement. They’ll
view this as an honorable endeavor, but they’re not going to want political
refugees living next door to them.”


“But
the refugees wouldn’t be living next door to them, not for any significant
length of time. We’re providing temporary accommodations, just long enough for
them to gain refugee status and move to the United States,” I protested. 


“The
accommodations may be temporary, but they’ll still view this as a security
threat. Even though we’re in the United States, I’m still concerned the SVR
will come after you. Their concerns are no different. They don’t want to draw
corrupt governments, militias, mafias, or mercenaries to their doorsteps,”
Rafael explained. We took a few more steps as the security line started moving again.


I
sighed dejectedly. “I appreciate your willingness to talk to them, but it
sounds like we may be fighting a losing battle. If you can’t alleviate their
concerns, we’ll just have to sell the house and try to find some other way to
help.”


Rafael
planted a kiss on my forehead. “There are lots of ways we can help. Now, I want
you to stop worrying about this. I want you to get on that plane, help your
friend with her wedding, and have fun.” 


“I
still wish you were going with me,” I grumbled. There was an eerie sense of
déjà vu swirling around me. The last time we parted at an airport, I was heading
to Ukraine. There were too many parallels, especially with Rafael traveling to
Paris.


“You’re
going to be just fine,” Rafael said, as if reading my mind. “Kadyn, Cenia, and
Roger will be with you this time. They’re completely capable of keeping you
safe. Isn’t that what you’ve been telling me these past few weeks?”


I
gradually released the breath I’d been holding. “Yes.”


Rafael
lifted my chin as he forced me to look at him. “We’re going to focus on our
relationship and our future together once this wedding is over. See that your
friend is happily married so she can do the same for you.”


All
of my internal organs collided, as if we’d just rocketed over the top of a very
big hill. “Okay.”


His
thumb caressed my jawline as he lowered his lips to mine. My lips parted on a
sigh. His tongue explored my mouth as he coaxed me into a soft, lingering kiss.
I slipped my hand under his shirt, so I could feel his skin. 


Rafael
groaned when I stepped between his legs and pressed my body to his. I rolled
onto my toes and deepened the kiss. 


I
stilled when Rafael hardened against me. He broke the kiss but continued
holding me in his arms. “Don’t move,” he pleaded. “I need a minute.”


“If
you were joining me on this flight, we could take care of that,” I whispered
teasingly. “I’ve always wanted to join the mile high club.”


He
feigned a pained expression. Both of our cell phones chimed with an incoming
text. He glanced at his phone. I did not. I was still thinking about his
erection. I’d always thought sex in bathrooms was tacky. Now, I wasn’t so sure.
Maybe it was just… necessary.


“Your
friends are waiting for you at the gate,” Rafael explained. He offered me a
chaste kiss before nudging me forward in the line. “If I can get everything
wrapped up in Paris by Thursday, I’ll fly directly to Texas. The wedding is
Saturday, right?”


I
nodded. The wedding was only five days away. By the time Rafael flew to Paris
and back, it would be tight. Still, I was pleased to hear he might join us. “Give
me a call when you arrive in Paris tonight.” His flight was scheduled to depart
an hour after mine.


He
adjusted his backpack and kissed the back of my hand as he stepped out of line.
“Your wish is my command.”


My
heart sank as he backed away from me. I really didn’t like being separated from
him. “I love you.”


“I
love you too,” he replied. His eyes suddenly looked sad.


I
loaded my belongings into the gray plastic bins. Every step that increased the
distance between us was harder to take. Tears pooled in my eyes when I stepped
through the x-ray machine. I brushed them aside and blew him a kiss when I
crossed over to the other side. Why did crossing through security checkpoints
make me feel so vulnerable and alone? My cell phone rang before I could reclaim
all of my belongings. I smiled when I saw who it was. “Yes?” I answered. My
eyes searched for him in the crowd. 


“I’m
just a phone call away,” he replied. “You can call me anytime day or night.”


“Keep
talking,” I pleaded as I slipped my shoes on. I was dangerously close to bursting
into tears.


“Planning
these trips separately was a mistake. I promise, from this point forward, we’ll
travel together,” he said.


I
started walking toward the gate. “You’re just saying that so you can join the
mile high club.”


“I
think I should purchase another jet. Maybe I’ll buy one while I’m in Paris.
I’ll try to find one with a bed. A private bedroom would be even better,” he replied.
I couldn’t tell if he was joking.


I
glanced up at the signs dotting the concourse. I still had twenty gates to go. “What
kind of wicked things would you be doing to me in that bed?”


He
laughed. “Listen closely, baby. You’re about to find out.”


My
face was a brilliant shade of red by the time we disconnected the call. Rafael
had gotten me so worked up, I was tempted to duck inside the bathroom so I
could finish myself off. I tucked all of his wicked thoughts into the back of
my head and went to Starbucks instead.


“You’re
such a junkie,” Kadyn razzed when he saw the Starbucks cup.


“Trust
me. This is better than the alternative,” I said.


He
gave me a curious look. “What’s the alternative?”


I
chose not to respond.


“Do
you have your passport?” Cenia asked. Kadyn and Roger had wandered into the
bookstore. 


“Yes.
Do you think we’ll have time to go into Mexico?” I asked. I was watching a steady
stream of passengers exit the plane now docked at our gate.


She
followed my gaze. “Mom and I are planning to go to San Fernando tomorrow so I
can have a bridal portrait made for the wedding. You’re welcome to join us, but
it’s going to be a long day. San Fernando is a two hour drive from McAllen.”


I
glanced at her questioningly. “You’re getting your wedding pictures taken
before the wedding? But you said you didn’t want Roger to see the dress before
the wedding.”


“Roger
won’t be in the picture. Just me,” she explained. “The women in my family have a
long standing tradition. The bride has her picture taken before the wedding so the
portrait can be displayed at the reception. The rest of the pictures are taken
after the ceremony.”


I
eyed the long line of people anxiously waiting to board the plane. “Why are you
having your portrait made in Mexico?” 


Cenia
peered toward the bookstore. “My grandmother, my mother, my aunts, and cousins
have all had their bridal portraits taken at this studio in San Fernando. The
photographer who took my grandmother’s picture died a few years ago, but she
passed the business on to her daughter, who’s an exceptional photographer.”


We
stood as the gate agent invited first class passengers to board the plane. I
tossed my Starbucks cup in the recycling. “Where are they?” I asked Cenia. Kadyn
and Roger had yet to return from the bookstore.


She
shrugged. “I think they’re still in the bookstore. We should wait. I’ll never
hear the end of it if we board the plane without them.” 


Roger
poked his head out of the bookstore and peered down the hall. Cenia waved her
arms in the air. He ducked back inside the bookstore before walking out with
Kadyn. The two men cut across the hall and walked the short distance to our
gate. 


“What
section are they boarding?” Kadyn asked. He was shoving the latest book from
the Hunger Games series into his backpack.


“First
class,” I replied as we fell in line. I pulled the cell phone out of my purse
so I could text Rafael. Departing on time. Please fly safe. Win the property
owners over, purchase the jet, and meet me in McAllen.


You
got it, he promptly replied.


*
* * * *


Kadyn
and I pulled the luggage from the trunk of the rental car while Cenia and Roger
greeted her parents. They had met halfway up the sidewalk to her parents’
house. Cenia waved us over. “This is my mom and dad, Isabel and Alejandro
Perez. Mom, Dad, I want you to meet, Kri and Kadyn, our maid of honor and our best
man.” 


I
reached for her mother’s hand. “Thank you for inviting us to stay with you,
Mrs. Perez.” 


Her
lips brushed against my cheek. “Isabel, por favor.”


Cenia’s
father gave me a quick kiss on the cheek and a hug. “I always think someone’s
referring to my father when I hear Mr. Perez. Please call me Al,” he requested
with a warm smile.


Isabel
reached for my hand while nudging Cenia toward the house. “Please, let the men
bring the luggage in. Are you hungry? You look like you haven’t eaten in
weeks.”


Cenia
laughed. “Mom! I’m no thinner now than the last time you saw me. Quit trying to
fatten me up!”


Isabel
examined her daughter a bit more closely. “You’re too pale. You need some color
in your cheeks. You should at least eat some beans.”


My
stomach growled the second I entered the house. I could smell the beans and ham
simmering in the kitchen, as well as fresh pressed garlic, onion, cilantro, and
some kind of pepper. Jalapenos maybe. “Whatever you’re cooking smells amazing,”
I groaned more than said. I glanced around the house, then gawked at the terracotta
tile floor. There was no carpet to speak of, only tile.


Isabel
steered us toward the kitchen. “Sientase,” she said, pointing toward the
breakfast bar. Cenia and I complied.


Her
mom handed each of us a plate heaped with pinto beans. “The tortillas will be
ready in a minute.” Bowls full of shredded cheese, shredded meat, lettuce, and pico
de gallo were sitting on the counter in front of us. “Eat. We have a long
day ahead of us tomorrow.” 


I
wasn’t about to argue. The food smelled too good to pass up. 


Cenia
and I were eating our second helping of beans by the time the men joined us in
the kitchen. Isabel handed each of them a fresh tortilla and a plate full of
beans. “Would you like a glass of wine?”


Kadyn
shook his head. “No, thanks. I’m good with water.”


Isabel
handed Kadyn a glass of ice water. “Roger, Alejandro?” she asked. She topped off
the wine she’d poured for Cenia and me while waiting for their response.


Roger
gave Cenia a kiss on the cheek before joining Alejandro and Kadyn at the table.
“Yes, please,” 


“I
would love a glass of wine,” Alejandro replied. “Your madrina and padrino
will be here shortly,” he told Cenia. “A few of your cousins will be stopping
by as well. I’m going to put some music on so we can dance out back.”


Isabel
tsk’d her husband under her breath. “Alejandro, I told you not to
schedule the fiesta until tomorrow night. The kids are tired. They had a
long flight.”


“I
did schedule the fiesta for tomorrow night. This is just a precursor… a warm
up for the main event,” Alejandro protested. He winked at Cenia.


I
joined Cenia at the sink so I could help with the dishes. “What do our sleeping
arrangements look like?” 


She
handed me a dish towel. “My parents have two guest rooms. You and I will be sharing
a queen size bed in the first bedroom to your right.” She nodded toward the
hallway. “The bedroom across the hall from us has two twin size beds, so I
figured Roger and Kadyn would be more comfortable sleeping in there,” Cenia explained.
“If you want to skip the party…”


“The
party sounds fun. I’ll be fine,” I replied. I nudged her shoulder with mine as
I began drying the plates.


“Well,
don’t be afraid to retire early. We’ve got a long day tomorrow,” Cenia warned.
She handed me another plate.


“You
should do the same. You’re the one who has to look good for the photographer,”
I chided.


“I’ll
help Kri finish the dishes,” Kadyn said, edging between us. Cenia’s godparents
had just arrived.


Cenia
handed him the dish brush. She rolled onto her tiptoes and gently kissed his
cheek. “Thanks, Kadyn.” 


I
smiled at Kadyn when Cenia joined Roger and the rest of her family in the
living room. “That was very sweet. Thanks for freeing her up so she could spend
time with her family.”


Kadyn
rinsed the suds off a glass before handing it to me. “I was just looking for an
excuse to hang out with you.”


I
laughed. “Yeah, right.”


Cenia’s
brother, his wife, and children arrived a few minutes later. Kadyn and I
finished the dishes and joined them in the living room. Alejandro introduced us
to everyone. I ducked inside the bathroom to freshen up for the party when the cousins
began trickling in. Isabel was already shooing people into the backyard. 


I
brushed my teeth, patted my face with a cool washcloth, and refreshed my lip
gloss before applying a new layer of deodorant and Bvlgari perfume. The ivory,
pink and green floral dress I had worn to the airport seemed appropriate
enough. The soft flowing material ended mid-thigh in the front but mid-calf in
the back. A thin leather belt cinched the waist. I’d purchased a pair of brown
cowgirl boots to wear in Texas. Rafael had gaped at me when I paired them with
the dress this morning. He made me keep the boots and the dress on when we had
sex.


I
was still thinking of that early morning tryst when I stepped out into the
backyard. I stopped short when I looked up. Alejandro had strung red, green,
and white paper lanterns among the pecan and orange trees. They were glowing
softly against the darkening sky. I walked over to one of the lanterns, curious
as to how they’d been lit. 


“He
tucked battery operated LED lights inside,” Kadyn explained. 


I
glanced at him, uncertain as to how long he’d been standing next to me. I
reached up and gently tapped the lantern. “This place looks magical.”


“Maybe
it is,” Kadyn mused. “Would you like to dance?” 


My
eyes drifted toward the patio, where Cenia’s cousins were dancing. Alejandro
was playing salsa music. “I don’t know if I can salsa anymore. I think my body
may be permanently stuck on waltz.”


“I
think I can fix that,” Kadyn assured me. He bowed gallantly and held out his
hand.


I
slipped my hand in his. He stopped to talk to Alejandro before leading me
toward the large travertine patio.


Kadyn
twirled me under his arm before positioning me for the waltz. I studied my
friend’s handsome face, then glanced at Alejandro in surprise when Norah Jones
began singing “Come Away With Me.” Kadyn stepped forward as he began the waltz.



Cenia
and Roger joined us on the dance floor when her cousins cleared out. Alejandro
led Isabel to the patio, and they too began to waltz. The remaining guests
gathered around the patio to watch.


The
tension eased from my body as Kadyn whisked me around the makeshift dance floor.
Our bodies rose and fell in time to the music until it felt as if we were
drifting across an ocean of lyrics that felt more perfect than they should
have. 


I
was vaguely aware of Cenia’s cousins clapping when the three men dipped us at
the end of the song. Time seemed to stand still as they held us suspended in
that precarious pose. 


Kadyn
and I stared at one another when he finally pulled me to his chest. My eyes
fell closed when his thumb brushed across my bottom lip. My pulse quickened. I
knew he was about to kiss me. “I can’t,” I breathed… but it was too late.


*
* * * *


The
bedroom door creaked open. The latch clicked when Cenia closed the door behind
her. She looked freshly showered. She stole quietly across the tile floor and sat
on the edge of the bed. “We’re going to have to sneak into Mexico,” she
confided in a hushed tone.


I
grabbed my cell phone off the nightstand and glanced at the time. I groaned
when I saw it was only six o’clock. “We can’t sneak into Mexico. What
are you talking about?”


“Roger
doesn’t want me to go,” she confessed miserably. “I have to go, Kri. It’s a
tradition. Every woman in my family has had her bridal portrait taken at this
studio. My mom is going to be heartsick if I break this tradition.”


I
leaned against the headboard as I slowly sat up in bed. “Why doesn’t Roger want
you to go?”


Cenia
took a deep breath and blew it out. “He’s worried about the drug cartels. They’re
still fighting over territory on the other side of the border. You never know
when a fight is going to break out. It’s getting more dangerous to cross over
at Reynosa. We could try to cross further down the border, but it would add an
entire day, maybe longer, by the time we drove back around. We don’t have that
kind of time. We’ve still got a lot of things to do for the rehearsal dinner
and the wedding.”


I
frowned. “I thought Roger and Kadyn were going with us.” 


Cenia
shook her head. “I don’t want Roger to see me in my dress before the wedding,
and we’re bringing the portrait back with us.”


I
suddenly felt very nauseous. “I don’t know, Cenia. Sneaking over the border
seems like a really bad idea. I understand this is a family tradition, but I
think we should talk the guys into going with us.”


Cenia
began pacing across the room. “The more I push, the harder Roger’s going to
fight this. I don’t want to fight. I’d rather just go and plead for his
forgiveness later. My mom made this appointment months ago. The photographer is
expecting us in four hours. This is beyond rude, canceling four hours before
the appointment.” Cenia grew quiet. She appeared to be waging some internal war
as she carved a trail across the floor. Suddenly, her feet stopped. “If we
cross at Reynosa, we can be back in six hours. My father has agreed to take the
guys fishing this morning. We should just go and get this knocked out while they’re
fishing.”


I
pulled my knees to my chest. Fear and dread were playing tug-of-war with my
heart. “Is your mom going with us?”


Cenia
nodded. “Yes. She knows her way around San Fernando far better than I do.
Besides, this event is like a rite of passage. My mom wants to see me in the
dress and help me get ready for the portrait.”


“Does
your father know we’re going?” I asked. I was curious as to whether Alejandro
was a coconspirator or an unwitting accomplice.


Cenia
put her finger to her lips as someone walked by the room. She joined me back on
the bed. “Yes. My father knows we’re going, but my mother has sworn him to
secrecy. He’s supposed to be rounding the guys up now. As soon as they leave,
we can head out.”


I
eyed Cenia’s wet hair as I threw the covers aside. “Okay. If you’re done in the
bathroom, I’m going to take a quick shower. Do you have everything you need?
Makeup, dress, shoes, veil...?”


Cenia
nodded. “My mom has all my wedding clothes stashed inside her bedroom. We’ll haul
everything out to the car after the guys leave.”


I
sank onto the floor as I began digging through my suitcase. “What are you
wearing to the appointment?”


The
door creaked as Cenia peeked out into the hallway. “A sundress.”


“Okay.
I’ll meet you in the kitchen in twenty minutes.” I pulled an azure blue chiffon
dress from the suitcase, grabbed my makeup bag, and followed her out the door.
Cenia ducked into her parents’ bedroom when I stepped inside the bathroom. 


I
showered quickly, dusted a thin layer of makeup over my face, dried and curled my
hair. I paused briefly in front of the full length mirror to ensure my new
dress wasn’t too short. The filmy sky-blue dress fell halfway to my knees. While
the dress was fairly shapeless, the long split sleeves made it look incredibly romantic.



I
stashed my pajamas, makeup, and curling iron back inside my suitcase; grabbed
my cell phone, purse, and sandals; and hurried toward the kitchen.


Cenia’s
mom handed me a cup of coffee. “Buenas dias. Has dormido bien?
Did you sleep well?”


I
smiled. “Si. Muy bien, gracias.” I set the coffee on the breakfast bar
so I could fasten the straps on my sandals. “Have the guys left yet?”


Cenia
set a plate next to the coffee cup. She had piled a warm tortilla, eggs, beans,
shredded cheese, and pico de gallo onto the plate. “Yes. They left ten
minutes ago. We’ve already loaded everything into the car, so we can head out
as soon as you’re done eating.”


I
dug into the Huevos Rancheros. “Thanks for fixing breakfast.”


Isabel
handed me a glass of juice. “Oh, it’s nothing, really. Just something to tide
you over until Cenia has her pictures taken. We can go out to lunch in San
Fernando while we’re waiting for the photographer to develop the pictures and
frame the portrait. I know the perfect place.”


I
sampled the juice. “This is delicious! What is this?”


Cenia
laughed. “It’s fresh squeezed orange juice from the oranges out back.”


I
stared at the glass. “Wow. That tastes nothing like the stuff I buy from the
grocery store. This is really good.” I downed the juice and finished eating
breakfast while Cenia and her mom gathered snacks, bottled water, and the
camera. I carried my dishes to the sink. “Aren’t you going to style your hair?”
I asked Cenia while quickly washing the dishes.


She
grabbed a dish towel and dried my plate. “I have an appointment at a hair salon
in San Fernando at ten. They’re doing my hair and makeup before we see the
photographer. The two businesses are located right across the street from one
another.”


“Are
you girls ready?” Isabel asked. “The sooner we leave the better.”


I
dried my hands. “I’m ready.” 


“Me
too,” Cenia replied. She handed me my purse. “Do you have your passport?”


I
glanced inside my purse. “Yep! It’s right here.”


I
followed Isabel and Cenia out of the house. I was digging the cell phone out of
my purse when I ran into Cenia. She had stopped abruptly in front of me. “Did
you forget something?” I asked, looking up from the purse. 


“Where
do you think you’re going?” Roger asked. His tone was anything but casual. My
eyes widened. Roger and Kadyn were leaning against Isabel’s car with their arms
folded across their chests. 


“I…
I thought you were fishing,” Isabel stammered. She glanced down the street, looking
for Alejandro’s truck.


“Your
husband is siding with us,” Roger explained. “Alejandro dropped us off at the end
of the block so we could discuss your plans. I believe he’s gone to the butcher
to get the meat for the rehearsal dinner. He may be awhile.”


Kadyn’s
eyes captured and held mine. “Really, Kri? What were you thinking?”


Heat
flushed my cheeks. I was too embarrassed to respond. I glanced at Cenia and her
mom. They looked heartbroken. I suspected this was one of those situations
where the maid of honor was supposed to step up and advocate for the bride. I
took a deep breath, folded my arms across my chest, and steeled myself for
battle. “Look, guys, we appreciate your concern for our safety, but this is a family
tradition. With or without you, we’re driving to San Fernando to get Cenia’s
portrait made. She is not going to be the first woman in her family to break a
hundred year tradition.” I had no clue how old Cenia’s grandmother was, but I
figured my hundred year estimate was close enough. Arguably, I was just
rounding up.


Roger
and Kadyn exchanged glances. 


I
stepped forward, purposely positioning myself between the two opposing camps. I
forced my arms and legs to relax as I softened my stance. I glanced pleadingly
at Roger. “I think we’d all feel better about this if you joined us. You can go
out to lunch or go sightseeing while we’re getting Cenia’s picture taken, so you
won’t see Cenia in her dress.”


“Kri...”
Cenia began. I knew she was about to object.


I
offered her an equally pleading look. “We’ll have them wrap the portrait up
really well, so Roger won’t see the picture. The dress is still concealed in the
garment bag, right?”


Cenia
and her mother exchanged glances. “Yes,” Isabel conceded.


“Good.
Then Roger won’t be able to see the dress. I want them to come. They’ll feel
better about the trip, we’ll feel better about the trip, and we’ll be much
safer with them around.” I glanced at Roger. “Please, Roger? This is really
important to Cenia and her mom.”


He
shot Kadyn a tortured look. “How am I supposed to respond to that?”


Kadyn
sighed. “I think it’s as good a compromise as we’re going to get.” 


Cenia
and her mom sprinted toward the car. 


Kadyn
snagged Cenia’s arm. “Hold up. We’re not driving to Mexico in this car.” 


“Why
not? What’s wrong with my car?” Isabel exclaimed.


Kadyn
shook his head. “Your vehicle is too nice. Cars like that get targeted by the
cartels. We’ll drive your husband’s van.”


Cenia’s
eyes widened. “My father’s work van? You’ve got to be kidding. I don’t even
know if the air conditioning works in that thing.”


“We’re
taking the van, or we’re not going,” Roger announced decidedly.


Cenia
and I exchanged glances. “It’s better than not going at all,” I admitted,
shrugging my shoulders softly.


Cenia’s
mom pulled the garment bag from the car. “I’ll drive the van. The air
conditioning works just fine.”


I
grabbed the shopping bag with Cenia’s shoes, undergarments, and veil; and the
five of us piled into the van. Isabel claimed the steering wheel, Cenia sat in
the front seat next to her, and I climbed into the back with the two brooding
men. Lucky me.


My
thumbs flew over my phone as I shot Rafael a quick text. I didn’t know if my
phone would work in Mexico. Heading into Mexico with Cenia, Kadyn, and
Roger. Will text when we cross back into the U.S. Should be no later than three
o-clock. 


Be
safe, Rafael promptly texted back. Meeting with the
mayor didn’t go well. Trying to win the homeowners over now. 


I
tucked the phone into my purse with a small sigh of disappointment. The van was
quiet. Every single one of my friends was staring sullenly out the window. 


There
was a long line of cars waiting to get through U.S. Customs, which was located
on the other side of the road. The line extended all the way across the bridge
into Reynosa. There were no cars waiting to get into Mexico. I glanced over my
shoulder. There wasn’t a single car behind us.


“I
need your passports,” Isabel said as she crossed over the bridge. We placed the
passports on the center console while she lowered her window. She greeted the
customs officer from Mexico in Spanish before offering him the passports. He
shook his head and waved us through. Isabel set the passports on the center
console and continued on into Reynosa.


“He
didn’t even look at the passports,” I noted incredulously.


“They’re
not trying to keep people out,” Cenia replied.


“Or
in,” Kadyn grumbled. He handed me my passport. 


I
tucked it back inside my purse. A shiver ran through me when I began
scrutinizing the battered town. “So what’s the deal with the cartels? Are they
really fighting this close to the border?”


Kadyn
nodded. “There have been a number of gun fights between the cartels here in
Reynosa; one at a supermarket, one in the plaza, and another at a local
university. Those are just the ones I’m aware of. I’m sure there have been
others.”


I
glanced back outside the window. “Is San Fernando any better?”


“San
Fernando is worse,” Isabel replied. “We’re not staying any longer than we have
to.”


“I’m
just glad the photographer can develop the film and finish the portrait today,
so we don’t have to come back,” Cenia added.


I
lowered my voice as I leaned toward Kadyn. “About last night…”


“I
know,” he replied. “You’re in love with Rafael.” His disappointment was
tangible.


I
turned toward the window so he wouldn’t see the tears glistening in my eyes. I
still felt insanely guilty about the kiss. I had excused myself from the party
and crawled into bed shortly afterwards. I loved Kadyn. He was my best friend,
but that kiss made it clear his feelings for me ran deeper than that… more
along the lines of what I felt for Rafael. I was worried this discrepancy would
destroy our friendship. 


I
tore my eyes from the window when the van came to an unexpected stop. We were
on the highway, on the outskirts of Reynosa. Isabel began speaking in Spanish
to some men dressed in khakis. There were six altogether, and every single one
of them was carrying a semi-automatic weapon. My blood ran cold.


Roger
was sitting in the third row. He leaned over my seat to see what was going on.
Kadyn reached over and squeezed my hand.


Isabel
handed one of the men her driver’s license. He said something that caused the
other men to snicker. He and Isabel promptly began arguing.


“They
claim we were speeding,” Cenia whispered from the front seat.


“Are
they police officers?” I asked.


“No,”
Cenia replied. She pulled a twenty dollar bill out of her wallet and handed it
to her mom.


Isabel’s
jaw clenched as she paid the man. He returned her driver’s license and waved us
forward with his gun. The rest of the men backed away from the van.


We
didn’t breathe another word until they faded from sight.


“Who
were they?” Roger finally asked.


“Who
knows?” Isabel replied. “They weren’t police or Federales. They didn’t
have any badges, and they refused to show me their IDs.” 


“They
threatened to take the van if we didn’t pay the ‘fine,’” Cenia explained. She
put finger quotes around the word “fine.”


“They
were looking for a bribe,” Kadyn clarified. “Sounds like the cartel.”


“Or
the sicarios,” Isabel interjected.


 “The
sicarios?” I asked. Goose bumps pricked at my spine.


“The
sicarios are the enforcers. They used to work for the Gulf Cartel. They
did all their dirty work until they decided they could just as easily traffic the
drugs. All these bloody battles are between the cartel and the sicarios,”
Isabel explained.


“The
sicarios worked as contract killers until they decided to form their own
drug cartel. They’re battling over territory,” Cenia added. “The sicarios
are ruthless. The Gulf Cartel bribe politicians, they build schools, and try to
improve the communities where they operate so they can build loyalty among the
local townspeople. The sicarios don’t care about public relations. They
just kill anyone who doesn’t cooperate.”


“The
sicarios are the ones targeting the buses. They demand the men on the
bus join their cartel and the women serve as prostitutes. They shoot anyone who
doesn’t comply,” Isabel remarked. “We are lucky those men back there were only
looking for a bribe.”


“That
explains the mass graves they found in San Fernando,” Kadyn gritted.


I
was trying really hard not to throw up. I knew we were helping the Mexican
government fight the war on drugs. A seemingly endless supply of drugs were
being smuggled over our border, but I didn’t know the situation had grown so
violent. “Why aren’t the news stations covering this?”


“Anyone
who leaks information on Twitter or to the media is killed,” Isabel replied.
“People won’t even speak the name of the cartel the sicarios have
formed. They fear they will be overheard, targeted, and killed. There should be
no discussion of this while we are in public.”


I
sank into my seat, thoroughly regretting the decision to cross over into
Mexico.


“We
tried to warn you,” Kadyn said with a sigh.


“If
you had informed me that thousands of people were being slaughtered, my feet
would have rooted to that sidewalk in front of Isabel’s house,” I rebutted
bitterly.


Cenia
turned around to look at me. Her eyes were filled with remorse. “I’m sorry, Kri.
I shouldn’t have dragged you along.”


The
conversation stalled when she turned back around. Everyone seemed to be
wallowing in his own thoughts until we neared San Fernando. 


“What
kind of trees are those?” Kadyn asked. The trees appeared to be some sort of cross
between a weeping willow and a fern. I had noticed a few of them earlier, but
they grew much thicker here.


“Those
are mesquite,” Isabel responded. “We’re nearing San Fernando. Would you boys
mind picking up some supplies for the rehearsal dinner while Cenia gets her
hair done? The hair salon is right across the street from the photographer, and
the market is within walking distance of there.”


“I
don’t know,” Roger replied. “I think we should stick together.”


Isabel
sighed. “You’re right. We can go to the market together, while we’re waiting
for the photographer to develop the pictures.”


“I
don’t want you to see me with my makeup and hair styled,” Cenia pleaded. Her
eyes locked on Roger. 


“I’ll
make sure he closes his eyes,” Kadyn replied.


“I’d
like to see you try,” Roger challenged.


“You
won’t see me do anything,” Kadyn noted with a chuckle. The tension eased
for the first time in hours.


San
Fernando was tucked inside a valley, beneath a heavily treed mountainside. I peered
at the yellow, blue, and red houses that were stacked on top of one another.
The city was much larger than I expected. The roads were well maintained, but
it was clear most of the citizens were struggling with poverty. If the cartel
was building schools, it was easy to see why these people would support them.


Isabel
found a parking space on a busy street in one of the nicer parts of town. Roger
and Kadyn stood outside the hair salon, visiting, while Cenia had her hair and
makeup styled. I popped my head outside when she was done. “Okay. Cenia’s done.
Roger needs to close his eyes so she can cross the street,” I announced.


“It’s
about time,” Roger groused.


Kadyn
slung his arm over Roger’s shoulders as he covered his eyes. “You had better
put a fire under her.”


Isabel
and I gathered Cenia’s wedding dress and accessories from the van before we
crossed the street. I waved to Kadyn when Cenia stepped inside the photographer’s
studio. 


I
watched the two men cross the street and settle onto a bench outside the studio
before I joined Cenia in the dressing room. Isabel was engaged in a rather
lengthy discussion with the photographer. 


“I
think you should step into the dress rather than pulling it over your head. You
don’t want to get makeup on the dress or mess up your hair,” I warned Cenia.


She
tugged her undergarments into place before stepping into the dress. “Do you
think Roger’s ever going to forgive me for this?” she asked.


I
secured the zipper before diving under the dress to straighten the tulle. “I’m
sure you’ll find some way to make this up to him,” I teased.


“Oh,
Cenia,” Isabel cried.


I
poked my head out from under Cenia’s dress. Isabel had joined us in the
dressing room. I tugged the last of the tulle into place and slipped quietly from
the room. With everything they’d risked to get here, they deserved to savor this
moment.


Cenia
was wearing her veil when she stepped out of the dressing room. Isabel was
holding the train so it wouldn’t drag on the floor. The two women glowed… one
with excitement… one with adoration… and both with love. I was not at all
surprised when the photographer began snapping pictures of them. 


I
hadn’t seen Cenia wear the veil before. Her wedding suddenly felt very real.
“You look beautiful,” I whispered as Isabel and I arranged her dress for the
photographer.


“Thanks,”
she said with a shy smile.


Isabel
and I spent the next forty minutes positioning Cenia’s dress and veil while the
photographer snapped off hundreds of pictures. Isabel translated for me, so I
could comply with the photographer’s demands. I was stressed out and ravenous
by the time it was over, but Cenia remained unflustered. She washed the makeup
off and tugged her hair out of the upsweep before we stepped outside to join
the men.


Isabel
steered us toward a small restaurant, where we ate lamb and pork empanadas. We
walked to the market after lunch. Cenia and her mother purchased a number of
vases, glass bowls, and candles for the rehearsal dinner. Roger, Kadyn, and I
purchased churros from a street vendor on our way back to the studio. 


We
sat outside on the bench, eating our churros, while Cenia and her mother
retrieved the bridal portrait from the photographer. I nearly dropped my churro
when Isabel walked out of the studio with a framed portrait that was two-thirds
the size of Cenia. The portrait was wrapped in brown paper so there was no
telling which pose the photographer had decided on. Still, I’d seen what my
friend looked like with her makeup flawlessly applied, hair perfectly coiffed,
and the wedding dress strategically placed. She made a stunning bride. 


I
think we all breathed a small sigh of relief when we pulled out of San
Fernando. Cenia opened a bag of candy once we turned onto the highway. “This is
Tamarindo,” she explained, handing us each a piece. “This candy is very
popular in Mexico.”


I
popped the amber colored hard candy into my mouth. I wasn’t sure what to make
of it. Kadyn and Roger seemed equally perplexed by the little hard candy that managed
to be sweet, sour, and spicy all at the same time. 


“What’s
that?” Roger asked. He was pointing at a black plume of smoke that appeared up
ahead.


“I
don’t know. Maybe a car accident,” Isabel opined. 


“That’s
the third car to flash their lights at us. Are you supposed to be driving with
the headlights on?” Cenia asked her mom. 


“No,”
Isabel replied. “Maybe they’re warning us about the accident.”


“Those
cars are driving awfully fast,” I noted anxiously. “Can you turn the radio on
and see what’s going on?”


The
van slowed as Isabel began fiddling with the radio. The plume of smoke loomed
closer. 


“Was
that service station shot up when we drove by this morning?” Kadyn inquired tensely.


I
glanced at the service station, which was sitting on my side of the road. The
storefront was riddled with bullets. Two vehicles sat abandoned next to the
pumps. Little black holes marred the doors, fenders, and trunks. The windows
were blown out; the tires flattened. “Something’s wrong,” I breathed. Fear crept
through me like an incestuous snake.


“That
gas station didn’t look like that earlier,” Cenia confirmed weakly. “Mom, I
think you should turn around.” A steady stream of cars were speeding down the
highway in the opposite direction with their headlights flashing wildly. 


“How
am I supposed to turn around?” Isabel exclaimed testily. She pulled onto the
side of the road. A red Cadillac Escalade with silver and red rims blew past us.
They were barreling toward the plume of smoke. 


“Did
you see that?” I gasped. “That Escalade had California plates.”


“They
weren’t Mexican,” Isabel observed. “They were gringos.”


“Extremely
wealthy gringos,” Roger clarified. 


Kadyn
was peering out the rear window. “Those buses turned into that service station.
There aren’t any vehicles behind you, Isabel. Why don’t you back down the
highway so we can find out what’s going on?”


I
didn’t want to be anywhere near a bus when they were being targeted by the sicarios.
I closed my eyes and gritted my teeth while Isabel backed up. 


“Do
you see all of those cars backed into the woods?” Roger asked. “Why don’t we park
in the tree line so we’re a little less conspicuous from the road? Back in so we
can pull out quickly if we need to.”


Isabel
backed into the trees on the far side of the service station. I winced when a
log snapped under the back tires.


“You
guys stay here,” Kadyn ordered before he and Roger jumped out of the van. They
walked toward the people who were filing off the buses.


“Does
Roger speak Spanish?” I asked Cenia.


“A
little. Not as much as Kadyn,” she replied. 


Isabel
glanced at her in surprise. 


“Kadyn
grew up in a primarily Hispanic neighborhood,” I explained. “His best friend
was Mexican. Kadyn claims he spent more time at his house than he did with his
own family.” 


The
sickening hum of engines churning at a high rate of speed and a series of loud
pops cleaved the air. We stared wide-eyed as a number of trucks and SUVs drove
south, toward San Fernando, on both sides of the highway. Men wearing camo,
khaki, and black hung out of the passenger windows, shooting at each other with
machine guns. The image felt so surreal. For a split second, I thought someone was
filming a live action movie right in front of us.


We
watched, horrified, as Kadyn and Roger ducked behind the buses. Everyone was diving
behind the buses. I gripped the door. I prayed they wouldn’t be shot, that the
van wouldn’t be hit, and the gas tanks wouldn’t explode. 


Cenia
and I scrambled out of the van as soon as the vehicles passed. We sprinted
toward Kadyn and Roger. Isabel followed.


“Get
back! Get back in the van!” Roger screamed as he and Kadyn ran toward us. Each
of us flinched when loud explosions sounded in the distance. 


I
skidded across the rocks when I tried to stop. Cenia, Isabel, and I ran back to
the van. Kadyn and Roger caught up with us. Everyone was breathing hard. 


“It’s
the cartels,” Roger huffed as he opened the door. Cenia didn’t climb in. She collapsed
against him.


Kadyn’s
hands moved roughly over my arms, waist, and back before he shoved me inside
the van. “Were you hit? Was the van hit?” He stepped back to examine the van.


Gravel
pelted the gas tanks, buses, and storefront when a shiny black pickup truck spun
into the parking lot and slammed on the brakes. A man wearing a bullet proof
vest stepped out of the truck. He was holding a black machine gun. Additional
weapons were strapped around his chest, hips, and thigh. The man was dressed
entirely in black... like Maxim… like the mafia… like the SVR. 


My
heart stalled. 


Kadyn
grabbed my arm. “Get out. Get out of the van. Now!” He pulled me upright when
my knees buckled. We crouched behind the back of the van with Cenia, Roger, and
Isabel. 


“Do
you have your cell phones?” Roger asked. People were running toward the cinder
block wall behind the service station. They were shoving children over the top
and scaling the wall after them. I had no clue who the man in black was, but it
was clear he instilled terror in everyone who caught sight of him.


Cenia
grabbed our purses. 


Kadyn
placed a pocket knife in the palm of my hand before folding his fingers over
mine. “You three stay together. Run into the woods as far as you can. Don’t
stop. No matter what. Promise me you won’t stop for anyone.”


“Wh…
what about you?” I demanded frantically. 


“We’ll
hold them off as long as we can.” Kadyn’s lips bruised mine in a passionate
kiss. This time, I didn’t resist. I kissed him with everything I had. He shoved
me toward the woods. “Run!”


I
stumbled forward blindly. I couldn’t see through my tears. “The dress!” I
cried, turning back around.


Cenia
grabbed my arm. “Leave it!” Tears streamed down her face. 


“Run!”
Isabel screamed. 


We
ran as fast as we could; weaving around the trees, ducking under branches, and hurdling
fallen logs. The branches from the mesquite trees whipped against my arms,
face, and chest. I didn’t flinch, not until I heard the gunfire. The sound ricocheted
through the trees.


I
stopped and turned around dazedly. I took a step forward… toward the gunfire…
toward Roger, Kadyn, and the van.


“Keep
running,” Cenia cried. She held fast to my arm once Isabel turned me around. 


The
heavens burst open as we began to weep.


*
* * * *


Cenia
collapsed next to me in the mud. “How bad is it?”


I
wiped the mud from my knee so I could see the damage underneath. “I’ll be
fine.” My hands, knees, and feet were bleeding. I had lost track of how many
rocks and logs I’d tripped over. We’d been running in sandals for over thirty
minutes. My new azure dress was streaked with mud and clinging to me in the
most annoying places. Cenia and Isabel didn’t look any better.


“Are
you getting a signal?” I asked Isabel. She was staring at her phone. 


“One
bar,” she replied. She tried placing a call.


“Thank
God her cell phone works in Mexico,” Cenia muttered as she flicked mud from her
toes.


“Do
you think it’s safe to head back?” I asked. We hadn’t run into anyone in the
woods, which was truly surprising given the number of people who had been
fleeing the service station.


Isabel
began speaking rapidly in Spanish. Her cell phone was pressed against her ear.


“She’s
talking to one of my cousins,” Cenia explained. She grew quiet as she listened
in on the conversation. “He lives nearby.”


I
peered up at the clouds through the strange looking leaves. “It stopped raining,”
I noted numbly.


“It
has?” Cenia asked. She sounded surprised. She stood and pulled me to my feet. 


Isabel
glanced at us. She was still talking on the phone.


My
mind kept circling back to the service station. I choked back another round of
tears. “Do you think they’re okay?”


Cenia
turned toward the direction we had come. “They should have caught up with us by
now.”


I
ran my hand over our latest notch. Cenia had begun notching the trees once she
learned Kadyn had given me a knife. I just hoped we’d marked enough trees to
find our way back.


Isabel
disconnected her call. “Your cousin, Dante, is going to make sure it’s safe to
return to the service station. He’ll call us when he gets there. We should stay
here until he does.” 


We
sat back down on the log. “Mamá…” Cenia whispered brokenly. The rest of
the sentence was lost in her tears.


“Shhh,”
Isabel soothed. She wrapped Cenia in her arms. “Roger and Kadyn will be fine.”


I
reached for Cenia’s hand. “I think we should pray for them.”


Cenia
nodded. She and her mother crossed themselves before Isabel began. “Heavenly
Father, please watch over Kadyn and Roger. Keep them safe from the cartel and
the sicario. Watch over those who were injured, those who ran, and those
who were left behind. Help us find a way to put an end to this greed, these
drugs, and these senseless killings. Guide us. Watch over us, and help us find
our way home. We pray this in the name of the Father, the Son, and the Holy
Ghost.” She and Cenia made the sign of the cross when Isabel ended the prayer.


We
huddled around Cenia when she began crying again. All three of us jumped when
Isabel’s phone rang a few minutes later. 


Cenia
translated for me. “Dante’s at the service station. There’s a few people
milling around, looking for other people. No one who looks like Roger or Kadyn.
He thinks it’s safe for us to head back.” We started walking, following the
trees Cenia had notched, while Isabel continued talking on the phone. 


Isabel
frowned at her phone. “We were disconnected. The reception is very spotty here.
Maybe we’ll get better service when we get closer to the highway.” She tucked
the phone back inside her purse.


We
quietly picked our way through the trees that would lead us back the direction
we had come. I kept scouring the woods. I was hoping we’d find Kadyn and Roger,
but I was afraid we might intercept someone else. We huddled inside the tree
line when we finally spotted the service station. 


“Do
you see Dante?” Cenia asked.


“I
think that’s him, over by the bus,” Isabel replied. She was digging the phone
out of her purse. She glanced at the phone before attempting another call. One
of the men standing near the bus lifted a cell phone to his ear. Isabel spoke
briefly, then ended the call. “He’ll meet us by the van.”


My
heart sank when I saw the van. The windshield was shattered… bullet holes marred
the hood and the grill… and the front passenger side tire was completely flat. It
appeared as if someone had been purposely trying to disable the van… or shoot
them. My eyes raked over the ground as I walked around the van a second time. I
breathed a small sigh of relief when I didn’t see any blood.


“Do
you have the keys?” Cenia asked, staring tearfully at the van.


“I
left the keys in the ignition,” Isabel replied. She felt along the steering
wheel as she poked her head inside the van. “The keys are gone.” 


A
man, who appeared to be in his mid-thirties, approached the van. His dark hair
was cropped short. His skin was a little darker than Cenia’s, and he appeared
to be the same height as Roger, who was a couple inches taller than me. He was
wearing blue jeans and a green and gray plaid shirt with long sleeves that were
rolled up until they rested just below his elbow. 


He
kissed Isabel on the cheek before speaking to her in Spanish. He glanced
questioningly at Cenia and me. 


Isabel
switched to English when she introduced us. “Dante, this is your cousin, Cenia,
and her friend, Kri.”


“I
haven’t seen Dante since I was a child,” Cenia explained, anticipating my
question. She stepped forward and gave him a hug. 


“You
were the flower girl at Alicia’s wedding,” he recalled with a smile. 


“And
you carried the rings,” Cenia added softly. 


My
cheeks heated when I shook his hand. I was painfully aware of the thin layer of
mud coating my rain soaked dress. “Thank you for coming, Dante.”


He
smiled politely before he stepped back to examine the van. “We’re going to have
to replace that tire. Do you think it will start?”


Cenia
climbed into the front passenger seat. “We need to find the keys. Roger
wouldn’t have taken them. He’s probably just hidden them somewhere.” She opened
the glove box and checked under the mats as she began searching for the keys.


I
climbed into the back. “The portrait is still here. The protective wrap is
still in place so I think your picture is okay.” I examined the garment bag,
carefully unzipped it, and peeked inside. “You’re dress looks fine.” Something
hard brushed against my foot when I tugged the zipper back into place. I
unzipped the garment bag all the way down and peered into the bottom. I didn’t
want to reach inside. I was afraid I’d get mud on Cenia’s dress. 


Cenia
joined me in the back of the van. She carefully felt along the bottom of the
bag, squeezing it from the outside. “That’s where he hid them! I knew Roger
wouldn’t take the keys.” She carefully reached inside the bag. “Wait. Is this…”


“Kadyn’s
cell phone,” I confirmed, thoroughly perplexed.


Cenia
handed me the cell phone so she could dig the keys out of the garment bag. “Why
would Kadyn leave his cell phone?” she asked. She handed the keys to Isabel before
zipping the bag. 


I
scrolled through Kadyn’s messages while Dante made multiple attempts to start
the van. I didn’t see any text messages or notes on his ColorNote app relevant
to the gunfight. “His last text message was dated yesterday,” I informed Cenia,
who was studying me intently. She was still clinging to the garment bag.


I
stared at the phone. Think, Kri. Why would Kadyn leave his phone! My
thumb hovered uncertainly over the screen. I tapped on the camera icon and
switched over to his photo gallery. “Holy crap!”


“What?”
Cenia exclaimed. She tossed the garment bag aside.


I
handed her the cell phone. 


She
swallowed nervously before studying the picture. “He’s trying to tell us
something,” she whispered. Her eyes met mine. 


Dante
poked his head between the front seats. “What’s going on?”


“Kadyn
took a picture of the man and the truck that pulled up shortly before they sent
us into the woods,” I explained.


Cenia
held the cell phone up so Dante could see the picture. “Do you know who this
is? People ran when he climbed out of his truck, like they knew who he was.” 


Dante
shook his head. “No, but I would have run too. Look at all those weapons.”


Isabel
asked him something in Spanish. 


Dante
shook his head. “No one fitting Roger and Kadyn’s descriptions. I’ve already
asked.” 


“What’s
that?” Cenia asked. Dante had pulled a small glittering object from his pocket.


His
eyes bounced between Cenia, her wedding dress, and the object in his hand. “I
found this lying in a pile of bullet casings.” He handed Cenia the object.


“That’s
my ring!” Cenia exclaimed. “You found this lying on the ground?” 


Isabel
sucked in a breath. “Cenia! How could you lose your ring? Were you having
trouble keeping it on your finger?”


Cenia
studied the ring. “No. Roger asked for the engagement ring last week, so he
could have the rings soldered before the wedding.” 


I
was still trying to wrap my head around the fact that Dante had found the ring.
“Do you think Roger dropped it?” That didn’t sound like Roger, but if he’d been
carrying it in his pocket...


“He
was burying it, so he could come back and get it later,” Dante surmised.


“But
why would he do that?” Isabel demanded.


Dante
looked reluctant to explain. “If he thought he was going to be shot or forced
away at gunpoint, he wouldn’t want the cartel stealing the ring. Cenia would
never see it again.”


Cenia
slipped the ring onto her finger as a single tear slid silently down her cheek.


I
shook my head. “God, the phone… the ring… the keys. How could they even think
straight with all those people and bullets flying around?”


Dante
glanced at Isabel. “Look, I don’t know how much longer we should be sitting
here. This van isn’t going to start. Why don’t we transfer your things over to my
truck? I’ll take you back to the farmhouse so you can get cleaned up. Then
we’ll start making phone calls.”


“We
should leave some sort of note,” I insisted. “What if they come back here?”


Isabel
pulled a pen and a piece of paper from her purse. “I’ll leave my cell phone
number, since my phone is the only one working right now.” She scribbled her
phone number on the slip of paper and handed it to Cenia. “Set it in the back
where they left the wedding dress. Even if Roger’s cell phone doesn’t work,
they’ll find someone who will let them use his phone.”


“They
may not let him make an international call,” Dante interjected. “Maybe you
should add my phone number.”


Isabel
shook her head. “If the wrong people got a hold of that number…” She didn’t
need to finish her sentence.


Cenia
wrote we are safe above the phone number before placing the note on the
third row seat.


We
gathered her portrait, the dress, accessories, and the items Isabel had
purchased for the rehearsal dinner and set them inside Dante’s truck. He was
driving a white four door Ford F-150 pickup truck. Cenia and I climbed into the
back seat. Isabel sat in the front.


Dante
turned to face us after starting the truck. “I’m afraid we’re going to have to
drive through a war zone in order to get to the farmhouse. I don’t know how
much the soldiers have cleaned up. They were pulling bodies into the back of
their trucks when I drove through earlier.”


I
closed my eyes against the images he provoked. “Did you stop to talk to
anyone?”


“Yes,”
he replied solemnly. “There were no gringos or negros among the
bodies found up the road.”


I
sent up a small prayer of thanksgiving. 


Dante
eased onto the highway. He turned in the same direction we’d been driving when
we saw the plume of smoke.


Cenia
reached for my hand when we saw all the cars stranded in the center of the
road. The cars were riddled with bullets. Nearly every vehicle was facing
south, as if trying to flee whatever atrocity had befallen them. All of their
flashers were on.


I
took a deep breath and blew it out. Clothes were strewn all over the highway. Dark
stains marred the faded asphalt, despite the rain we’d experienced earlier. It
wasn’t difficult to discern where the bodies had been. 


“The
soldiers turn the flashers on so people won’t drive into the cars when the sun
goes down,” Dante explained. He was driving on the shoulder of the road, navigating
around mounds of gravel that had been dumped there for some road construction
project. We were nearing the last vehicle. A Ford Excursion, charred and still smoldering,
was sitting perpendicular to the road. I suspected this was where the plume of
smoke had come from.


“Why
don’t they just move the vehicles to the side of the road?” Cenia asked before pinching
her nose closed. The smells emanating from the charred vehicle were nauseating.



Dante
grimaced as he glanced at us in the rearview mirror. “They’re too busy picking
up dead bodies.” 


He
pulled over as I began to retch.











Chapter 9 – Walk through walls


 


I
was sitting on the stone hearth in front of the fireplace, inside Dante’s farmhouse.
Cenia was sitting on a worn wingback chair next to the window. An untouched
plate of food sat next to me, mirroring the untouched plate of food next to
Cenia. Neither of us could eat. 


I
blew tendrils of steam from the cup of tea Dante’s wife, Maria, had given me. I
sipped the tea cautiously, then set it aside to cool. I was grateful for the
tea, the warm fire, and the shower. 


I
tightened the belt on my bathrobe. Maria had insisted we take a warm shower the
second we arrived. She loaned Cenia and Isabel her bathrobes and lent me one of
Dante’s bathrobes so she could wash our clothes. I was painfully aware of the
fact that I was completely naked underneath. I wondered how much longer it
would be before our clothes were dry.


I
stared at my feet. Maria had rubbed a salve into our feet, treating the cuts
and scrapes before bundling us all in fluffy socks. Large bandages graced both
of my knees, but I’d drawn the line at the cuts and scrapes on my arms and
face. They were shallow and small and would be gone in a few days, hopefully in
time for the wedding. If there was a wedding.


Tears
pooled in my eyes as I watched Cenia. She was staring out the window. I doubted
she could see anything more than her reflection since it was dark outside. Her
father was due to arrive any minute. Rafael was on his way as well, but he had
an entire ocean to climb over. He was facing thirteen hours of flight time, a
short layover, and a two hour drive.


Cenia
lifted her head from the back of the chair when Dante walked through the front
door. “Any luck?” she asked.


He
shook his head dejectedly as he set Kadyn’s cell phone on the coffee table. “No
one seems to know who that man is. If they do, they’re not willing to admit it.”


Maria
walked in from the kitchen. “Dante, please tell me you were careful about who
you asked. You know what could happen if we discuss this with the wrong
person.”


Dante
pulled Maria into his arms. “I didn’t ask any strangers. I only spoke to people
we know.” They walked into the kitchen, where Isabel was sitting.


I
swiped my thumb across my cell phone screen and stared at it for the hundredth
time, willing it to ring. I wasn’t getting any service. I had an international
calling plan, but I didn’t have a SIM card for Mexico. I sifted through the
pictures on my phone until I found the picture of Kadyn from the sleepover the
other night. “Where are you?” I asked. 


I
turned the phone over in my hand while I turned the day’s events in my head.
Why didn’t Kadyn and Roger run into the woods with us? Why would they stay
behind? Were they trying to prevent the van from being stolen? Were they hoping
to save the people on the bus? There were no bodies, no blood, when we returned
to the service station. One of the buses was still there, but it had been shot
up pretty badly. The bus was probably disabled, like our van. 


If
Kadyn and Roger had run into the woods after us, they would have noticed the
notches on the trees. Kadyn was there, at the personal risk seminar, when Cenia
talked about the importance of notching trees. They would have found us. So, if
they didn’t run into the woods, then where did they go? They wouldn’t have left
us willingly. They must have been forced from the scene. Kadyn had taken a
picture of that man with the black truck and hid his cell phone in the garment
bag for a reason.


Images
flitted through my mind. The flashing lights, urging us to turn around when we
were driving down the highway. That Cadillac Escalade with the California
plates seemed terribly out of place. Why were they in such a hurry to get to
that plume of smoke when everyone else was fleeing the scene? The shiny new
truck the man in black was driving seemed out of place too. Drugs, I
thought. Someone was making an awful lot of money on those drugs.


My
cell phone fell to the floor with a loud thunk when I jumped up from the hearth.
“The Russian mafia operates anywhere there’s money to be made. Arms
trafficking, drug trafficking, and cyber espionage generate a lot of money in
the United States,” I said, repeating Maxim’s words.


“What?”
Cenia asked. She looked mildly alarmed.


“The
mafia,” I said. “I need to call Maxim.”


Dante,
Maria, and Isabel rushed into the room to see what the commotion was about. I
looked at Dante. “Have you heard anything about the Russian mafia working with
the cartels?” 


He
eyed me warily. “There have been rumors, nothing concrete.”


“Can
I use your phone?” I asked Isabel. “It’s an international call, but I’ll
reimburse you. I promise.”


Isabel
pulled her cell phone off the charger in the kitchen and handed it to me. I
picked my cell phone up off the floor and scrolled through my list of contacts
until I found Maxim’s name. I tapped his number into Isabel’s phone and walked
out onto the front porch.


“Allo,”
he answered briskly.


“Maxim,”
I began, then burst into tears.


“Kotyonok?
What’s wrong? What number is this?”


“I
borrowed someone’s phone,” I croaked. I tripped over one of the planks while pacing
across the broken down porch.


“Why
are you crying? What’s wrong?” he demanded gruffly. 


I
swallowed my remaining tears so I could recruit his help. “It’s Kadyn. I think
he’s been kidnapped.”


“Kadyn?
The black man who came to Ukraine?” he asked. “What? Are you with him now?” He
sounded irritated.


“No!
Kadyn and I are just friends. We’re supposed to be in a wedding together. We
drove into Mexico with our friends, Cenia and Roger, to purchase some things
for their wedding. There was a gunfight… between the cartels…”


“You’re
in Mexico? Shae said you were in Texas,” he interjected.


“Shae?
When did you talk to Shae? Aren’t you in Ukraine?” I asked, thoroughly
confused. 


“I’m
in Virginia with Konstantin. I was hoping to see you while he was visiting
Shae, but Shae said you were in Texas.”


“Oh,
thank God!” I cried. “Maxim, I need your help. Please. Can you come to Mexico?”


“Tell
me everything,” he encouraged softly. 


I
sank into a wooden rocking chair and picked at the peeling paint while I explained
everything that happened, every last detail, including the man in black and the
expensive vehicles. Once Maxim had absorbed everything, I asked the only
questions that mattered. “Does the Russian mafia operate in Mexico? Do they wield
any sort of power over the drug cartels?”


Maxim
laughed. “Of course they do. I told you the mafia is involved in every activity
that generates money.”


“Do
you know anyone who works for the mafia here?” I asked a little too
optimistically.


“No,
but it would not be difficult for me to establish a connection,” he replied.


“Will
you come?” I asked breathlessly. “Please, Maxim. I think Kadyn and Roger have
been kidnapped. I need you to help me find them.”


“I
will come on one condition…”


I
bolted out of the chair. “Anything! I’ll do anything. Please, Maxim, say you’ll
help.”


“Anything?”
he inquired teasingly.


“Anything
but sex,” I back-pedaled. 


“Deal,”
he said. “Text me the address. I’ll be there as soon as I can.” He immediately disconnected
the call. 


I
gaped at the phone. What did I just do?


*
* * * *


I
studied Cenia. After hours of sobbing, she’d finally fallen asleep in her
father’s arms. Dante had driven down to the service station three times over
the course of the night. There hadn’t been any signs of Kadyn or Roger. The van
and our note were still there.


I
glanced at the clock. It was just after four o’clock. The sun would be up soon.
Rafael wasn’t due to arrive until sometime around eleven. I had no clue when
Maxim would be rolling in. Dante wasn’t happy with me inviting the Russian
mafia into his home, but honestly? I didn’t care. I knew he’d view things
differently if Maria was the one who was missing.


“He’ll
see the logic behind your decision by the time the sun comes up,” Alejandro noted
softly. Somehow, he knew I’d been thinking of Dante. “I think you made the
right decision. I’d do anything to get Isabel back, and I know Cenia feels the
same about Roger. I’d been contemplating confronting the cartels myself.”


My
eyes met Alejandro’s. “Do you think one of the cartels has them?”


He
brushed a lock of hair out of Cenia’s face. “What other explanation could there
be?” 


“Will
they kill them?” I asked. A strangled sound caught in my chest.


Alejandro
sighed. “It depends on who has them. The Gulf Cartel will not kill government
officials from the United States. If they have Kadyn and Roger, they’ll ask for
a ransom and eventually release them. If it’s the sicario…” he trailed
off ominously.


I
curled my feet under me as I settled into the chair Cenia had claimed earlier.
I was exhausted, but sleeping didn’t seem right, not when Kadyn and Roger
weren’t safe enough to sleep. I kept praying they were free, that they hadn’t
been kidnapped, that they’d find our note, and call Isabel’s phone, but her phone
didn’t ring.


My
head popped up when the dogs began barking outside. Alejandro joined me at the
screen door after lowering Cenia onto the couch. A black sedan pulled off the
gravel road and parked in the driveway between the farmhouse and the barn. 


“Is
that him?” Alejandro inquired anxiously.


Maxim
stepped from the car. 


“Yes,”
I breathed before running outside to see him. Maxim lost his footing and his
breath when I barreled into his chest. “Thank you,” I sobbed. 


“Shhhh.
Everything will be okay,” he soothed. He smoothed down my hair and kissed the
top of my head before folding me in his arms.


“Kri?”
Shae asked in a very small voice.


I
peered over Maxim’s shoulder, stunned. Konstantin and Shae were standing on the
other side of the car. I started crying even harder. 


Maxim
released me when Shae walked around the car to give me a hug. 


“It
was awful,” I cried. “The guns… the blood… they’re gone, and no one knows where
they are.” Konstantin rubbed my back while I sobbed. 


I
swiped the tears from my cheeks when Maxim pulled me back into his arms. “You
guys must be exhausted. Let’s go inside.”


Alejandro
met us at the door. “I’m Cenia’s dad, Alejandro. Thank you for coming. I really
appreciate your help.” 


“This
is Maxim, Konstantin, and Shae,” I informed Alejandro. “Konstantin works for
Maxim in Ukraine. Shae is a friend of mine from Virginia.” 


Alejandro
shook hands with both men before kissing Shae on the cheek. “I’ve moved Cenia
to the back so she can sleep with her mother. There’s another guest room available
if you’d like to get some sleep.”


Konstantin
glanced questioningly at Shae. 


She
nodded. “I could really use some sleep, now that we’re here.” 


Alejandro
showed Konstantin and Shae to the guest room. 


Maxim
joined me on the couch. “You haven’t slept,” he noted softly.


I
shook my head. “I can’t sleep.”


“You
can and you should. You will be of no use to Kadyn or me if you don’t.” He moved
to the far end of the couch and patted his leg. “Rest your head here and let me
hold you for a while.” He turned the lamp off on the end table before draping a
crocheted blanket over me. His fingers gently caressed my back while he coaxed
me to sleep.


Alejandro
locked the front door before offering Maxim a glass of water. Then he settled
into the chair and told Maxim everything he knew about the cartels, Kadyn, and
Roger. Their hushed tones eventually lulled me to sleep.


*
* * * *


The
living room was dark. Someone had pulled Maria’s heavy drapes over the windows.
I had been drifting in and out of sleep, while listening to the quiet but
soothing sounds of someone moving about the kitchen. Maxim had changed our
position while I slept so he could stretch out and rest. I was now curled
between his legs with my head resting on his chest. The steady rise and fall of
his chest had lulled me back to sleep when I woke earlier. 


My
breath caught when my brain circled back to the last time I slept next to Maxim
on a couch. I tried easing off the couch. 


Maxim’s
arms tightened around me. “I’m not ready to let go of you yet.” 


I
peered up at him as I eased back onto his chest. Maxim’s hair had grown out
since the last time I’d seen him. Dark waves accentuated his handsome face. “When
do you think you might be ready to release me?” I asked teasingly.


“When
I am buried six feet under,” he replied with a playful smile. “Now, before I
retrieve the dark horse, may I have a kiss from the fair lady?”


“The
dark horse?” I asked.


“Kadyn,”
he replied.


I
rolled my eyes. “I must be very broken inside.”


His
eyebrows furrowed. “Why do you say that?”


“Because
I really would like to kiss you,” I confessed. 


“I
guess that makes me broken too,” he mused.


“You?
Broken?” I laughed. “I don’t think so.”


“I
am,” he insisted. “Everyone is in some small way. If they aren’t, they will be
eventually. It is not a bad thing.”


“I
think it is,” I argued softly.


“It
is through that brokenness that we find courage and strength. It is what
empowers us to do great things,” he persisted.


I
turned his point over in my head. “You, Mr. Markov, say the most amazing
things.” I planted a chaste kiss on his cheek before jumping off the couch.


He
chuckled softly as he rose from the couch. “Surely you can do better than
that?” Maxim captured my arm and drew me to his chest. He hooked his arm around
my lower back and pulled me onto my tiptoes when our bodies met. 


“Maxim,”
I breathed. I wasn’t capable of any further response.


His
arms tightened, locking me in place, while his tongue swept possessively through
my mouth. My entire body softened. He deepened the kiss when he sensed my
consent. His hands raked over my back, bottom, and thighs before inching up my
dress. 


“You’re
looking well rested,” Konstantin noted, chuckling softly.


Maxim
tensed. 


“They’re
stirring back there, or I wouldn’t have interrupted,” he said. “Why don’t you
join Shae and me in the kitchen?”


Maxim
shot Konstantin a scathing look when I backed away. I grabbed Kadyn’s cell
phone off the coffee table on our way into the kitchen. Maxim pulled me onto
his lap when I tried to sit next to Shae. 


Konstantin
set two cups of coffee in front of us. “That’s one thing about the Mexicans,”
he observed. “They really know their coffee.” He sat in the chair next to Shae.


I
reached for the mug closest to me. “What time is it?” I asked. The kitchen seemed
a lot brighter than the living room.


“Seven-thirty,”
Shae replied.


I
released my grip on the coffee. “I slept for two and a half hours?” I objected.
Tears pricked at my eyes as I thought about all the things that could have been
accomplished during that amount of time.


Maxim
forced me to look at him. “You were in shock. You needed rest. You’ll think
more clearly now that you’ve had some sleep. Besides, drug lords aren’t open
for business at five or six o’clock in the morning.”


I
swiped at my eyes before reaching for Kadyn’s phone. “I want to show you
something.” I retrieved the picture of the man with the black truck and handed
the phone to Maxim. “Kadyn took this picture after he sent us into the woods.
He hid the phone and the keys to the van inside the garment bag for Cenia’s
wedding dress. I think this picture is the key to figuring out where they are.”


Maxim
studied the picture before handing the phone to Konstantin. Konstantin examined
the picture, then handed the phone to Shae.


I
took a sip of coffee. “When the Mexicans saw this man step out of his truck,
they ran. They ran for a reason. Cenia’s cousin, Dante, the man who owns this
farm, has been asking around but he’s limited in who he can ask. People are
afraid to speak about the cartels because if the wrong person overhears them,
they’re dead. If you can gain access to someone inside the mafia, they may know
who this man is… or they may know something about Kaydn and Roger.”


“Are
you able to print this picture?” Maxim inquired.


I
set the coffee mug on the table. “Can’t we just show them the picture on the
cell phone?”


“We?”
both men asked.


I
glanced at Konstantin before locking eyes with Maxim. “Yes. We. I’m
going with you.”


Maxim
stood abruptly, nearly dumping me from his lap. “You are not going with me.”


I
reached for the table as I steadied myself. “I asked you to help me, Maxim. I
didn’t ask you to do it for me.”


“You
are not going,” he repeated stubbornly.


I
acknowledged his aggressive posture with a sigh. “Look,” I said as I stepped
toward him. “I’m not asking you to do anything I’m not willing to do myself. I
just need your help establishing the necessary connections. I am not trying to
trade a life for a life here. I swear, I will never forgive myself if something
happens to you. I want to go with you so I can make sure you aren’t taking any unnecessary
risks.”


“I’m
going too,” Cenia said.


We
all turned and gaped at her. 


“This
is Roger’s fiancé, Cenia,” I explained. “Cenia, this is Maxim and Konstantin,
my friends from Ukraine.”


Cenia
shook their hands. “Thank you for coming.”


Shae
handed Cenia a cup of coffee before offering her a chair. 


“You
cannot expect me to stay here and do nothing,” Cenia stated. She hugged Shae
before sinking into the chair. “I have to do something.”


I
offered Cenia a shaky smile before renewing my efforts with Maxim. “If you take
us with you, then your questions will appear less threatening. You won’t be
perceived as hostile, you’ll be perceived as two men trying to help someone
they care about.” I glanced at Shae, seeking her support. “You know as well as
I do that a violent confrontation is less likely to result when women are
present. Men behave less aggressively when women are around.” 


Shae
dropped into the chair next to Cenia. “That is a legitimate conflict prevention
strategy.”


Maxim
shook his head. “This is why I cannot take you. If I take you, I will appear
soft. I need to be aggressive. I must appear threatening to get the answers and
the results we need.”


Alejandro
and Dante walked into the kitchen. Alejandro introduced Dante to Maxim,
Konstantin, and Shae before pouring himself a cup of coffee.


“There
are other things you can be doing,” Konstantin opined.


“Like
what?” Cenia asked.


“You
need to get your cell phones functional,” Maxim replied. “I presume Roger had a
cell phone?”


Cenia
poured some creamer in her coffee. “Yes, but he didn’t have any cell service
when we were in San Fernando.”


“Roger
and Kadyn may not have been expecting you to return to the service station so
soon. They may have gone to San Fernando to rent a car or purchase a SIM card.
If they fled the scene, they would need a functional vehicle and a phone in
order to find you. If they were kidnapped, the cartel would take Roger’s phone,
insert a SIM card, identify the number most frequently dialed, and demand a
ransom. Either way, you need to purchase a SIM card and activate your phone.”


“We
can take them to an electronics store in San Fernando,” Dante offered.
Alejandro nodded.


“Make
sure your phone is functional too,” Maxim told me. “I want to be able to reach
you.”


“Does
your phone work here?” I asked.


“Yes.
We purchased SIM cards in Reynosa,” he replied.


I
reclaimed my coffee as I sank into the chair next to Cenia. I eyed Maxim over
the top of my mug. “So where are you going? What are you going to do?”


“We
are going into San Fernando to speak with some Russian business owners,” Maxim
replied. He retrieved the picture of the man with the black truck from Kadyn’s cell
phone, zoomed in a bit, and snapped a picture of the image with his cell phone.
“Do you have a picture of Kadyn and Roger?”


 I
retrieved a picture of Kadyn from my cell phone and handed it to Maxim. 


He
took a picture of the screen with his phone. “I need a picture of Roger,” he
informed Cenia.


She
pulled up a picture and handed him her phone. 


Maxim
captured the image on his phone before returning her phone.


“I
doubt you will find many Russian business owners in San Fernando,” Dante warned.
He was brewing a second pot of coffee.


“There
are six,” Konstantin replied. “We already know who they are.” He smiled at the
surprised look on my face. “We had some time to kill at the airport.”


“How
can they help?” Alejandro asked.


Maxim
shrugged. “Every illegitimate business has a legitimate store front.” 


Isabel
and Maria walked into the kitchen. “Buenos dias,” Isabel greeted. 


Dante
kissed her on the cheek before handing her a cup of coffee. He did the same for
Maria.


“This
is Cenia’s mom, Isabel, and her cousin, Maria,” I announced. “Isabel, Maria,
these are my friends, Maxim, Konstantin, and Shae.” Everyone shook hands.


“Can
I fix you something to eat?” Maria asked. She began digging food out of the
refrigerator.


Maxim
shook his head. “No, thank you. Konstantin and I will be leaving for San
Fernando shortly. We’ll be visiting a restaurant while we’re there. I’ve found
restaurant owners are more willing to talk when you purchase a meal.”


“At
what point do we notify the authorities?” Cenia asked. 


Maxim
looked thoughtful. “If we have not been able to obtain any information and you
have not heard from Roger or Kadyn by three o’clock, then you should contact
the authorities in the United States and in Mexico. Do not tell them we are
involved.”


Cenia
nodded. 


I
studied the picture of the man with the black truck while Maxim and Konstantin
used the bathroom. “There’s a reason Kadyn took this picture,” I repeated, as
if everyone needed to hear it again. I zoomed in on the picture and moved the
image around, trying to see what Kadyn had seen. Suddenly, my breath caught.
“Alejandro, is this a Texas license plate?” The image appeared a little grainy
when I zoomed in. I could identify the plate number, but the word above the plate
number was too small to read.


Alejandro
examined the picture. “Si. Cenia’s padrino has plates that look
like that.” 


I
was mentally kicking myself. “I should have thought to look at that license
plate sooner.” I glanced at the clock. “If Rafael or Jase could look up the
plates, then we might be able to figure out who this man is.”


“Do
they have access to that type of information?” Cenia asked.


“If
they don’t, they’ll know someone who does,” I replied. “Isabel, do you mind if
I use your phone again?”


She
handed me the phone. “Of course not.”


I
dialed Rafael’s cell phone number. His phone rolled over to voicemail. “He’s
probably in the air,” I explained. I dialed Jase.


“Hello?”


“Jase,
this is Kri…” 


“Are
you okay?” he exclaimed. “Rafael told me what happened. Do you need me down
there?”


“I’m
safe,” I assured Jase. “We’re still looking for Kadyn and Roger. Can you access
DMV records? I need to identify the owner of a truck with Texas plates.”


“I
may be able to do that,” he replied evasively, “but it would be
illegal.”


I
swallowed nervously. “If you were looking into something else and accidently
stumbled across the information, could you inadvertently let me know?”


Jase
laughed. “I’ll see what I can do.”


I
read the plate number on the picture. “CK7H347.”


“Is
this the best number to reach you?” Jase asked. 


“For
now,” I replied. “If I’m not available, please leave a message with Isabel. My
cell phone should be working within the next hour or so.”


“When
do you expect Rafael?” he asked.


I
looked at the clock again. “In about two and a half hours.”


“I
should have the information before then,” he replied. “Stay safe.”


I
handed Isabel the phone. “Thank you.” I gulped down the mug of lukewarm coffee
before glancing at Cenia. “Are you ready?” 


Cenia
nearly leapt from her chair. “Yes. I want to stop by the van before we head
into San Fernando.”


“I’m
coming with you,” Shae announced as she rose from her chair.


“There’s
room in the truck,” Dante replied. Everyone began moving toward the living
room.


“Wait!
You guys should eat!” Maria exclaimed. She handed Alejandro and Dante a
burrito. “You girls wait. Let me fix you a burrito.”


Cenia
and Shae lingered in the kitchen. I escaped so I could brush my teeth, wash my
face, and run a comb through my hair. Maria had hooked us up with toothbrushes
and travel size toiletries when we took our showers. She said she had a steady
stream of visitors who were always forgetting things so she liked to be
prepared.


Maxim
and Konstantin were talking in the hallway. I kissed both men on the cheek.
“We’re going to get our SIM cards. I’ve got someone looking into the plates on
that truck. I’ll call you when I find out who it belongs to. Call me if you discover
anything useful, and be safe.”


Maxim’s
fingers brushed against mine. “Do you want to meet in San Fernando later, or do
you want to meet back here?” 


I
glanced at him as he wove our fingers together. “We have to be back at the
farmhouse by eleven o’clock so we can meet up with Rafael. We may have to head
back into San Fernando to file missing person reports later this afternoon, so
it depends on when you’re done talking to those business owners.” 


Maxim
released my hand as he fell back against the wall. “I should have known you
would ask Rafael to come.” 


Konstantin
pushed off the opposite wall. “I’m going to say goodbye to Shae.”


I
waited for Konstantin to walk into the kitchen before meeting Maxim’s gaze.
“I’m sorry. I should have told you sooner. Rafael was in Paris when this
happened yesterday. He caught the first available flight back to the United
States. His plane should be landing in McAllen any minute. He’s renting a car
and driving down here so he can help us find Kadyn and Roger.”


“Do
you love him?” he asked sullenly.


I
took a deep breath and blew it out. “Very much.”


He
raised a single eyebrow. “And Kadyn?”


I
nodded, even though those feelings didn’t quite compare to the feelings I had
for Rafael.


He
scowled. “What about me?”


I
nodded, a bit more sheepishly this time.


He
just shook his head. “You have got to be the most complicated, infuriating
woman I know.” He kissed me brusquely before he turned to go. “You should not
expect me to modify my behavior when Rafael arrives.”


*
* * * *


I
was sitting in the rocking chair on the porch, berating myself while waiting for
Rafael. I called earlier to let him know I had acquired cell service and to
confess that I had asked Maxim to come to Mexico. He wasn’t exactly thrilled
with my decision. He’d be even less thrilled if he knew Maxim had kissed me twice
since arriving in Mexico. 


I
frowned. Maxim wasn’t the only one who’d kissed me. Kadyn had kissed me, also
twice, although we’d been facing some pretty extenuating circumstances that
second time. Still, I was thoroughly disgusted with myself. I’d been separated
from Rafael for less than forty eight hours and kissed two other men. I thought
I’d established some pretty clear boundaries with Maxim and Kadyn, but
apparently I’d been mistaken.


After
mulling it over for the past two hours, I had a pretty good idea where I’d gone
wrong. In my efforts to avoid losing their friendship, I’d been sending mixed
signals. I needed to put an end to the mixed signals. I loved Kadyn and Maxim
as friends, but I was in love with Rafael. Maybe I should propose to him… That
would certainly put an end to the mixed signals.


I
jumped when my cell phone rang. I snatched the phone from the porch railing and
quickly checked the screen. “Jase?”


“I
tracked down the owner,” he began. His voice trailed off unexpectedly.


“and?”
I asked hesitantly.


“He’s
dead.”


I
bolted out of the rocking chair. “What? I just saw the man yesterday. What do
you mean he’s dead?”


Jase
sighed. “The owner of that vehicle was murdered on South Padre Island three
days ago.”


“So
the man I saw wasn’t the owner,” I concluded. “South Padre Island? Where’s
that?”


“It’s
located about two and a half hours from you,” Jase replied. Clearly, the guy
had done his homework.


I
began pacing across the weathered porch. “You said he was murdered…”


“Shot
in a convenience store parking lot. His vehicle has been missing ever since,”
he clarified.


“Was
anyone arrested?” I inquired.


“No
suspects have been identified, and no one’s been arrested. I’m sorry, Kri, but
it looks like we’ve hit a dead end.”


I
turned as Rafael pulled into the driveway. “What was the man’s name?”


“Alex
Rodriguez,” Jase replied.


I
started down the stairs. “Thanks, Jase. I have to go. Rafael just pulled up.”


“Be
safe. Don’t do anything crazy,” he pleaded.


I’ve
already done crazy, I thought as I disconnected the call. 


Rafael
scooped me up into his arms just as Shae and Cenia walked out of the house. He gave
Cenia a hug. “We’ll find them,” he promised huskily. He offered Shae a hug and
followed us into the house.


I
introduced Rafael to Alejandro, Dante, Isabel, and Maria. Since everyone was
gathered in the living room, I shared what I had learned from Jase.


“South
Padre Island?” Dante asked. He and Maria sat on the stone ledge in front of the
fireplace. “That territory belongs to the Gulf Cartel.”


Alejandro
joined Isabel and Cenia on the couch. “It’s not uncommon for the cartels to
kill people when they’re stealing vehicles. They often target newer SUVs and
trucks.”


“That’s
pretty ballsy,” Cenia stated. “The guy kills someone less than three hours away
from here, drives around in his truck for three days, and doesn’t bother
changing out the plates?”


Dante
shrugged. “Who’s going to stop him?”


I
had just settled onto the floor next to Shae when my cell phone rang. I glanced
at the screen before accepting the call. “Maxim? Is everything okay?”


“We’re
making progress. Have you heard back on those plates?” he inquired.


I
took a deep breath and blew it out. “The owner of the truck was killed three
days ago on South Padre Island, which is about two and a half hours away from
here. He was shot in a convenience store parking lot. No suspects have been
identified. Dante claims that territory belongs to the Gulf Cartel. The cartel have
been killing people and stealing their trucks.”


“Have
you been back to the van?” Maxim asked.


“We
stopped by the service station on our way to and from San Fernando. There’s no
sign of them. The van is still there. The tires and a few other choice parts
are missing, but our note is still sitting on the back seat,” I replied.


“Has
Cenia received any phone calls?” 


I
glanced at Cenia. “No. She tried calling and texting Roger, but he has yet to
reply.”


“I
think the cartel has them,” Maxim stated. “If they do, Cenia should be
receiving a phone call.”


“Wait.
I’m going to put you on speaker phone.” I switched my phone to speaker and set it
on the coffee table. “Why do you think the cartel has them? What have you
learned?”


“The
man in the picture is carrying an M16. That gun is manufactured in the United
States. From what I’ve heard, the Gulf Cartel acquire most of their weapons
from the United States. The sicarios favor the AK-47. That is a Soviet
weapon. While the Russian mafia has their hands in both pots, they appear to be
arming the sicarios. If that man forced Kadyn and Roger from the scene,
then they’re with the Gulf Cartel, not the sicarios,” Maxim reasoned.


“So
you don’t think they’re free,” Cenia noted shakily.


“If
they were free, they would have contacted you by now,” Maxim replied.


“How
do you think we should proceed?” Rafael asked. He was sitting in the chair
directly behind me.


“Ah,
the knight in shining armor has finally arrived,” Maxim purred. I winced at his
tone. “Given your law enforcement background, I would think you should take
Cenia, Isabel, and Kristine to the police station to file missing person reports.
You might want to flaunt the fact that you have a background in law enforcement,
see if they will release any information about the gunfight yesterday. Flex
some muscle, make sure they know Kadyn and Roger are U.S. government officials.
Do whatever you need to do to ensure they make this investigation a priority.
Do not tell them I am involved.”


Rafael
offered me a pained expression.


“Cenia?”
Maxim asked. Every single one of us looked at her.


“Yes.
I’m still here,” she replied.


“The
cartel is presumably investigating you, your family, and the other people in
Roger’s contact list. Would you consider yourself wealthy?”


Cenia
shook her head. “No.”


“Are
there any individuals in Roger’s contact list that you would consider wealthy?”


She
looked at me. “No, I don’t think so.”


“The
cartel will target the person with the most money or the number that appears
most frequently on Roger’s call list. They will presume the person most
frequently called has the strongest emotional attachment to him. I assume that
person is you. If they have Roger, they will demand a ransom. They will pick an
amount that is just out of reach for you. You should attempt to negotiate them
down to a more affordable amount. If you don’t, they will assume this amount is
easy for you to pay, and they will demand more. Do you understand?”


“Yes,”
Cenia replied.


“Kadyn
left his cell phone behind. The cartel cannot target anyone to pay his ransom
unless he provides the necessary information. He’s more likely to be killed. You
must demand they release Kadyn too. Include this in your negotiation,” Maxim advised.
“Make sure they know that Roger works for the Department of Defense and Kadyn
works for the Department of Homeland Security. This information will help
ensure they remain unharmed.”


“Do
you think we should call and warn their families?” I asked.


“Absolutely,”
Maxim replied. “You should also notify the American Embassy. They’ll make sure
the Mexican authorities make this investigation a priority. There are police
officers inside the San Fernando municipality who are working for the cartels.
You should keep this in mind.”


“I’ll
call you as soon as we finish filing the reports at the police department,” I promised.


“I’ve
found someone who is willing to approach the cartel on my behalf,” Maxim
revealed. “Between your efforts and mine, we should hear from them soon.” 


We
glanced at each other uncertainly when he ended the call.


*
* * * *


We
spent three and a half hours at the San Fernando police department. The
investigating officer questioned each of us individually. Cenia and I filed missing
person reports with the U.S. Embassy in Mexico City over the phone while Isabel
was being interviewed. 


Rafael
walked a fine line between charming and intimidating the local police officers.
They confirmed the gun fight was between the sicarios and the Gulf Cartel.
They were hesitant to release any more information, but Rafael hounded them
until one of the police officers finally confessed the man with the black
pickup truck was one of the most notorious enforcers working for the Gulf Cartel.



The
gruesome pictures they had pinned along their walls served as a constant
reminder that this was not the only crime they were investigating. The
overwhelming number of bound and bloodied bodies made it painfully clear who
was winning the war on drugs. The police were uninspired by our story. “This
sort of thing happens all the time,” they said. “The cartel will contact you eventually.”
Their defeatist attitude set me on edge. 


It
was almost comical how Cenia’s cell phone rang the second we stepped foot outside
the police department. Cenia gasped when she saw Roger’s name appear on her
Caller ID. She immediately accepted the call. “Roger! Where are you?”


Her
face turned an alarming shade of white. She placed her finger to her lips as
she switched the speaker on.


“…
one million dollars,” the man was saying.


Cenia’s
eyes sought mine. “That’s just out of reach for me?” she mouthed
questioningly.


“We’ll
pay it,” Rafael whispered.


Cenia
took a deep breath. “You do realize my fiancé works for the United States
Department of Defense?”


“Who
cares puta? You pay or he pays. Your pick.”


Rafael’s
jaw clenched.


“I
don’t have a million dollars,” Cenia protested. She was dangerously close to
tears, but she was sticking to Maxim’s script.


“One
million or I am slicing his neck and dumping him in a ditch,” he threatened
harshly.


“Wait!”
she cried. “I’ll try! I promise. I’ll try to find the money, but you have to
give me his friend, Kadyn, too.”


“You
know this diablo negro?” he exploded. “That man causes trouble. If you
want the diablo negro you will pay two million dollars!”


Cenia’s
eyes widened. “I don’t have two million dollars...”


“Three
million,” he corrected gruffly. “One million for the gringo. Two million
for the diablo negro. By five o’clock tomorrow. I will call with more instructions.”


“Wait!”
Cenia exclaimed. “How do I know you really have him? I want to hear Roger’s
voice.”


There
was a loud crash and yelling in the background. “Manda huevos!” the guy
swore before disconnecting the call. 


Isabel
pulled the phone from Cenia’s hand and handed it to Rafael. She wrapped Cenia
in her arms as she began sobbing.


I
sank against Rafael’s chest. The gruesome images I’d seen inside the police
department were too fresh. I knew, if we took one wrong step, Kadyn and Roger
would suffer the very same fate.


“What
happened?” Maxim demanded as he and Konstantin approached. “Did they call?”


I
took a step toward Maxim, but Rafael pulled me back against his chest. “Yes. They’re
demanding a million dollars for Roger and two million for Kadyn,” I replied.


Maxim
looked amused by Rafael’s efforts to keep me away from him. “There has been a
change in plans,” he announced.


Rafael’s
eyes narrowed. “Why the sudden change in plans?”


Maxim
continued as if he hadn’t heard him. “The Russian mafia will express an
interest in Kadyn and Roger. They will demand the two men be turned over to
them for some undisclosed wrongdoing. They will sell the cartel on this idea by
insisting they are doing them a favor, taking U.S. government officials off
their hands. This will allow the cartel to save face while washing their hands
of the problem.”


“I
don’t understand,” Cenia stated wearily. “Why would the cartel comply with this
request?”


“The
man who kidnapped Kadyn and Roger made a mistake that could end up costing him
his life. His boss is not pleased that he kidnapped a U.S. official with ties
to customs and border security. He would prefer not to wake the giant who
sleeps next door,” Maxim replied. “Those men are not worth the trouble they are
already causing the cartel.”


“The
man who called to demand the ransom said Kadyn was causing trouble,” I noted
softly.


Konstantin
laughed. “Your friend has proven difficult to interrogate. Rumor has it he has
sent every single one of the cartel’s interrogators to the hospital.”


“Why
would the mafia help us?” Rafael asked. 


“They
are not helping you,” Maxim rebutted. “They are helping me. They do not know we
are working together, and we should keep it that way.”


“How
much money do they want?” I asked. I knew the different organizations within
the Russian mafia weren’t opposed to milking each other for money.


“They
will acquire both men and transfer them to me for five hundred thousand
dollars,” Maxim responded.


Cenia
looked frustrated. “That’s better than three million dollars, but I still don’t
have that kind of money.”


“We
can pay them,” Rafael assured Cenia. 


“How
soon can we do this?” I asked. We began walking toward Rafael’s vehicle.


Maxim
fell in beside me. “Did the man who called give you a time frame?” 


“He
said to have the money ready and he’d call with more instructions by five
o’clock tomorrow,” Isabel answered.


“Nothing
will happen until after he calls,” Maxim replied. “They will not walk away from
an opportunity to obtain three million dollars so easily. Once he hears you are
unable to obtain the money, the mafia’s offer will sound more appealing.”


“We’re
supposed to be married in three days,” Cenia groaned. “How long is this going
to take?”


“Don’t
worry,” Maxim said. “We’ll make sure Roger gets to the church on time.”


*
* * * *


I
stepped outside. Rafael and Konstantin were playing chess. Maxim was talking to
Alejandro and Dante about the cartels. Isabel and Maria were drinking tea in
the kitchen. Shae and Cenia were sleeping. 


I
couldn’t sleep. I was worried about how Roger and Kadyn were being treated by
their captors. I had seen too many horrifying images at the police department.
I knew how ruthless the cartels could be, and I knew how people were treated
when they didn’t cooperate with their interrogators. I wondered whether Kadyn
and Roger would look as bad as I did when they were finally released. 


I
leaned over the porch railing and stared up at the few stars peeking through
the clouds. I inhaled deeply, savoring the scent of freshly turned soil, the
sweet smell of hay, and the tiniest hint of rain. I wondered how the world
could feel so peaceful in that moment when there was so much cruelty, violence,
and pain lurking in every darkened corner. “Why?” I asked no one in particular.
I was hoping God would hear.


I
turned when the screen door squeaked open. Maxim crossed the porch and leaned
over the railing beside me. “Are you okay?”


I
sighed dejectedly. “Not really. I’ll feel better when they’re released.”


He
nodded thoughtfully. “I’m going to ask the local mafia to bring the men to
Reynosa. This should minimize the risk of them being intercepted by the cartel
or the sicario before they get to the border.” 


“How
soon?” I asked.


“If
the cartel’s foot soldier calls Cenia by five o’clock tomorrow, then the mafia
should be able to secure their release on Friday.”


“You’re
presuming they’ll survive that long,” I noted miserably. 


Maxim
sighed as he pulled me into his arms. “I’m sure this brings back a lot of
painful memories for you, kotyonok.”


I
sank into his arms. “Thank you for being here, Maxim.”


*
* * * *


Rafael
and I spent the morning at the BBVA Bancomer, transferring funds from another
account so we could withdraw enough money to pay the mafia. Maxim and
Konstantin met us in San Fernando so they could deliver half of this money to
the mafia. Rafael was holding the remaining funds until Roger and Kadyn were
safely delivered to Reynosa. Maxim ensured the mafia communicated their demands
to the cartel before we returned to the farmhouse. 


Maria
offered to teach Shae and me how to make empanadas, while Cenia and her mother
called back to McAllen to coordinate some last minute details with the florist,
hotel, musicians, and the chef for the wedding reception. Cenia’s madrina
and padrino graciously agreed to oversee the remaining responsibilities.
We were determined to proceed as if the rehearsal dinner and the wedding were
still on.


Rafael,
Maxim, and Konstantin were helping Alejandro and Dante repair the fence along
the property. I suspected the hard labor was helping them cope with waiting. Everyone
gathered back inside the farmhouse at four o’clock. Maria insisted we eat
dinner then. She didn’t think we’d be up for eating after Cenia’s phone call
with the cartel. Maxim and Cenia rehearsed her lines for the call while we
picked at the empanadas.


Cenia’s
cell phone rang shortly after five o’clock. She switched it over to speaker
phone the second she answered it. “Hello?”


“Do
you have the money?” a man’s voice demanded gruffly.


Cenia
glanced at Maxim uncertainly. I understood why. This decision could cost Roger
and Kadyn their lives.


He
nodded encouragingly. 


“I…
I’m sorry. I’ve called everyone I know. I’ve only been able to come up with a
hundred thousand dollars. Please, I’ve done everything I can…”


“No
me jodas! I said three million dollars!” the man screamed. Every person in
the room flinched.


Alejandro
wrapped his arm around Cenia as she began to weep. “Please. I’ve tried
everything. I just… I don’t have that kind of money,” she sobbed. 


Tears
welled against the hand I had clenched over my mouth. Cenia may have memorized
the lines, but she wasn’t acting. She was completely terrified. 


Shae
pulled me into her arms.


“Maybe
if we cut his fingers off one by one… Let me put him on the phone so you can
hear him scream,” the man gritted viciously.


“Oh
God! Please don’t hurt him. I’ll keep trying. I just… God, I don’t have that
kind of money!” Cenia cried.


“Cenia!”
Roger yelled. “Cenia, don’t…” A loud crash sounded in the background. Some sort
of physical struggle ensued. Muffled voices, heavy breathing, and scuffling
boots shed little insight into what was happening on the other end of the phone
line. 


A
single gunshot split the air, killing our connection.


My
eyes slammed shut, but there was no stopping the images of Michael being shot
on the tarmac in Ukraine. I collapsed in Rafael’s arms as he pulled me from
Shae. 


 “What
have we done?” Cenia groaned. She doubled over in pain. 


Maxim
knelt before Cenia. “It would be suicide for those men to harm Kadyn and Roger.
Those drug lords don’t want to anger the United States government. That mudak
was just trying to scare you, so you would pay more money.”


“But,
Roger…”


“Roger
said ‘don’t.’ He knew they were demanding money from you, and he said ‘don’t.’ Roger
knows they can’t hurt him,” Maxim replied.


Cenia’s
cheeks glistened with tears as she peered into Maxim’s eyes. She shuddered
violently, but her tears subsided.


Konstantin
handed her a box of tissues. “The mafia will be repeating their demands and
increasing pressure on the cartel over the next few hours. I know it’s
difficult, but we need to give them some time to ensure the plan works.”


Rafael
sighed. “I agree, Cenia. As difficult as that was to hear, you needed to create
that roadblock so the mafia could secure their release.”


“Why
can’t we pay the three million dollars and be done with it?” I grumbled
irritably. I swiped a couple of tissues from the box so I could dry my tears.


“You
know why,” Maxim chided softly. He rose from the floor, tugged the tissue from
my hand, and gently dried my tears. “The SVR killed Michael, and they tried to
kill you, even after they received their money. The cartels are no different.
They will not honor this deal. They will take the money and kill everyone
involved so this crime cannot be traced back to them.”


“The
Gulf Cartel is not going to jeopardize its relationship with the mafia, not
when the mafia is arming the sicarios. Now that they know they can’t get
more than a hundred thousand dollars from you, they’re going to comply with the
mafia’s demands. They need to improve their standing with the mafia so they can
convince the mafia to back them instead of the sicarios,” Konstantin
added.


“I
agree with them, hija,” Alejandro said. “This is a good plan.”


Isabel
squeezed Cenia’s hand. “I’ll make us some tea.”


Maria
intercepted her on the way to the kitchen. “I think a pitcher of sangria might
prove more useful under the circumstances.” 


Maria’s
sangria packed some serious punch. She was very generous with her brandy. The
pitcher was refilled multiple times, even after the men switched to drinking
straight brandy. I savored the warmth the liquor lent, the heightening of
senses, and a barely functioning mind.


*
* * * *


I
frowned. At what point had I climbed into bed?


Rafael
caressed my arm. “I brought you to bed when you fell asleep on the couch. You
haven’t slept in days. You need to sleep.”


“How
long have I been out?” I asked, eying the unfamiliar guest room. Blue toile
curtains framed the window. A crisp white duvet and a blue crocheted blanket
lie on top of the bed. Blue throw pillows were stacked neatly on the seat of a
white rocking chair, next to the window. A blue toile water pitcher and basin
sat on top of the white dresser, which was pushed against the far wall.


Rafael
glanced at his watch. “Four hours.”


I
bolted upright. “Four hours? Is everything okay? Did I miss anything?” I scooted
toward the edge of the bed.


Rafael
hooked his arm around my waist and pulled me back against the pillows. “No. There
are no new developments. The house has been quiet ever since I carried you back
here.”


I
rolled over so I could face him. “Where is everybody?” I asked uneasily.


“Cenia
is sleeping in the other guest room with her parents. Dante set up air
mattresses in the living room for Konstantin, Maxim, and Shae,” Rafael
explained. “Come here, love.” He lifted me onto his chest.


I
burrowed under his chin and reveled in the scent of his cedar and clove scented
cologne. “Tell me something… anything that will help me forget what they’re
going through… what we’ve gone through.”


Rafael
sifted his hand through my hair “They’ll be released within the next
twenty-four hours. Cenia and Roger will be married. Then we will be married.”


“Where
do you want to be married?” I asked. I was surprised I didn’t know.


He
wound a lock of hair around his finger, then gently released it. “I’d like to
be married in the botanical gardens just outside the Palace of Monserrate
near Sintra, Portugal. There is this stone stairway from the nineteenth century
that has been completely overrun with ferns and exotic flowers. The stairway
leads to a pond where my father proposed to my mother. I know it’s not the most
practical location, but I’ve always dreamed I’d be married there.”


I
looked at him, stunned by his response. “Wow. That sounds amazing.”


Rafael
pulled me up a little higher, so that we were gazing into each other’s eyes.
“What about you?” he asked. “Where would you like to be married?”


My
heart beat erratically. As frightening as this conversation was, I could no
longer deny that this is what I wanted. I wanted to marry Rafael. I took a deep
breath, pushed through the last remaining wall, and handed him my heart. “I
don’t care as long as I’m marrying you.” 


He
smiled. “Portugal it is then.”


“Kiss
me,” I whispered. “Make me forget this. I need to feel something that is
good, and kind, and right with this world.”


The
smile fell from his face. “Are you sure, Kristine? You haven’t been on birth
control since crossing into Mexico, and I don’t have any protection.”


My
pulse quickened, spurring my need. I ran my fingers along the stubble that
shadowed his jaw before cupping his face in my hand. “I will gladly accept the
consequences.”


A
fiercely determined look settled over his face as he rolled me beneath him. “In
that case, I’d prefer you never use birth control again.” 


He
tugged his clothes off while I slipped the dress over my head. His lips consumed
mine in a ravenous kiss before he planted open mouthed kisses all down my neck.
His fingers made short work of my bra. I arched into his warm, wet mouth as he
latched onto my breast. My hands sought every chiseled edge of his abdomen and
chest before stroking between his legs. 


He
moaned softly against my breast. The vibration from his chest made my toes
curl. “Kristine, baby, slow down.”


“No,”
I argued breathlessly. 


His
tongue circled the other breast before he pulled the nipple into his mouth. He eased
my panties down my legs at a painstaking pace. He looked so beautiful climbing
back up the bed, I nearly wept. His hand caressed my calf and thigh before
settling between my legs. His thumb quickly found the right spot.


I
arched against his hand. “Please,” I whispered. “Not like this. I want to feel you
inside of me.”


He
climbed the rest of the way up my body until we were face to face. “Are you
sure about this?” he inquired huskily. His eyes were filled with desire, but
tempered with concern.


I
nodded. “I have never been more sure of anything in my life. I love you,
Rafael. I want to spend the rest of my life with you, and I’d be ecstatic if we
had a baby.”


He
collapsed onto my chest. “God, how I have longed to hear you say that.”


“Which
part?” I asked.


He
laughed softly. “All of it.” 


We
stopped talking as he fit his body to mine. He grasped my hands and held my
eyes as he slowly pushed inside of me. He seemed determined to watch me fall
apart in his arms. I was every bit as determined to burn this memory into my
mind. I wanted this part of him… needed this moment to draw on when nothing else
went right.


Rafael
buried himself as deep as was humanly possible, then thrust even deeper in a
motion that was quiet and very precise. My breath caught when I realized his
intentions. He wasn’t trying to keep the bed from squeaking. He was trying to
plant his seed deep within me. I held him tight, insanely aroused by the
thought. 


Rafael
took his time. I luxuriated in the slow, methodical climb, never once shying
away from his eyes. The climax he wrought was exquisite. Rafael swallowed my
cries in a kiss as he spilled inside of me. He remained buried deep within me
through the rest of the night. I drifted off contentedly. Nothing had ever felt
so right.


*
* * * *


It
felt wrong, driving away from San Fernando, but I found comfort in knowing that
Kadyn and Roger would soon be arriving in Reynosa. I was riding in the rental
car with Rafael. Maxim, Shae, and Konstantin were in the vehicle in front of
us. Cenia and Isabel were riding with Alejandro, who was driving behind us. We were
caravanning together in case any of us were stopped at any unofficial checkpoints.



Rafael
kept stealing glances at me. Last night had proven a turning point for both of us.
There was some unspoken agreement that our relationship had transformed into
something more. I was trying not to think about it. I needed to focus on what
lie ahead in Reynosa. Still, my mind kept circling back to my relationship with
Rafael. My emotions were scattered, equal parts terrified and giddy with
excitement.


We
parked our vehicles on a side street near the Cathedral of Our Lady of
Guadalupe when we arrived in Reynosa. Maxim had asked the mafia to meet us in
front of the cathedral. I suspected he had chosen the religious site to keep
everyone in check. 


We
walked together, rounding the corner as one. The cathedral was not at all what
I expected. Two tall, rectangular towers flanked a contemporary looking dome. The
life size crucifix hanging on the front of the building was the only indication
that we were nearing a Catholic church.


Maxim
stopped short of the towering cathedral. “I want Shae, Cenia, Isabel, and Kristine
to wait inside the Church of Our Lady Guadalupe. He jerked his head toward the smaller,
more traditional looking church tucked alongside the cathedral. He looked
pointedly at Alejandro. “I’m trusting you to keep the women safe. Lead them
through the back of the church and to the vehicles if you hear any gunshots.”


Alejandro
nodded. “I’ll make sure they’re safe.”


Maxim
looked at Rafael. “I assume you have the final payment.” 


Rafael
adjusted the backpack he’d slung over his shoulder. “Yes.”


Maxim
nodded his approval. “You will join Konstantin and me in front of the
cathedral. They should arrive within the next thirty minutes.”


I
hugged and kissed all three men. I was painfully aware that their lives could
be lost if Maxim was double crossed. 


Shae,
Cenia, and Isabel hugged and kissed each man on the cheek. Shae’s eyes teared
as she clung to Konstantin.


My
arms tightened around Rafael’s neck. “I love you,” I whispered. “Please be
safe.”


“I
love you too,” he replied. He made a million promises as he gazed into my eyes.


Alejandro
thanked each man in turn before walking us to the church. I glanced at Rafael
before following Isabel, Cenia, and Shae inside. Alejandro pulled the door closed
behind us. It took a few minutes for my eyes to adjust. The church was
surprisingly dark.


We
took turns dipping our fingers into the basin of holy water, genuflecting, and
making the sign of the cross. A priest greeted us in Spanish as we walked
toward the front of the church. 


I
joined Cenia and Shae on a wooden pew, while Isabel and Alejandro spoke to the
priest. “There are no windows in the back of the church,” I whispered
fearfully. “How are we supposed to know how things are going if we can’t see
outside?”


Cenia
looked equally concerned. “The cathedral next door didn’t have any windows in
the front of their building either.”


“Why
do you think that is?” Shae whispered.


I
glanced up at the crucifix as goose bumps crept up my arms and slid down my
spine. “I don’t think I want to know.” 


Isabel
and Alejandro joined us when we pulled the kneeler down and began to pray.
After a few minutes, Alejandro rose from the kneeler so he could establish his
position near the door. He peeked outside, then shook his head every five minutes
or so.


We
kept praying.


“They’re
here,” Alejandro announced softly. He closed the door in an effort to conceal
his interest and our involvement.


I
stood shakily. Cenia, Shae, and Isabel joined me.


Alejandro
held his hand out, encouraging us to stay put. He maintained his position at
the door.


My
heart began to race. My ears strained to hear voices, footsteps, gunshots…
anything that would reveal what might be transpiring outside.


Cenia
tugged me onto the pew next to her. “They’re here. Everything is going to be
okay.”


Tears
welled in my eyes as I stared at my friend. I knew things could turn on a dime.
The gunfight that had taken Michael’s life in Ukraine had occurred during the
hostage exchange. They weren’t safe. They wouldn’t be safe until we crossed
over the border. Even then, I wasn’t so sure. Maxim had warned us, the cartel
would be digging up information on Cenia and her family. They might know where her
parents lived. Like me, they may never be safe. McAllen was too close to the
border, too close to the drug wars and the brutality brewing on the other side
of the bridge. My anxieties spun higher and higher until my entire body was
shaking violently.


Shae
pulled me into her arms. “I know,” she soothed. She was there, in Ukraine. She
had experienced all of the same things I’d experienced. She had watched Michael
die in my arms. 


“They’re
gone,” Alejandro announced. He looked thoroughly confused.


“What?”
Isabel exclaimed. “What do you mean they’re gone?” We scrambled into the center
aisle. 


“How
can they be gone? Where would they go?” Cenia demanded shrilly.


“What
if the mafia…” Shae began. She couldn’t finish the sentence.


We
turned, guardedly, when the back door opened. All of the air rushed from my
lungs. An army of angels couldn’t have prevented me from running into Kadyn’s
arms.


Shae
joined me in Kadyn’s arms. Cenia was sobbing as she clung to Roger’s chest.
Isabel and Alejandro wrapped their arms around Cenia and Roger.


“We
didn’t want anyone to see us enter the church,” Maxim explained apologetically.


I
swiped at my tears, then reached for Kadyn’s shirt.


“Kri?”
he asked, before understanding dawned in his eyes.


I
held his shirt up with one hand, while running my other hand over his abs,
chest, and back.


“What
are you doing?” Isabel asked suddenly alarmed. 


“Kri
wants to see how badly Kadyn’s been injured,” Shae explained softly. “She wants
to see if he looks like we did when the SVR tortured us.” 


Kadyn
pulled me back inside his arms when I lowered his shirt. 


“I’m
so sorry,” I rasped. 


“We
should not linger here,” Maxim warned. “We should return to our vehicles.”


“They
may stop us at the border,” Rafael interjected. “The embassy staff may have
already filed the missing person reports. When Kadyn and Roger show up at the
border, the customs officers may want to question them.”


“Why
don’t we follow each other to the border? If we get separated or delayed when
we drive through customs, we’ll meet in McAllen,” Alejandro replied.


“Let’s
meet at the Casa de Palmas,” Cenia suggested. “We were planning to spend the
next few nights at the hotel for the wedding festivities. We’ll just add two
more rooms to our reservation for Maxim, Konstantin, and Shae.” She turned
toward Maxim. “You will be attending the rehearsal dinner this evening and staying
for the wedding tomorrow night.” Her tone brokered no room for argument.


Maxim
smiled. “We will see you married.”


I
untangled myself from Kadyn so I could step in front of Maxim. Tears slipped silently
down my cheeks. “Thank you.”


In
complete disregard for our surroundings and the people standing around us, he
lifted me by the shoulders and planted a passionate kiss on my lips. “You’re
welcome,” he replied gruffly. He set me back on my feet. 


Rafael
yanked me toward him with an ominous growl.


“It’s
okay,” I whispered as I wrapped my arms around his neck. 


We
were the first ones to leave the church.











Chapter 10 – Take heart


 


The
Spanish mission style hotel was lovely. The subdued lighting from the wall
sconces, the endless array of decorative arches, and the warm terracotta tile
were incredibly inviting. Cenia’s madrina and padrino met us in
the lobby. They were understandably anxious to see Cenia and Roger. Cenia’s madrina
had graciously packed our suitcases and brought them to the hotel so we could
get settled in and rest before the wedding rehearsal.


I
hadn’t realized how much I’d been relying on adrenaline until my head hit the
hotel’s luxury goose down pillows. I slept for five hours. Kadyn was sleeping
in the room directly across the hall. Maxim was sleeping in the room next to
him, and Rafael was in bed with me.


Rafael
woke me with a kiss. “Wake up sleepyhead.”


“No,”
I groaned.


“The
wedding rehearsal is in an hour,” he chided.


I
pulled the pillow over my head. “Call Cenia and see if she’ll reschedule.”


Rafael
laughed. “I don’t think that’s easily rescheduled.” He scooped me up and lifted
me out of the bed. 


“What
are you doing?” I demanded shrilly.


He
smiled. “You’ll see.” 


I
gasped when I caught sight of the bathroom. “How? When did you do that?”


Rafael
set me down next to the tub. “About fifteen minutes ago. I solicited some help
from the concierge when we first arrived at the hotel.”


I
dipped my hand in the steamy water and swirled the deep red rose petals around.
The bathroom lights were off, but tiny pinpricks of light bounced off the water
from the thirty or forty tea lights that Rafael had scattered around the
bathtub. 


I
wrapped my arms around his neck. “Thank you.”


He
smiled as he folded me in his arms. “It’s been a very stressful week. I just… I
wanted to give you an opportunity to relax before all the wedding festivities
began. Why don’t you get undressed?”


I
stepped out of my panties and relinquished my bra. “Are you joining me?” I
asked curiously. The tub was certainly big enough. 


Rafael
shook his head. “No, baby, I want you to relax.”


I
tried not to think about how tempting he looked in his dark gray boxer briefs.
I planted a kiss on his cheek and stepped gingerly into the bathtub.


Rafael
set his iPhone to play music before placing it on the counter and stepping out
of the bathroom. 


I
scooped a handful of rose petals up as I sank into the warm water. I brought
the sweet smelling petals to my nose and inhaled deeply. I sighed contentedly,
leaned my head back, and closed my eyes.


My
mind remained blank for a few blissful minutes, soothed by the steam, the soft
lighting, and the fragrant flowers. My thoughts eventually drifted toward
Rafael. I was trying to process the fact that he didn’t want to have sex.
Between Maxim kissing me at the church and me clinging to Kadyn during the
drive back to McAllen, I thought Rafael would require some attention. Instead,
he asked the front desk to ensure Kadyn’s room was close to ours, and he
offered to hold me while we slept.


I
squeezed the hotel’s complementary body wash into my hand so I could wash up.
My hand paused briefly over my stomach. How much comfort had Rafael drawn from
our conversation last night? I pressed my fingers into my tummy. Could I already
be carrying his child?


I
washed and rinsed my hair, added some conditioner and stretched out in the
bathtub. The GYN I’d seen in Montana couldn’t have been more wrong. Michael and
I became pregnant the first week we made love. I sank into the tub and rinsed
my hair again. My relationship with Rafael had never really proceeded in an
orderly fashion. Still, I wanted to be married before we had a baby. Sadly, I’d
been dragging my feet for so long, I hadn’t a clue how to expedite a proposal,
unless of course I did it myself. The idea was tempting…


I
sifted through ideas on how I might go about proposing to Rafael before
climbing out of the bathtub. I discarded every single one. I eyed the rose
petals and the candles while I toweled off. I should be patient, give Rafael
time, and let him be the one to propose. He was far better at sweeping people
off their feet than I was.


I
slathered some lotion on before tying the towel around my chest. I frowned while
combing the tangles from my hair. The next two days were going to be awkward. I
was supposed to be Kadyn’s date, but now that Rafael and Maxim were attending
the wedding festivities, I couldn’t exactly ignore them. 


Rafael’s
eyes met mine in the mirror. He was leaning casually against the doorframe. I
hadn’t a clue how long he’d been standing there. “I just wanted to check on you
to see how you’re coming along.”


My
heart clenched when I registered the emotions reflected in his eyes. I slowly
turned around. “Can I just hold you for a minute?”


Rafael’s
eyes softened. He pushed off the doorframe and held out his arms. 


I
tried not to weep as I sank into his chest. Physically, I couldn’t get close
enough, even though I could feel Rafael’s heart beating against mine. I wanted
to climb inside of him. I closed my eyes and willed us whole.


“Are
you okay?” he asked, softly rubbing my back.


“Yes,”
I breathed. “I’m just… I just… I love you, Rafael. I want you to know how much
I love you. And I want to thank you for putting up with the insanity that is my
life.”


He
smiled knowingly. “I don’t mind Kadyn. It seems he’s always been a part of your
life. But Maxim’s another story. I don’t understand or trust his intentions
where you’re concerned, and I don’t like feeling obligated to him.”


I
nodded. “I’m sorry I asked Maxim to come. I should have waited for you to
arrive, and I should have trusted you to find Kadyn. I was so afraid he was
going to be tortured or killed. I thought Maxim could get him released faster
than anyone else.”


“I
would have found Kadyn,” Rafael assured me, “but Maxim did have some useful
connections. It’s okay, love. I can’t fault you for asking Maxim to help find
Kadyn, not when I relied on Maxim to save you. Now, stop worrying about my
pride. You need to get ready for the rehearsal.” He patted my bottom as I
walked toward my suitcase.


I
noticed Rafael wasn’t making any effort to get dressed. I stepped into a gold
lace thong. “Aren’t you coming with me?”


Rafael
shook his head. “I thought you and Kadyn could use some time alone, so I asked
Maxim, Konstantin, and Shae to join me for drinks in the bar downstairs while
you’re at the rehearsal. We’ll be at the rehearsal dinner, though.”


I
stepped into my dress. 


Rafael
raised an eyebrow when he saw I wasn’t planning to wear a bra.


I
turned around to show him the back. “I can’t wear a bra because the back is cut
out, but there’s a bra built into the bodice.”


He
stepped behind me and pulled my bottom against his hips. His hands traveled
over my hips, waist, and chest before he turned me around. “I have to sit at that
rehearsal dinner, knowing the only thing you’re wearing under that dress is
that skimpy little thong?”


I
laughed. “Would you prefer I take the thong off?”


His
eyes widened. “God, no. That would be even worse.”


I
rubbed up against him until he hardened between my legs. “I haven’t properly
thanked you for paying the mafia and rescuing my friend. You might want to
drink coffee instead of wine when you head downstairs, because I intend to
thank you repeatedly tonight.”


He
raised an eyebrow. “Really? How?”


I
smiled innocently before whispering in his ear. I listed all the wicked things
I wanted to do once we returned to our room. I abandoned the list when he began
kissing my neck.


Rafael
lifted my dress as he backed me toward the bed. “We should get started then.”


I
tsk’d him under my breath when I pulled away. “Not now. I want you to
have something to look forward to.”


Rafael
groaned. “You’ve got fifteen minutes to do your makeup and hair. If you’re
still here in fifteen minutes, I’m hauling you back to bed.” 


He
laughed when I bolted into the bathroom.


*
* * * *


I
smoothed my hand down the form fitting dress. The champagne colored tulle was
heavily embellished with gold, bronze, and crystal clear beads. I had paired
the decadent dress with iridescent heels and the gold and diamond twist
bracelet Kadyn had given me when we shared our first Christmas together. I
knocked on his door.


Kadyn
tugged the door open. His eyes traveled slowly down the dress. He smiled when
he saw the bracelet. “You look amazing.” 


Kadyn
had asked what I was planning to wear to the rehearsal dinner before we left
Virginia. Now I knew why. He wanted to ensure we were wearing complementary
colors. Kadyn was wearing black slacks, a chocolate brown dress shirt, and a
gold, brown, and black paisley tie. I smiled. “You look very handsome, Kadyn.
Are you ready to head downstairs?”


“Yes,
and... thanks.” He ducked back inside the room to grab his wallet, then joined
me in the hallway. “Where’s Rafael?”


“He’s
going to meet Maxim, Konstantin, and Shae in the bar for drinks. Isabel invited
them to join us for dinner later.” I linked my arm in Kadyn’s as we began
walking down the hallway. “Did you sleep okay?”


He
nodded. “Best sleep I’ve had in days.”


I
laughed. “I bet. The only thing worse than sleeping on a bathroom floor while
fearing someone’s about to kill you is sleeping on a cold cement floor in some
abandoned warehouse while fearing someone’s about to kill you.”


Kadyn
stopped and stared at me before pushing the button for the elevator. “It’s very
sad that you know that.”


I
studied him from under my eyelashes. Kadyn was in remarkably good spirits for
someone who’d been held hostage by the drug cartel for the last three days. “Do
you want to talk about it?”


All
of the energy seemed to seep out of his body at once. His eyes captured and
held mine as he stepped in front of me. “Can I just hold you for a minute?”


Tears
pooled in my eyes. “Of course, Kadyn.” I burrowed into his chest and wrapped my
arms around his back. 


Kadyn
held me tight. “Thank you,” he whispered hoarsely.


The
elevator dinged, but Kadyn didn’t let go. I glanced over his shoulder. Isabel
and Alejandro were waiting patiently inside the elevator. “We’ll be down in a
minute,” I assured them.


“Take
your time,” Isabel replied.


“I
thought she was dating the Latino,” Alejandro remarked as the door slid closed.



“It’s
complicated,” Isabel answered from the other side of the door.


Kadyn
chuckled. 


I
buried my face in his chest. “It wasn’t supposed to be like this. You were
supposed to be my date.”


“I’m
still your date,” Kadyn replied. He stood there and held me for a few minutes
longer. Eventually, he took a deep breath, stepped back, and pressed the button
for the elevator again.


“Did
you really send all of the cartel’s interrogators to the hospital?” I inquired
curiously.


Kadyn
laughed. “The men who were tying us up didn’t know how to tie a proper knot.”


“You
must have caused some serious damage. The guy who called Cenia referred to you
as the diablo negro. He demanded a million dollars for Roger but two
million for you.”


Kadyn
laughed. “You didn’t think I’d make things easy for them?”


I
followed him inside the elevator when the doors opened again. “What were they
questioning you about?”


Kadyn
tucked my hand back in the crook of his arm. “They were trying to obtain the
name of a relative or friend so they could demand a ransom. Thankfully, they
couldn’t link me to anyone outside of work. I told them to demand ransom from
the Secretary of Defense and the Secretary of Homeland Security, but my
interrogators weren’t too keen on that idea.”


I
tried not to laugh. I knew Kadyn was just cocky enough to make that statement.
“I don’t imagine that went over very well.” I squeezed his arm. “I’m sorry for
worrying your mom. Maxim warned me the cartel might try to contact her, so I
wanted to prepare her for that possibility. That proved to be the most
difficult phone call I’ve ever had to make.”


Kadyn
patted my hand. “You did the right thing. I called my mom and sister before
going to sleep, so they know I’m okay. I also called the American Citizen
Services at the U.S. Embassy in Mexico City to let them know we’re back in the
United States.”


The
elevator dinged, signaling our arrival. Shelby and Trena were standing a few
feet away when we stepped off the elevator. I glanced at Kadyn. “I want to
introduce you to the other bridesmaids.” I gave Shelby and Trena a hug. “Hi,
Shelby, Trena. This is Roger’s best man, Kadyn.”


Kadyn
shook their hands. “It’s a pleasure to meet you.”


“Cenia
told us what happened in Mexico,” Trena confessed. “I’m so glad you’re okay.”


Kadyn
smiled. “Thanks. Where’s Cenia?”


“Oh!
Cenia walked down to the courtyard with her parents, Roger, and his brothers.
We should join them,” Shelby replied. She led us down a long hallway.


Kadyn
opened the French doors at the end of the hallway, and suddenly we were standing
inside a courtyard. The courtyard was brimming with lush ferns, tropical trees,
hibiscus, and other fragrant flowers.


Everyone
was gathered in the center of the courtyard, near a red fountain. Cenia glanced
up when we walked through the door. “Hey, guys! I want you to meet Nina, our
wedding coordinator. Nina, these are my bridesmaids, Kri, Shelby, and Trena and
Roger’s best man, Kadyn.”


We
shook Nina’s hand. 


Roger
introduced the remaining unfamiliar faces. “I’d like you to meet my brothers
and my groomsmen, Rem and Ryan.” 


I
shook hands with Rem. “It’s nice to finally meet you.” Rem and I had spoken on
the phone once, shortly after Cenia and Roger were engaged. I’d requested his
phone number from Roger so I could recruit Rem and Ryan to help with something
special for the wedding reception.


Rem
gently squeezed my hand. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Kri. I’m truly grateful
to you and your friends for all you’ve done over the past few days.”


My
cheeks heated. “It was nothing, really.” I didn’t feel I deserved his gratitude
since I was the one who’d talked Kadyn and Roger into going into Mexico in the
first place.


“I
would like to echo those sentiments. It’s truly an honor,” Ryan said as he
shook my hand. He had the same soft Tennessee drawl and that same mischievous
spark in his eyes that Roger was notorious for.


“Thank
you, Ryan.” I slipped my hand in the crook of Kadyn’s arm after he shook hands
with the two men.


Nina
smiled politely. “The chairs will be placed on either side of the courtyard.
This is where the aisle runner will be placed.” She motioned between the
fountain and a beautiful wooden arch at the end of the courtyard. The arch was
wrapped in little white lights, white tulle, and dark green ivy.


“My
father built the wedding arch,” Cenia added. She wrapped her arms around her
mom and dad. “And my mom decorated it.”


“It’s
beautiful,” I breathed. Everyone agreed.


“Roger,
you and your groomsmen will enter through that door over there.” Nina motioned
toward a side door near the far end of the courtyard. “That will help ensure
you don’t see Cenia before she walks down the aisle. Why don’t you head over
there and walk to the arch so you can get a feel for things.” Nina suggested.
She led the rest of us back inside the hotel so we could practice walking down
the aisle. 


Isabel
played Pachelbel’s “Canon in D” on Cenia’s cell phone. Shelby entered the
courtyard first. Nina asked Trena to wait until Shelby walked past the
fountain. I began walking once Trena cleared the fountain. 


I
walked slowly. The violins sounded so beautiful, I wanted to cry. Roger was
standing in front of the wedding arch. Kadyn, Rem, and Ryan were standing in a
line to his left. 


Kadyn
nodded encouragingly when our eyes met. 


My
eyes teared even more. I couldn’t believe how close I’d come to losing him. My
bottom lip quivered as I forced a smile. I joined Shelby and Trena on the other
side of the arch. 


Cenia
and her father walked through the courtyard arm in arm while Isabel played Mendelssohn's
“Wedding March.”


Nina
assumed the role of the priest. She offered a brief explanation about how the
wedding ceremony would progress once Alejandro and Cenia joined us. We snapped
a few pictures before everyone began filing back inside the hotel.


There
were hundreds of rope-like vines hanging from one of the prettier trees. I
fingered one of the vines. “What is this?” I asked Kadyn.


He
shrugged. “I’ve never seen anything like it before.”


“That’s
a sausage tree,” Cenia answered. 


I
sniffed at the bell shaped flower. “I didn’t realize sausages grew on trees.”


Cenia
laughed. “The fruit that grows on this tree just looks like a sausage.”


I
grinned. “I suspected as much. I just wanted to hear you laugh.”


Cenia
gave me a hug. “Thanks.” 


We
followed the rest of the wedding party to the Spanish Room for the rehearsal
dinner. The Spanish Room felt more like an intimate tea room than it did a
restaurant. The atmosphere was very relaxing. All of the smaller tables had
been pushed together to form a larger table in the center of the room. 


Cenia
and her parents joined Roger and his mother, who had just arrived, at the far
end of the table. Maxim joined Shelby, Trena, and their husbands on the
opposite end of the table. Konstantin and Shae claimed seats to Maxim’s right,
on the same side of the table as Kadyn, Rafael, and me. I was tucked between
Kadyn and Rafael. Rem and Ryan joined Cenia’s brother, his wife, and Cenia’s madrina
and padrino on the other side of the table. 


The
waiters delivered six pitchers of sangria crammed with fruit and decorative
swirls of orange rind. They offered every guest a cupful of chicken tortilla
soup before delivering a number of appetizers. Grilled brie topped with
pistachios and blueberry compote, mango infused shrimp cocktail, and an
appetizer called “Train Track Ribs” were deposited on all four sides of the
table by the time we poured the sangria. 


Alejandro
stood and raised his glass. Everyone around the table quieted and looked at him
expectantly. Alejandro opened, then closed his mouth. His eyes moistened. He
looked down at the table and shook his head.


Isabel
stood and wrapped her arm around Alejandro’s back. She nodded encouragingly as
he gazed into her eyes. 


Alejandro
squared his shoulders and looked up again. His eyes traveled over every single
person sitting at the table. “As you know, it’s been an extremely difficult
week. It is by the grace of God and the selfless acts of those sitting around
this table that we are here today.”


Cenia’s
eyes teared.


Alejandro
continued. “I want to thank Kadyn and Roger for risking their lives so that my
wife, my daughter, and her friend might live. I am forever in your debt.”


Kadyn
and Roger glanced at one another, then slowly nodded.


Alejandro’s
chin rose a little higher. “I am very proud of Isabel, Cenia, and Kri for the
way they handled this situation. Isabel found a safe place for everyone to stay
so we could search for Kadyn and Roger. Cenia did a remarkable job when she
spoke with the cartel and negotiated their release. Kri helped us pinpoint who
had them, and she offered us a safer and more effective strategy for ensuring
their release. Your courage and strength are truly humbling.”


Tears
slid silently down my cheeks. 


Kadyn
squeezed my hand. 


Alejandro
looked pointedly at Rafael. “Thank you for paying the mafia in San Fernando so
we could solicit their help. We wouldn’t have been able to afford that payment
without you. Your selflessness helped save Kadyn and Roger’s lives.”


Rafael
nodded politely. 


“I
had my doubts,” Alejandro confessed, “when Kri insisted on involving these two
men from Ukraine, but her faith in Maxim was unshakable. Now that I have had an
opportunity to get to know Maxim and Konstantin, I can understand why. You
risked your lives when you intervened on our behalf, and it is quite possible my
entire family would have been targeted and killed by the cartel if you hadn’t
pursued this alternative course of action. You will forever remain heroes in my
eyes.”


Konstantin
looked genuinely surprised. 


Maxim’s
soft brown eyes captured and held mine. His pain and sadness collided with mine.
We were both thinking of the family he had lost. 


Alejandro
glanced at Roger. “Roger will be my son in less than twenty-four hours, but he
is not the only family we gained this week. What Kadyn sacrificed for my wife
and daughter… what Rafael, Kri, Maxim, and Konstantin did to save my son,
Roger… even you, Shae. You supported us during this horrific experience knowing
full well it could cost you your life. Your heroic acts have earned you a
permanent place in my family… and while the miles will eventually separate us,
I want you to know that we are here for you. We will always be here for you,
just as you were here for us… because that’s what families do. They help one
another, and they protect their own.” 


Isabel
lifted her glass. “To family.”


We
tapped our glasses together and repeated the toast. “To family.”


Cenia
glanced at me from across the table when everyone settled in to enjoy the food.


“I
love you,” I whispered.


Roger
leaned in and planted a kiss on her cheek.


Cenia
smiled at me. “I love you too.”


*
* * * *


I
snapped a picture of Cenia with my cell phone. The sight of my friend eating a
Whataburger in her wedding dress was such a fun contradiction, I had to capture
the moment. Isabel had insisted she eat before the wedding. She warned Cenia
she’d be so busy talking to guests at the reception that it was unlikely she’d
get to eat the plated dinner she had so carefully selected. 


Shae
was helping Shelby, Trena, and me get Cenia ready for the wedding. We had spent
the entire day at the spa. Our skin was polished, our nails were polished, our
hair coiffed, and our makeup flawlessly applied. Cenia was wearing her hair in
an elegant twist. My hair was loosely pinned with a number of curls hanging down
the back. 


We
had decided to book massage appointments for the men at a spa across town, so
that Roger wouldn’t cross paths with Cenia before the wedding. We thought they
could use a little pampering after what they’d endured in Mexico. Maxim, Konstantin,
and Rafael were included. “I hope Maxim and Rafael are being civil,” I mused
aloud.


Shae
glanced at me over the top of her chocolate milkshake. “Rafael looked like he
wanted to punch Maxim when he kissed you yesterday. How’d you get him to calm
down?”


I
chuckled softly. “Let’s just say Rafael got a whole lot more than a kiss when I
thanked him last night.” I took another bite of my jalapeno
cheeseburger. “Speaking of sticky situations, what’s going on with you,
Konstantin, and Chance?”


Shae
groaned. “Chance and Konstantin got into a huge fight when Konstantin spent the
night. Chance said he wasn’t going to stick around and watch me self-destruct.
I’m not sure he knows I’ve left town.” 


“I’m
sure he knows,” I replied in an exaggerated tone. “Is Konstantin moving to Virginia?”



Shae
laughed. “He is now.”


“Did
he find a job?” Cenia asked. She knew the back story.


“He’s
going to be working in DC as Second Secretary, Assistant to the Ambassador, at
the Embassy of Ukraine.” Shae glanced at me. “Maxim helped him get the job.”


I
sighed. “Maxim is a good man.” 


Trena
eyed me curiously. “How will you ever choose between those men?” 


“I
already have,” I replied with a secretive smile. 


“Oh!
Maybe you’ll catch my bouquet,” Cenia exclaimed. 


Isabel
popping her head inside the doorway. “It’s time.” 


Shelby
handed Cenia a warm washcloth so she could wash her hands. Trena offered up a
silver tube of lipstick and a lipstick case with a mirror. I washed my hands,
swiped some lip gloss over my lips, and gathered up Cenia’s train. Isabel led
the way. 


Cenia
had arranged for the wedding to take place in the garden, weather permitting.
The weather couldn’t have been more perfect, so that’s where we were heading. We
walked down a long corridor, past the ballroom where the reception was being
held. Cenia’s portrait was sitting on a tripod near the door. I studied the
picture as we walked by. The photographer had selected a pose that reflected
the strong, confident woman I knew, not the woman the cartels had nearly
broken. I smiled.


Alejandro
met us in front of the French doors that opened onto the garden patio. Roman
shades covered the glass so we couldn’t see what lie behind the doors. Isabel
and Shae stepped outside so they could take their seats before the music began.
Trena, Shelby, and I offered Cenia and Alejandro some privacy for their father-daughter
moment. Alejandro kissed Cenia on the cheek before pulling the veil over her
face.


The
wedding coordinator handed out the bouquets when the soothing strains of Pachelbel’s
Canon in D sounded through the door. Cenia and Alejandro took their places in
front of the door. I arranged the train on Cenia’s dress before following
Shelby and Trena down the aisle. 


My
eyes widened when I saw all the guests. I wondered how many knew just how close
we’d come to postponing the wedding. I looked for Rafael and Maxim while slowly
making my way up the aisle. I tried not to roll my eyes when I discovered they
were sitting on opposite sides of the aisle. 


I
fixed my eyes on Kadyn. A smile slid slowly across my face. The black tux he
was wearing accentuated his broad shoulders and trim waist. Strength radiated
from his posture and that stoic look on his face. The image was truly
breathtaking.


The
traditional wedding march sounded when I took my place beside Trena. The guests
rose and stared expectantly down the aisle. I glanced at Roger. The makeup had
done wonders for the bruise along his jawline. I followed his gaze as Cenia and
her father appeared in the doorway that was now open. I bit back tears. Cenia
had never looked so beautiful.


My
heart swelled as I listened to Cenia exchange vows with the love of her life.
The moment was made even sweeter when Roger reached for Cenia’s wedding ring. It
should have been the very same ring Dante had found in the pile of bullet
casings, but it wasn’t. Kadyn handed him a cherry red Ring Pop instead.
Everyone laughed at the astonished look on Roger’s face. 


Cenia
handed me her bouquet when the priest introduced them as husband and wife.
Roger lifted her veil before he dipped her over his arm and kissed her long and
hard. Everyone applauded. Roger continued kissing her until the applause turned
to cheers, whistles, and cat calls. 


Finally,
one of the cousins yelled, “Get a room!” 


Roger
and Cenia burst out laughing.


I
handed Cenia her bouquet. Kadyn offered me his arm as we followed them down the
aisle. The guests were ushered toward the ballroom so we could return to the
garden to take pictures.


We
joined the celebration an hour later. I stopped to visit with Dante and Maria
before seeking out Rafael. He was talking to Alejandro. I kissed both men on
the cheek before leading Rafael to our table. Cenia and Roger were already
being seated at a small table for two near the center of the room. A mariachi
band played while we ate dinner.


Alejandro
offered the first toast. He made the toast in Spanish, then repeated it in
English. “A toast to my daughter. I am so proud of the strong, courageous woman
you have become. And to the remarkable young man who has pledged to love and
protect her. May the Lord bless you both with good health, a lifetime of love
and happiness, and lots and lots of children!”


Everyone
cheered and raised their champagne flutes. Kadyn rose for the next toast. He followed
Alejandro’s lead, offering the toast in Spanish, then repeating it in English.
“A toast to the bride and groom.” He paused dramatically. “If you only knew
what Cenia had to do to get him here.”


Everyone
laughed, assuming she’d had to strong arm him. Those of us who’d witnessed what
she’d been through in Mexico fought back tears.


Kadyn
continued. “You two are more family than friends. I know your love will endure
whatever life throws your way, but I also want you to know that you will never
have to face another obstacle alone. You will face them together, and we will
be there, right beside you, every step of the way.”


I
raised my champagne flute as a single tear slid down my cheek. I was trying to
keep it together long enough to offer my own toast. Isabel nodded when our eyes
met. She had agreed to translate my toast into Spanish for me. 


I
took a deep breath and stood. “When I think of love, I think of a cool hand on
a warm forehead. I think of kind words after a heartfelt confession. I think of
a warm hug after a flood of tears.” I glanced at the friends sitting around me
before fixing my eyes on Cenia and Roger. “But I also think of unbreakable
friendships, unwavering commitments, and the men and women who risk their lives
to save the people they love, a country gone awry, and a world that doesn’t
deserve them. I see all these things and more reflected in this couple sitting
before you.” I raised my champagne flute toward Cenia and Roger. “Thank you for
showing me what true love is really all about.”


There
were words of agreement and murmured consent as the wedding guests raised their
glasses to the bride and groom. 


Cenia
and Roger stood to offer up their own toast. Roger spoke in English, pausing
between each line, so Cenia could translate the words into Spanish. “We’d like
to thank everyone for coming and for supporting us on this special day. We are
truly blessed to be surrounded by so much love and kindness.” He turned to face
Cenia. “I’d also like to thank this beautiful woman for agreeing to marry me,
for changing my life in so many wonderful ways, and for saving my…”


Cenia
pressed her fingers to Roger’s lips.


“Life,”
he said. “I was going to say life!” he grumbled around her hand.


We
laughed. Cenia promptly removed her hand.


“For
saving my life on more than one occasion,” Roger continued. “I love you
more than life itself.” Cenia and Roger raised their glasses toward their
wedding guests, then toward one another. They linked their arms before drinking
from the champagne flutes.


Roger
led Cenia to the dance floor so they could share their first dance as husband
and wife. He reached for her hand when the guitar began the prelude to “When You
Say Nothing at All.” Their family and friends sat spellbound by the waltz
they’d perfected over the last two months. 


Alejandro
waited for the applause to die down before joining Cenia and Roger on the dance
floor. He bowed politely before asking Roger for his daughter’s hand. The DJ
played “Butterfly Kisses” for their father-daughter dance. 


I
squeezed Rafael’s hand encouragingly. I knew it was going to be difficult for
him to watch me dance with Kadyn. The wedding party was supposed to dance next.


Kadyn
stood and reached for my hand as the father-daughter dance drew to an end. I’d
been working behind the scenes to ensure the entire wedding party would be
dancing a waltz for this song. Unbeknownst to Cenia and Roger, every single one
of their bridesmaids and groomsmen had been taking dance lessons to ensure this
dance was magical for them. 


Alejandro
tucked Cenia inside Roger’s arms so they could dance with the wedding party. He
bowed politely before leaving the dance floor.


I
gazed into Kadyn’s soft brown eyes with my chin held high, just as Katia had
taught me. Still, I wanted to cry. I couldn’t stop thinking about how close I’d
come to losing him. He stepped toward me as Louis Armstrong began to sing “What
a Wonderful World.” 


I
didn’t speak for the first half of the song. I simply savored being in my
friend’s arms. “I was so scared,” I finally confessed. “I thought I’d never see
you again.” 


“I
was very determined to have this dance with you,” he noted teasingly. 


I
just shook my head. “I’m so thankful you’re okay. I would have never forgiven
myself…” 


Kadyn
shot me a scathing look. “Roger and I are alive because of you. If you hadn’t
recruited Maxim and Konstantin to help, I doubt we’d be standing here today. And
Rafael paying all that money…” He shook his head. “I don’t even know how to
begin thanking him.” 


“I
couldn’t bear to lose you,” I whispered tearfully. 


“You
will never lose me,” Kadyn stated emphatically. “I will always be here for you…
to support and protect you… regardless of where your relationship with Rafael
takes you.” 


I
offered him a tremulous smile as the song drew to an end. “God sure knew what
he was doing when he brought you into my life.”


Kadyn
nodded, just once, before lowering me in a dramatic dip. He lifted me to his
chest when everyone applauded. He gazed into my eyes before resting his
forehead against mine. “Thank you,” he whispered.


I
brushed a kiss against his cheek before pressing my lips to his ear. “It is I
who should be thanking you, Kadyn. You have saved me in more ways than you
know. You are my most cherished friend.”


We
stopped to talk to Cenia and Roger before returning to the table. I glanced
around the room, looking for Rafael. I excused myself from the table and joined
him at the bar.


Rafael
handed me a glass of wine. “I’d like to be added to your dance card,” he noted
with a smile. The bartender handed him a second glass of wine.


“And
I’d like to be added to yours,” I replied. We stopped by our table to set the
wine glasses down. The song the DJ was playing was about to end, so we waited a
few seconds before walking out onto the dance floor.


My
eyes widened when I heard the next song. “Did you request this song from the
DJ?” I asked. 


Rafael
smiled as we began to dance. “Why do you ask?”


I
gaped at him. The DJ was playing Adele’s “Make You Feel My Love.” “Because this
is the same song you asked that young man to sing to me when I was crying on
the park bench outside the Senate.”


“Really?”
he asked in far too innocent a tone.


I
laughed. “Do you have any idea how much I love you?”


He
grinned. “Yes… No… Maybe.”


It
was my turn to smile. “I’m going to show you every day for the rest of your
life.”


He
sighed contentedly. 


I
rested my head on his chest, closed my eyes, and savored the song that so miraculously
defined our relationship.


We
continued dancing into the next song. The DJ was playing “Everything I do, I do
it for You” by Bryan Adams.


“May
I have this dance?” Maxim inquired. 


Rafael’s
jaw clenched, but he offered Maxim my hand. 


Maxim
nodded politely before he pulled me into his arms. “I did not think I would
have an opportunity to dance with you again.”


I
smiled. “You never know. Our lives have taken us in some rather unexpected
directions.”


He
spun me in his arms. “I will bring Oni to Virginia at the end of December.
Maybe we will dance then.”


“Maybe,”
I murmured distractedly. I wondered who was watching over Oni now.


Maxim’s
eyes softened. “Lev is watching over Oni.”


My
eyebrows furrowed. “How did you know what I was thinking?”


He
laughed. “You are very easy to read.”


“I
heard Konstantin will be working at the Ukrainian Embassy in DC,” I remarked.
“How do you feel about him moving to the United States?”


Maxim
looked thoughtful. “I think I envy him.”


“Do
you think he will be happy here?” I asked curiously.


He
nodded. “I think he will be very happy in the United States.”


“Maybe
you should think about moving here,” I encouraged softly. I hated the thought
of him returning to such a violent place.


He
stared at me intently. “I am needed in Ukraine.”


I
sighed. “I know. I just wish…” I trailed off uncertainly.


“I
know what you wish,” he replied, “but wishing is not enough. The situation in
Ukraine will not improve without hard work and sacrifice. I cannot ask others
to do something that I myself am not willing to do.”


He
glanced toward the table where we had been sitting. “There are things I wish
too, but they have proven equally difficult to change.”


“I
know. I just wish things weren’t so complicated,” I admitted sadly


He
drew me to his chest as the song came to an end. “I am glad you asked me to
come, Kristine. This trip has proven very enlightening.” He cradled my face in
his hands. “Do not hesitate to call me if you need me again.”


“I
won’t,” I replied tearfully. “Thank you for being here.”


His
lips hovered over mine. “You still owe me a kiss. Shall I claim it now or when
I bring Oni to Virginia?”


I
was certain Rafael would lose his mind if he saw Maxim kissing me again. “When
you bring Oni,” I replied.


He
smiled. “Something to look forward to then.” He escorted me back to the table.


“I’d
like the bride to report to the dance floor so the groom can retrieve the
garter,” the DJ announced. 


We
laughed when the DJ played music that suggested Cenia might be offering a strip
tease instead. She sank into the chair Roger had dragged onto the dance floor. She
had strictly forbidden him from removing the garter with his teeth. Still, he
had a mischievous look on his face. He reached his hand under her dress.


Maxim
leaned forward in his seat. “Is this typical for American weddings?”


Shae
laughed. “I’m afraid so.”


Cenia’s
eyes widened when Roger’s hand drifted a little further up her leg. She gasped
when he flung a lace thong in the air. “That is not mine!” she screamed. 


Konstantin
laughed. “I think I like this custom.”


Cenia
looked as if she might lift her dress to prove her panties were still in place,
but Roger talked her down from the ledge. He was on his best behavior when he
removed the garter. He pulled a slingshot out of his pocket, wadded the garter
into a small ball, and shot it out over the audience. One of Cenia’s male cousins
caught it.


“I’d
like all of the single women to gather at the far end of the dance floor,” the
DJ announced. “We’ll be auctioning them off shortly.” He laughed at his own
joke. 


Cenia
stood near the DJ so she could throw the bouquet. Shae and I joined the other
women at the opposite end of the dance floor. Everyone cheered when Shae caught
the bouquet.


I
patted her on the back. “Looks like you’ll be getting married next.”


She
laughed. “Maybe I should tell Konstantin.”


My
eyes flitted over Rafael, Kadyn, Maxim, and Konstantin when Shae and I returned
to the table. “We have got to be the most random collection of friends.”


“I
don’t know if I’d use the word ‘friends,’” Rafael grumbled under his breath. He
was still sore about Maxim cutting in on our dance.


My
eyebrows furrowed. “If we’re not friends, then what exactly are we?”


“Family,”
Shae opined. “Isn’t that what Alejandro said?” She handed Konstantin the
flowers as he pulled her onto his lap.


I
frowned. “That would be incestuous.”


“Comrades,”
Konstantin suggested. He kissed Shae before smelling the bouquet.


Maxim
laughed. “Business associates?”


“Reluctant
allies,” Kadyn surmised.


The
four men exchanged glances. “Reluctant allies,” they echoed unanimously.


I
just shook my head. “A friend is someone who’s got your back, who fights for
you, and picks you up when you’re down,” I scolded. “Seems to me every single
one of you fits that bill.”


Shae
lifted her wine glass. “Kri’s right. I’d like to propose a toast to this
amazing circle of friends. Thanks, guys, for having our backs.”


Maxim
and Konstantin grew boisterous as they raised their glasses. Rafael’s mood
lightened, and Kadyn cracked a smile as we tapped our glasses together and
drank to Shae’s toast. 


Konstantin
lifted Shae as he rose from the table. He settled her back onto his seat. “I’m
going to find some vodka.”


“You
really should try the tequila,” she called after him.


“Speaking
of having your back,” Maxim segued. His eyes locked on Kadyn. “Did Kristine
tell you what she offered up in exchange for my assistance in securing your
release?”


All
eyes fell on me. 


“It
wasn’t sex,” I blurted hastily.


“Actually,”
Maxim drawled, clearly stirring the pot, “she said I could demand anything but
sex.”


“Anything?”
Rafael repeated incredulously. He gave me a defeated look.


I
fidgeted nervously. “What? I thought you’d be happy I refused to have sex. He
was making demands, and I needed him to find Kadyn. Besides, if I’ve ruled out
sex, how bad could it be?”


Kadyn
shook his head. “Kri, he could choose a lot worse things than sex.”


“Like
what?” I demanded. I had been pretty damn proud of myself for dodging that
bullet, which had been no small task given Maxim’s interest in me.


“He
could take you to an S & M club,” Shae murmured a bit too dreamily.


I
stared at her in shock.


“He
could demand you join him for a week at a nudist colony,” Kadyn added. A
mischievous look danced in his eyes.


I
glared at Kadyn and Shae. “You two better zip it. Maxim’s over there taking
notes, and you’re feeding him ideas!”


“Marriage,”
Rafael noted quietly.


My
jaw bounced off the table. “What?”


Rafael’s
eyes met mine. “If you agreed to anything but sex, he could demand that you
marry him.”


Maxim
linked his hands behind his head as he leaned back in his seat. He smiled at
Rafael. “I like the way you think.”


Kadyn
frowned. “I pay my own debts.”


Maxim
nodded. “You’ll be one of the first people my men call if I ever turn up
missing, but that has no bearing on the agreement Kristine and I negotiated.”


Konstantin
returned to the table with a bottle of vodka and a handful of shot glasses.
“What’d I miss?”


Shae
shook her head. “Oh, baby. You don’t want to know.”


“He
can’t demand marriage. Marriage involves sex,” I argued irritably. 


“I
don’t know about that,” Konstantin replied. “There are a lot of sexless
marriages.”


“What?”
I exclaimed. “I’m not entering into a sexless marriage!”


“I
could demand marriage without any presumption of sex,” Maxim mused. “If
you decided you couldn’t live without sex, I’d be willing to modify the
agreement, especially since we’d be bound together for all eternity. I wonder
how long you could resist me.”


“What’s
wrong with you people?” I sputtered. “I’m unfriending the whole lot of you.” I
folded my arms over my chest and huffed out a breath. I caught a glimpse of
Roger and Cenia talking to some of their guests. “Why can’t I just have a normal
relationship?” 


“You
could,” Kadyn noted pointedly.


I
rolled my eyes at him.


“He’s
right,” Rafael admonished. “If you were married to me, Maxim couldn’t force you
to marry him.”


“I
know you’re not asking me to marry you at my friend’s wedding,” I stated flippantly.


Maxim
raised an eyebrow at me.


“What
makes you think you’re the best man for her?” Kadyn demanded.


“The
only man placing a ring on Kristine’s finger is me,” Rafael growled.


Maxim
laughed. “Whose ring is on her finger now?”


All
eyes shot to the alexandrite ring Maxim had given me. 


“Oh,
for crying out loud!” I objected.


Rafael’s
muscles coiled. “You’re not marrying Kristine,” he gritted. His eyes were
locked on Maxim.


Konstantin
shoved two shot glasses in front of Maxim and Rafael. He splashed vodka inside
of them. “I’d like to propose a toast…”


“Like
you could stop me.” Maxim laughed.


“I’d
like to propose a toast,” Konstantin repeated. “To beautiful women, besotted
men, and… well, you know the rest.” 


I
narrowed my eyes at him. 


Rafael
and Maxim slammed back their shots without batting an eye. 


Kadyn’s
eyes met mine as the two men continued arguing. He gave a barely perceptible
nod toward the dance floor. 


I
smiled and nodded. 


No
one noticed when we rose from our chairs. Kadyn reached for my hand as we
walked toward the dance floor. “I’m the only one who can give you normal,” he noted
as he pulled me into his arms. 


The
DJ picked up the tempo. 


Kadyn
rendered me speechless as he began spinning me across the dance floor. Taylor
Swift was singing “You Belong With Me.” Kadyn sang the chorus. He curled me
into his chest, then unraveled his arm until only our fingertips touched. He
reeled me in again and again, never fully releasing me. 


The
room spun as laughter bubbled up from my lungs. The fog of uncertainty and the
deep depression that had consumed me for months suddenly lifted. I felt happy, gloriously
happy, dancing in Kadyn’s arms. Somewhere in the midst of the song I heard the
Chippewa beating their drums, the jingling of bells, and their soulful cries. I
knew it was time. I gathered each and every one of my broken dreams while Kadyn
twirled me one last time. I bid a soft farewell. Then, just as Kadyn dipped me,
I released them into the ground and sky.


 


#
# #
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Rafael whisks Kristine off to Portugal, where an old
colleague presents a job opportunity that proves impossible to resist. Rafael
decides to move to Portugal so he can end an international pedophile ring he’s
longed to destroy since he first worked the case for the Portuguese Police
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her life for someone she’s never even met. Kristine takes every single one of
her friends on this courageous journey of faith, hope and love.
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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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book
two in the broken series


How many times can one woman be abducted? That’s
the question burning Kristine Stone when she finds herself staring down a dark
and dangerous man from her past. When she refuses to leave with him, he forces
her hand by threatening to kill the man she loves, along with thousands of
others. Kristine fears his terrorist connections will enable him to make good
on this threat, so she complies. She thinks she has it all figured out. If she
takes the path of least resistance and does everything this man asks, he will
eventually tire of her and let her go. Despite this well intentioned plan,
Kristine discovers just how seductive this man can be. She is forced to choose
between the love of two men and stands to lose everything in the end.


 


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.
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