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      Galina Dombrosky always strived to make herself feel like an average American. Her family had immigrated from Russia, becoming citizens and learning the language in order to fit in to their new lives. Growing up, their home sounded like something exotic from across the globe, but in her heart – she was as patriotic as apple pie.

      

      Galina becomes a CIA agent specializing in security in order to defend the land that she loves. But when an unexpected assignment drops her in St. Petersburg, Russia- she is overwhelmed by the variety of thoughts and feelings flowing through her. Her Russian heritage is welcomed and recognized, beauty surrounds her-creating a longing for a land she doesn’t recognize or know – as well as an overwhelming attraction to the man she has been sent to spy upon.

      

      Nikodim ‘Nik’ Petrov is the most normal billionaire that she’s ever met (not that she has met many!) and so down to earth. He is caring, friendly, and devastatingly handsome – which makes her wonder if the CIA has the correct man after all? Galina had been tasked to track down a hacker accused of infiltrating their computer systems, using any means necessary to discover what he’d stolen from the government.

      

      When secrets are shared, danger is in the air, and lives are suddenly torn apart – can their love overcome the distance between them? Can she return to America once her heart is lost– and will Mother Russia ever let Nik go?
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      Langley, Virginia

      

      Galina sat silent in the small office alone. It was empty except for the bare minimum office furniture: two chairs, a table, a notepad and pen. She knew they were watching her through the one-way glass. It was classic and textbook: good cop, bad cop – only they weren’t officers. She was a C.I.A. operative and had worked for the Central Intelligence Agency since graduating college. Her parents were so proud of her and she’d fought hard over the years to get where she was now.

      Her family had immigrated to the United States before she was born. She’d grown up here in Rockville, Maryland and only heard stories of the Motherland from her parents. She was one of the only kids in her school growing up that spoke fluent Russian with ease simply because that was what they spoke at home. Dedicated to her work and her family, she lived at home a life of luxury with her mother, father and brother in a small townhouse. While most people would say it wasn’t anything to write home about, to her parents it was breathtakingly wonderful.

      Her father had found a job here in the states right away as a manager at a store in the mall. His broken English made it difficult, but they never gave up. He learned several phrases, bits of slang and verbiage from others on television and radio. In public, they always spoke English but at home…at home it was their tongue.

      Galina’s tongue was what had gotten her into this mess.

      Losing her temper at a coworker who’d damaged evidence by spilling his coffee onto files she’d been pouring over for weeks – his simple statement of ‘Whoops, my bad’ made her see red. She’d lashed out several obscenities in Russian before calming down and muttering to herself about the lack of brain cells in her coworker’s balding head…only to hear a choked laugh from behind her, making her turn around and stare at the tall man in a suit watching the whole scene.

      “Her,” he said silently and walked off, resulting in Galina being escorted out of the giant room with their cubicles down a long hallway. She was routed along, ignored at every turn when she asked questions as to where they were going, only to be seated in an interrogation room by herself. She’d been in the room for about twenty minutes now and was getting antsy. Her training wouldn’t allow her to show it and she wouldn’t give them the satisfaction of knowing they’d gotten to her mentally. After all, losing someone’s temper at work wasn’t a federal offense, but it could get her fired – that was the part that made her anxious.

      Parker, her cue-ball-cohort she couldn’t stand, irritated the fire out of her. She’d say the paper was white, he would argue it was ivory. She’d say that she had a text message and he would complain about how often they were reached out to or contacted. If someone said jump, Parker would complain about his ankles instead of asking why. It grated on her last nerve but she’d wanted this position, this job, for as long as she could remember. It was heady to be giving back to the country that had given her family a home and a fresh start when they had nothing-or so she felt.

      The door slowly opened and in walked the thin man, watching her and carrying two bottles of water. He set one down in front of her and leaned against the grey, brick wall studying her. They said nothing for several minutes before he finally spoke.

      “Ya predpolagayu, chto vy byli v Amerike, no vy govorite sovershennym russkim. Tak skazhi mne, otkuda ty?” he asked calmly with a flat expressionless look on his face, watching her carefully for any reaction. It had taken everything in Galina not to act or show any surprise. His dialect was perfect and she could have been speaking with her brother, Ivan or her parents about the weather outside in his casual tone.

      She had never confessed to being bilingual on her application, only that she was familiar with the language, much like she was familiar with French. She’d taken four years of French in high school but couldn’t construct a sentence any longer without issues. Russian she was fluent but she didn’t want to hamper or hinder her work. People always looked at her funny when growing up, asking her rudely if they were ‘commies’ or spies for the Russian government. It was simply ironic now that she was working to become an operative for the United States.

      “Rockville,” she said flatly, reaching forward and opening her bottle of water. She slowly and deliberately removed the lid, staring him down, and took a large sip of water. “I’m from Rockville. Where are you from?”

      Galina wanted to back away from him as he moved forward slowly, pulling the chair out from the table and taking a seat opposite of her. He grabbed the pen and wrote a string of letters on the tablet, pushing it towards her silently. She stared at the tablet and felt her world tilt.

      If you can read and write in Russian – I have got a proposition for you.

      “What is it?” she breathed softly, getting curious. He shook his head with a frown and tapped the paper insistently. He was judging her, watching her.

      “Write it.” he ordered. She looked at him and finally her curiosity won out. This man spoke fluently without hesitation, making her wonder about the proposition he claimed to have. Galina obediently wrote down in cursive what is this proposition and what do you want from me? Who are you?

      “I’m your new boss, Galina Dombrosky. My name is Adrian Dima,” he said with a confident smile that gave her goosebumps of excitement or fear – she didn’t know yet. “We need you to go undercover. Once you accept this new position, we’ll discuss details of your upcoming trip and what will be expected of you.”

      “I’ve never been undercover,” she stammered in surprise, looking at him. He sat back in his chair watching her carefully, crossing his arms on his chest. Galina’s heart pounded nervously as she tried desperately to keep from asking a ton of questions.

      “I didn’t ask if you had been a spy before for us, I implied you would accept the position I am offering you – but perhaps I have judged you incorrectly? Even now, you sit here trying to hide your excitement but your breaths give it away. You need to slow and even out your breathing because it makes you look like you are hiding something. These things I will teach you over the next few weeks, but I cannot wait forever. If it’s not you, then I must find another person fluent in Russian and strong enough to do the job.”

      “And we both know that is me,” she said confidently, slowing her breathing as he’d pointed out. Her hands were shaking, but she kept them tightly clenched in her lap to prevent them from being seen. She was beyond anything she’d ever felt before: scared, anxious, happy, and ready for anything.

      “I accept.”

      “Good,” Mr. Dima said softly, staring hard at her. “We begin today with correcting your clearance level and a little background on your client, a programmer by the name of Nikodim Petrov. Now, follow me,” he instructed her, getting to his feet smoothly.

      Galina followed him obediently and was almost in awe in the flurry of activity around her for the next few hours. Her records were pulled and it was eerie to see photos of her parents and her brother casually paper-clipped to the front of a manila folder. As they sat in a large enclosed office, she watched as he opened the folder to reveal several other photos. There were pictures of her from a few weeks ago walking about town, a photocopy of her passport, as well as photographs of a few dilapidated buildings in a town she didn’t recognize.

      “We are sending you to where your parents are from, St. Petersburg. This here,” he said, sliding the tiny photo across the table for her to inspect, “is your grandmother’s house. Think of this as not just doing your country a great service, but a chance to travel your past and research your family tree if you are into that sort of thing.”

      “Now, let’s not get all mushy,” she quipped, feeling vaguely discomforted that he seemed to know so much about her. “What am I doing and where am I going…here?” she asked, tapping the photo.

      “No, Petrov lives in the heart of St. Petersburg. He is watched constantly by the military and they are trying to draft him into the military for their own means. Like I said before, he is a programmer but completely beyond what any of us would have guessed. He can hack into almost any system, rewrite code or take down a program in record time.”

      “How’d he get on your radar?”

      “He hacked us – the CIA,” he said plainly, disproval evident on his face.

      “I thought our system was infallible.”

      “It is,” he agreed. “Petrov is that good. He doesn’t need the military except possibly for protection since there have been attempts on his life. He’s a billionaire in his country but you wouldn’t know it looking at him. He lives a meager life, a simple man about your age, but his extravagance seems to be computers, cars and we are assuming…”

      “Women,” she said flatly, picking up on Mr. Dima’s suggestive look immediately, “which is why you selected me. Good thing I’m not exactly ugly and fluent in Russian, eh?”

      “Fluent in Russian is exactly what we need, the fact that your looks are passable,” he said coldly, watching her, “can work in your favor or against you. You will need to sell the whole package to get to Petrov. He is extremely quiet and not an outgoing man.”

      “Find him, flirt with him and see what he is doing?”

      “In a manner of speaking, yes.”

      “Tell me everything you know then,” she ordered, taking control of the situation. Galina had two weeks to prepare for her trip. Thankfully, they were sending her while it was summer and she wasn’t going to end up in Siberia with some fur-lined parka to keep from freezing to death. She was going to get the opportunity to travel to Russia with carte-blanche.

      She’d had funds deposited into her account magically in order to purchase her air fare and hotel. Nothing could be traced back to the CIA. Everything had to look like she was taking the trip of a lifetime and that was the olive branch she was going to use to draw him in. She was going as a tourist and planned on conveniently bumping into her prey.

      Nikodim Petrov was gorgeous. Blue eyes, black tousled hair in the small color photograph she’d been shown. In the photo, he’d been wearing a heavy black coat pulled forward around his neck, a scarf and knit cap. It didn’t give a lot, nor could she see any distinguishing marks like tattoos or birthmarks. She was told he was six foot three and approximately two hundred pounds, so he was tall and lean. She would be looking for a rich, smart, supermodel in the busiest part of town near the cathedrals and square.

      A needle in a proverbial haystack.

      Apparently when Petrov had hacked into the system, he’d been snooping around in the top-secret files regarding NASA’s newest shuttle schematics. Galina hadn’t even known that there was a new shuttle on the horizon being considered. To her, she thought of NASA and the only thing that popped into mind was what everyone else thought of: Discover, Challenger, Apollo and lunar modules. This was apparently very hush-hush to the point that even with her new clearance, she wasn’t allowed to see the photos or be privy to any more than she was being told.

      Petrov had gotten into the file, poked around, downloaded a file triggering the warning and then tweaked a calculation. The adjustment had ‘made things better’, she was told and surmised that the CIA wanted him or to see what he was doing for that reason alone. They were probably scared that the Russians would develop the next big thing for space travel and another space race would be on between the US and Russia.

      Understanding this gave Galina a bit more insight into what she might be searching for or looking for when she finally met Petrov. While things were good between the US and Russia, she could see how the superpowers would want to keep an eye on each other, watching each other. A space race between the two giants could cause growth by leaps and bounds – advancing both countries, which would be a plus in her books- but it could also reveal a potential weakness, which neither wanted, nor would they tolerate.

      Politics, government, super powers of the world and such all created strife or drama in her mind, which is why she generally stayed far away from the subjects. She was here to do a job, that was it. A job that she couldn’t even reveal to her family, other than she was taking a vacation to a country that she’d never even considered going to before.
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      October 2017

      Six months ago…

      

      Peering out of the window of his corner apartment, Nikodim Petrov watched the cobblestone street below. He felt like a cornered rat and knew they were probably out there watching him again. ‘They’ he assumed was the mafia or possibly a high-tech thief – he wasn’t sure.

      He’d come home from the market yesterday to see someone dart into another building down the street from him. He knew it was them watching him again. Ever since he’d built those software apps, he’d thought for sure he would be living life to the extreme. Money had begun to flow in, making things comfortable for him financially so he could take care of himself and his mother. That had also led to break-ins in their small home. Nikodim, or Nik as he preferred, seemed to be able to do magic when it came to computers but ended up alienating himself because of it.

      Friends who were struggling to put food on the table would casually ask for a mistake in their bank, or to drop charges on black market sales when they got caught – things Nik couldn’t do. His moral ethics wouldn’t allow him to and had gotten him beat up more than once, just like today. He held the icepack up to his eye as he let the blinds drop. Today, he’d been pulled into an alley, punched, and had fought desperately to keep from having a cloth sack put over his head. They’d been trying to get him into a car to kidnap him. He didn’t know who it was but he was pretty sure that they wanted him for his newest program. He called it Soyuz after one of the failed mission trips.

      Sighing heavily, he took a seat at the desk chair and remembered back to that fateful day where his world changed. His father had been one of the Mir astronauts and as a boy, he’d been so proud. It was a place of respect and honor to serve your country in that manner. Astronauts were incredibly brave pioneers that pierced the envelope of space, seeing the horizon of infinity- or so he had thought.

      As a boy, he remembered the parades and lavish gifts his family received because his father was going up again into space. There in space, there was no room for error, and only quick thinking when there was a problem kept you alive. The program he was designing could step in and help from the ground. It would enable protocols to be in place when fear paralyzed you.

      This is what Nik told himself in order to make sense of it all. On Mir, there had been a collision resulting in the puncture of the module. As it began to depressurize, they astronauts flew into a frenzied panic to quickly seal off the module from the rest of the space station. Frantically cutting cables, hoses and blocking the hatch closed so they didn’t die painfully. Instead, they were able to seal it off and his father passed away of a heart attack on the ground not long after returning from space. The stress and trauma of it all had been too much for him – devastating to those left behind… ten-year-old Nik and his mother.

      Throwing himself into his school work in order to hide away from the loss of his father, Nik had studied everything he could get his hands on. He would need everything he could to apply what he knew deep in his heart needed to happen… he needed a program that would take the flawed human element out of a problem situation. Math, physics, science, psychology- all came into play together to read and discover what made people tick, what made them react.

      That was probably why his apps he’d created to fund his ideas were so successful- they reached out for the emotional, in-depth need and created a drive for it. New parents needed to be told they were right, take photos of their child, and get advice along with tracking growth- things that hit them emotionally, made them feel good and got them involved. He built an app for that, and it was downloaded by parents across the globe in the millions.

      Another app focused on social media- growing your internet family by leaps and bounds- connecting with people you had lost track of over the years. Nik found that people are inherently a social creature, needing to reach out and communicate with others. That app made him a billionaire within a month once it took off. It was crazy how much money was flowing in. One day he’d gone to get money out of the ATM and saw the balance was five hundred rubles, the next time was over six hundred thousand rubles…and then the bank called him to ask if he would like to split accounts or invest his money. That was when he knew he’d done it – and that was when it all started.

      Nik had splurged and bought himself an Aston Martin, paying cash for it. He’d felt so good buying the luxurious car that screamed money. He’d paid off his mother’s home and all of her debts, making her fall into his arms with tears of relief. He’d hugged her and explained that if she ever needed anything to let him know. His work was not done yet; now he needed to build and focus on his newest project: Soyuz.

      His program was a defense program, there was no denying it. It was strategically designed to eliminate any room for error in getting astronauts safely into space and keeping them there. No fear of decompression, no fear of suffocation or blowing up- just safety in knowing that ‘big brother’ was watching your back and would take care of you.

      When he’d hacked into the CIA’s website, he had found all sorts of documents, files, and programs that could be utilized to help people. One of them, a program that would create a healthy mix of gasses that was breathable from water vapor, was incorrect -glaringly so. While you could live for a short term on the vapor it created, simply adjusting the percentages would make it to where you could exist indefinitely on the lifesaving air. Someone had made a stupid mathematical mistake and if he could find it, someone else should have been able to. He’d tweaked it, saved the program and realized hours later what he’d done: he’d left a trail that he’d been in the system.

      Nik had moved out immediately of his mother’s home and got a place of his own with his money. He’d moved his mother into an apartment in town where she was closer to everything and not so isolated. That was one thing he feared, that she would be left alone and someone would harm her. He’d hacked back in and fumbled around in the CIA’s website, hoping that he would leave another trail to be followed. It had obviously worked because now he was being watched by his own government, and assumed by the US government as well.

      Pulling out his phone, he quickly dialed her number and breathed a sigh of relief when she answered in her precious sing-song voice.

      “My little Nik, are you coming over tonight to have dinner with your old mama?”

      “Not tonight, just wanted to check on you and say hello,” he said easily and winced as the split at the corner of his lip tore open again. “Are you getting settled in mama?”

      “Oh yes, this is such a beautiful place,” she preened happily. “Nik, you spent too much money on this apartment but your father,” the phone got silent for a moment. “Your father, God rest his soul, would be so happy of what you’ve done for yourself. All those books and all that learning may not have made you an astronaut, but the computer stuff you do – that has made my boy a happy man.”

      “That’s me, mama – a happy man,” he said with false bravado. He talked with his mother a few more minutes before ending the call. “Liar,” he whispered aloud to himself and stared at the ceiling. He’d never felt more lost or alone than he did right now.

      Distancing himself was for his mother’s own safety as well as his own. He was having a tough enough time watching his own back, much less his mother’s. How did she ever get by after his father’s death? When he thought back on those days, it was gut-wrenching. He could still hear the painful whimpers and soft tears coming from her bedroom in the tiny house they once had. She’d been so strong, holding his hand at the funeral and staring straight ahead to keep from breaking down. Losing him had been so hard on them both, but with his death came another hardship they’d not experienced before: money.

      That was what drove him so hard.

      He wanted to provide and give his mother back her smile, her easy life that she’d had before, so maybe she could move on and find her own happiness. At this rate, he would never find his, or at least not before whoever was searching for him ended his worries or stole his ideas.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Early the next morning, Nik heard someone walking down the hallway of his apartment building. He lay there listening, his breath catching in tiny paranoid gasps as he heard someone try the doorknob. Slipping silently out of bed, he pulled a knife from the butcher block on the counter and waited. If they were bold enough to try his home, he would need a way to protect himself. He needed shelter from whoever was hunting him down.

      As whoever it was moved on down the hallway, Nik let out his breath in a silent whoosh as his lungs burned for air. He stealthily got dressed in the darkness in case they returned. He sat there in a chair until the sun rose, waiting and watching. As people began to move around in the other apartments, he made his move. Donning his coat, he quickly moved into the hallway that carried him down to the elevator. He avoided it, not wanting to be stuck with whomever could have been following him, and instead moved to the stairwell. It didn’t feel any safer, but having an opening gave him the feeling of security at least. He left his ostentatious car in the garage, flagging down a taxi once he’d gotten to the street.

      “Where to?” the driver asked as Nik took his seat and buckled up.

      “Federal Security Bureau,” he said quickly, locking the car doors.

      “Why there? You in some sort of trouble?”

      “A lot, I think,” Nik admitted, looking around the car and sliding down in his seat as far as possible. “Can we please get going?”

      “You might have to take another cab. I don’t want to be a dot on their radar.”

      “How much?”

      “Excuse me?”

      “How much for you to just go now- no more questions.”

      “Thousand rubles, buddy.” Nik reached out with a wad of cash, an irritated look on his face. He knew the man was swindling him but he didn’t have time to fool around. He’d seen the YouTube videos of people getting dragged out of vehicles and disappearing. He didn’t plan on being one of them.

      “Go.”

      “Are you serious?”

      “Go now or I’m getting out and someone else will get the money,” Nik said irately as he saw someone coming through the crowd towards the car. The man was very stocky and looked like he could easily pick up not just one adult, but several. “Let’s go! Now!”

      “I should have asked for more,” the taxi driver muttered under his breath. Nik watched as the man stared from the street watching the cab, before pulling out his phone. They would be followed and he was still in danger.

      “Go faster and get me there in one piece, there is two thousand in it for you,” he said pulling out his wallet, flipping through the remainder of cash on him. “I’m pretty sure I am a dead man if they get me,” he admitted for the first time aloud, feeling strangely numb. This all seemed so surreal.

      Pulling up in front of the large building, Nik was glad he was buckled in as the taxi came to an abrupt stop and he was greeted by several guards in an almost eerie and surreal manner. He wanted protection and here it was in spades. He put his hands up eagerly and nearly smiled. So long as they didn’t shoot me, he thought.

      “I am Nik Petrov and I…”he began, and was quickly ushered inside before he could say another word. He glanced over his shoulder at the taxi driver who had emerged, looking completely shocked as he was forcibly put back in his car at gunpoint.

      Nick entered the building and almost smiled.

      It looked like any other sterile building – but all of that hid a huge secret. There was cyber security here and intelligence. Nik was ‘wanded’ to make sure he wasn’t carrying any weapons, as well as fingerprinted to verify his identity. Standard protocol. He was honestly surprised they didn’t ask to swab his mouth for a sample of DNA but then again, that might take too long to process. Perhaps he’d work on that, he mused idly.

      Once verified, he saw several men look at each other knowingly, and a brief nod from a man in a suit had Nik quickly escorted to an office. The door shut behind him, leaving him alone in complete silence.

      The office was extremely contemporary with a lot of smoked-glass doors, as well as black granite touches everywhere. It looked expensive and made Nik realize that his place, while he thought it was nice, was nothing compared to this facility. Several curved computer monitors, as well as state of the art printers, were visible. He was certain that just about everything in the room was top of the line. He wondered if the people even realized how much money was spent in this single room alone.

      “Mr. Petrov,” Nik heard from behind him, and he whirled around in surprise. The man that had been in the suit watching the whole process as he went through security was standing in the open doorway. “Nikodim Petrov, age thirty. Son of Elena and Yvan Petrov. Grew up in St. Petersburg, attended the best schools and independently wealthy. Mmm, very nice,” he said, clicking his tongue as he flipped the screen on the tablet he was holding.

      “Mr. Petrov, you obviously don’t need us for a job; according to your bank account. You’ve got more money than several celebrities, yet you stand here in street clothing. Why?”

      “I don’t need a job,” Nik agreed, putting all his cards out on the table. “But you do have something I want: security. Protection.”

      “From what?”

      “I’m not sure,” Nik said frankly. “All I know is that the last few weeks I have been beaten up, grabbed, robbed, had my house broken into, and I am in danger.”

      “Then hire a bodyguard.”

      “No, because I couldn’t trust them.”

      “And you feel like you can trust us? Why is that?”

      “Because I have something you want.”

      “Yes, you do,” the man said suddenly with a cold, calculating smile that instantly made Nik regret coming. He listened for several minutes and knew immediately that he was stuck. Checkmate, if you will.

      He’d been cornered and out-maneuvered to the point that he would now be working for the Russian government in the intelligence branch. Not only would he have the freedom to build and continue to work on his software, he would also be used as a tool to access sites around the world. He would also have a secured apartment and someone watching him at all times.

      Nik was then introduced to Dmitri – his bodyguard and human leash. The man was massive. While Nik wasn’t a small man by any means, Dmitri was like having a giant yeti follow you- big and awfully hairy. He had long hair, a thick beard, and reminded Nik of a very tall, very fit, super-scary Santa Claus with brown hair. No bowl of Jell-O around his middle!

      The Intelligence agency hadn’t learned of Nik’s program he was building yet to hack and control systems from the ground, or he would have been only assigned to that. No, they only thought he built apps and software bundles but had apparently made a name for himself online by hacking into the CIA. The dossier contained his hacker name that he used online: Nikodemus.

      It was a play off of his own name and the biblical name. It was close enough to be real, yet no one would pick something like that. Everyone online wanted something cool or fashionable; toss in a few punctuation marks and you got names like ‘&am’ or ‘L@dybu&’.

      Whatever, he thought.

      His hacker name got him protection and access to other systems. He could do this for a while and develop a plan to lay low somewhere until things died down for him. Last thing he needed right now was anything drawing more attention to him.
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      The flight to St. Petersburg, Russia had been uneventful, thankfully. For Galina, flying was a first for her. Growing up, her family always travelled via car if they went out of town-regardless if it was an hour or an eight-hour road trip. She’d had her passport for years now, always intending to see the world at some point, yet never making that final step. Now, she was stepping, hopping, skipping and jumping headfirst into world traveler status.

      Being in a plane for well over twelve hours was taking its toll, no matter how excited she was. Everything ached- her legs from staying seated so much, her tailbone, even her shoulders from trying to keep from flopping over when she slept. Rubbing her neck, she wished she would have brought that small donut shaped pillow for her neck… or her bum at this point. At least she wasn’t a basket-case on the flight.

      One poor woman nearby asked for several servings of wine. Each was a tiny bottle that looked like it was directly out of a mini fridge. At one point, they told her no and Galina could have sworn the lady was fixing to cry. Thankfully, they were announcing that they would begin their descent in about an hour so the lady was able to keep herself under control.

      Looking out of the airplane window, Galina was pleasantly surprised. She really hadn’t known what to expect from the city other than the stereotypical things you saw in books or on television. Pictures she’d seen showed open fields of farmland, picturesque cathedrals, snow covered landscapes – nothing like the bustling airport she saw in front of her.

      Her heart pounded happily as she realized that she’d returned to her parents’ homeland. While America was where her heart lay, there was something incredibly overwhelming to know that your ancestors – your lineage- stemmed from this land, these people. This was her blood, her roots.

      “Have you been here before?” the man next to her, George, asked kindly. He looked to be about fifty years old and his wife about the same. They’d told her on the flight over that they were celebrating their thirtieth anniversary together and decided to see the world. Russia this year, Japan next year, and then Australia. They’d picked out a location every year, every anniversary. Galina thought it was incredibly romantic and sweet.

      “No, my family came from here long ago but I’ve never been,” she admitted, and then cursed herself. She really was failing at being a spy. Espionage 101: don’t tell people more than they need to know – and a simple ‘no’ would have answered his question.

      “What do you plan on seeing while you are in town? Do you have any plans, dearie?” the wife, Sophie, inquired eagerly, pulling out a copy of her travel guide that had a variety of colored sticky notes protruding from it in several spots. Apparently, she believed in bookmarking everything with post-its.

      “I’m just here to take it all in,” Galina said evasively and quickly masked her aloof answer with a smile. “Just plan on seeing the sights and basking in the culture.” She hoped to get in some time to see attractions, and while she resisted planning out a daily agenda, she did book a hotel close to the Church of the Resurrection – and close to where Nikodim Petrov was reportedly living.

      Just then, the plane touched down onto the runway. A small bounce was felt, followed by a firmer landing onto the asphalt strip. Galina felt a momentary bout of fear as the brakes were applied heavily, pushing her forward against her seatbelt buckle. Glancing around, she saw that the others looked almost carefree at being tossed about. She’d been surprised at being sucked back into the seat on takeoff – it stood to reason that landing would be just as intense. Letting out her breath, she tried to calm her thumping heartbeat at the adrenaline rush.

      Time flew by as they finally disembarked the plane and Galina emerged from the doorway leading from the plane to a small hallway. She couldn’t stop the smile that was suddenly plastered across her face as she saw the signs on the walls of the airport. Everything was in Russian, then English and it made her feel satisfied to know she could read it all. That’s why Adrian Dima had brought her onboard – she would fit in easily.

      Conversations around her were full of welcoming cries, happy greetings, and rapid-fire business calls. As she followed the crowd, she felt the part of the tourist now- seeing everything for the very first time. Newspapers in Russian, decorative bottles of vodka, and fake fur hats all stood on display stands for the last-minute souvenirs for travelers. She stopped and picked up a map of the city, tucking it inside of her purse. Grabbing her suitcase, exiting through customs, she finally made her way down to the line of taxis circling the airport like vultures.

      It took just over an hour to make it to her hotel room with traffic, and now that she was finally settled in, it was starting to hit her. She was in a foreign country as a spy for the United States. She was on her own and would be left up to her own devices, only to report via a secure network if she had hard evidence. She’d been given three weeks to discover something before they would require an update. Hoping that was plenty of time, she felt the pressure starting to hit her. She had to find Mr. Petrov and garner information somehow. She knew Dima’s unspoken suggestion to her, his words echoing in her mind:

      Find him, flirt with him – do what your country needs you to do in order to discover if the information he stole will compromise our safety. You’ll do what is needed and anything at all is within reason. Don’t hold back, Galina – the Russians won’t when it comes to us.

      His words made her feel dirty and she hadn’t even left the States yet. Galina knew what he expected, but she would just have to find a way around it. Her faith came first and she’d promised to save herself for marriage, not for the whim of some director at the CIA. She wasn’t worried; she was clever and could be engaging…even if Petrov was a quiet, solitary man.

      Inspecting her hotel room carefully for listening devices as she’d been taught, she spent time opening the air vents, unscrewing light bulbs, opening the base of her telephone, and stripping the bed thoroughly. Wire taps, or bugs, could be small filaments, or the size of a coin. Last thing she wanted to do was say something that was overheard and could endanger her safety. Once satisfied, she flopped back onto the bed and flipped through the dossier one more time, looking for clues as how to start a conversation with Petrov if she spotted him.

      Yawning several times, she realized jet lag was catching up with her fast. It was just after 7 PM here and she’d been travelling since yesterday with layovers in two airports. While it was only 10 AM back home, the fact that she’d been up most of the night was taking a toll on her. There would be no discovering Petrov this evening; she would take time to get some much-needed rest in order to be on top of her game tomorrow.
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        * * *

      

      Galina awoke to sun streaming in her hotel window, and swallowed several times trying to wet her dry throat. She’d slept hard and was certain that her mouth had been wide-open all-night snoring. She felt raw and ached, but was inspired for what the day could possibly hold. Starting a pot of coffee in her room, she quickly hopped in the shower so she could focus.

      She would begin her search and sight-seeing today, starting from her ‘home base’ of the hotel and fanning out slowly until she spotted Petrov. His condo was supposedly across the street from her hotel, just down the road from the cathedral. It was a bit alarming to discover that the intelligence agency was also within walking distance. She would avoid that direction if at all possible just in case they had her security badge photo or information regarding the fact that the United States was sending a spy in. No one knew what other information was taken from the hack; they only just knew there was a breach in the system and found traces of where they’d been. It was the unknown, where they thought the hackers hadn’t gone, that she had to plan for.

      Rolling her hair in curlers, she carefully applied her makeup in the bathroom mirror. Galina normally never wore makeup, simply because she was too busy focusing on her career. Today, she wanted to look normal; sweet and unassuming, but she was also out to get Petrov’s attention. Messy bun- means no fun, she thought to herself as she ran mascara over her eyelashes sparingly.

      Carefully brushing out her hair, she was pleased to see soft golden-brown waves cascade over her shoulder symmetrically. Usually her cowlick at the corner of her forehead gave her a big upside down ‘U’ right above her eyebrow that was hard to fight. Pale, shimmering peach lip-gloss completed the look. Attractive, approachable, yet nowhere near as easy as Dima would like her to be. She was happy with the results and comfortable in her own skin like this.

      Dressing in layers, she prepared herself for a bit of sightseeing in the cool spring weather. April in Russia meant it would be chilly in the morning and tolerable in the afternoon. Today was supposed to reach 50 degrees Fahrenheit and sunny, something she hadn’t expected when she first began researching for her trip. Stereotypical photos always showed snow, but this was going to be a lovely spring day. Chasing down her coffee, she grabbed her phone and Go-Pro, eager to get started on her search for Petrov.

      Taking the stairs of the hotel, Galina was monitoring access points now that she had a clear mind. Last night was simply fuzzy because she’d been so exhausted, but today was a fresh start. She burst out of the glass hotel door with enthusiasm, eager to see the world ahead of her. St. Petersburg was stunning. A canal ran along the street with green wrought iron fencing along it. Each finial tip on the fence was gilt, making it shine- but nothing, absolutely nothing- compared to the cathedral soaring to the heavens ahead of her.

      The Church of the Resurrection was magnificent. It was awe-inspiring as the sun touched the multiple onion domes that were brightly colored. Green studded swirls rose to a peak, as well as several swirled domes – each as breathtaking as the other. The exterior walls of the church were covered in paintings and mosaics. Colorful decorated walls, white stone trim and bursts of gold complimented the incredible architecture. To call it impressive was a severe understatement.

      It was divine.

      Galina felt a rush of internal patriotic pride as she realized that this location was part of her history. While her family might not have helped build it, this was the land her people came from. She blinked back tears as she felt overwhelmed by the sheer beauty of the landmark. She bought a pamphlet from a street vendor, as well as a Pyshechnaya – or donut.

      The sugary snack melted on her tongue, as she fanned her mouth from the heat. It was still steaming, from coming fresh out of the fryer. Taking a seat on the park bench near the canal, she stared at the cathedral in awe. Snapping several photos, she carefully swung around to snap photos of the building that supposedly housed Petrov.

      The idea was to be inconspicuous.

      She wanted to blend in, look like a local if needed – and if she needed to be a tourist, she needed to fit that part as well. Taking photos of the area, the church and the buildings surrounding it, was an easy way to be able to examine it at great length. Finishing her breakfast, she settled in for the long wait. Her goal was to simply try to spot Petrov today at some point, in order to better put herself directly in his path.
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      Nik was so tired of his yeti-sized bodyguard hovering over him all the time.  Dmitri was simply always there. He felt like he couldn’t breathe on his own anymore. He’d been guarded for the last six months and while he was thankful for the protection, he simply needed space. If he went to the grocery, Dmitri was there. If he got a cup of coffee, Nik simply bought two because the second he turned around…Dmitri was waiting. He was honestly surprised that the big oaf didn’t sit on the toilet patiently while he showered in the condo he’d been assigned to with Dmitri.

      The sad thing was that he couldn’t shake the silent man, nor should he. While the attempts on him had practically disappeared, Nik knew that he was still recognized. There were no other billionaires in St. Petersburg. The man had money coming out of every nook and cranny yet spent none of it anymore. He was simply existing, hiding and trying to suppress any more threats to himself.

      Unfortunately, the seclusion was overwhelming. Dmitri never talked, even when engaged. He simply grunted or stepped in front of Nik bodily if there was an issue. The discussions Nik tried to engage him in often fell flat or were very one-sided. For someone that thrived on living online and building programs, he found himself craving interaction with someone – anyone.

      He’d even gone as far to limit calls to his mother because he felt like he was intruding and didn’t understand. She had a new beau in her life that took her dancing every Sunday evening like clockwork. Nik had checked up on the guy and found out he was a widower that had been a banker for the last twenty years. His mother had found a friend, someone to be with… now Nik was the lonely one.

      Peering out of the window, Nik felt the sun on his face and smiled. He was so glad it was spring. Winter had been a tough one with them getting several feet of snow at one point. That much snow had only served to seclude them even more in the tiny condo. Nik craved sunshine, fresh air and freedom.

      “Dmitri, you want some Pyshechnayas? The vendor is out there frying in front of the church,” Nik asked suddenly, seeking an escape. “Grunt once for yes, twice for no, buddy.”

      Glancing over his shoulder, he saw Dmitri look up from the game controller in his hand and stare at him. Bless him, Dmitri was a gamer – that much they had in common. He was currently hooked on Spyro and played it all the time. Sure enough, Dmitri grunted two times making Nik smile at the irony.

      “Mid-game, huh? You know, he’s literally fifty feet from the building and you can see me from the window. I will get some and be back within ten minutes. It’ll be our little secret,” Nik said quickly and hurried out the front door before the giant could stop his game and follow him. He half expected to see Dmitri come charging out of the building as Nik hurried into the sun.

      Stopping, he took a deep breath of the fresh air and felt a breeze brush across him like a caress. It was gorgeous outside and he could smell the hot dough from here. Picking up the pace like a kid playing hooky from school, he jogged lightly across the open square in front of the cathedral. Standing in line, he glanced around feeling exposed… and spotted the most gorgeous creature he’d ever seen in his life sitting on a park bench nearby, looking at a map.

      The woman was breathtaking.

      Soft waves of golden-brown hair cascaded around her shoulders, causing her to pick up a lock almost in an annoyed fashion as she tucked it behind her ear. Her delicate skin was pinkened from the cool breeze, bringing a slight flush to her cheeks and the tip of her nose. Her lips looked enchanting and Nik noticed that she was suddenly smiling – at him.

      She raised her hand ever so slightly as to not lose her grip on the map that was fluttering in the wind and waved lightly in a silent, hesitant hello. Flustered, Nik immediately felt embarrassed to have been caught staring at her and glanced around looking for a boyfriend or husband ready to pummel him. He’d been beat up before for screwing around with someone’s website or bank accounts, but never for admiring an angel here on earth.

      “One or two?” Nik heard the vendor holler, breaking his reverie as he suddenly remembered that Dmitri would be following him any moment. Was she alone touring the city or was she waiting for someone? Perhaps she’d mistaken him for someone else.

      “Two.” Fishing out rubles from his pocket, he quickly paid and bought two coffees as well, deciding to boldly say hello to the enchantress that had him spellbound. Taking a deep breath, he walked over only to see her looking at the map again.  As she looked up, he felt his stomach do a somersault that would rival anything in the Olympics as her hazel eyes met his own blue ones.

      “Hello, is this seat taken?” he said and winced. The map she held in her hand was that of a tourist and he realized she probably spoke little Russian. Her beautiful face blossomed into a warm, welcoming smile.

      “No, you are welcome to it,” she said flawlessly, startling him as he took a seat.

      “I assumed you were a tourist?”

      “I am,” she smiled. “This is my first time here to St. Petersburg. Is it that obvious that I am on vacation?”

      “Only because of that map,” he said honestly. “Your Russian is perfect, where are you from? Oh, excuse my manners – would you like a coffee and some Pyshechnayas? They are little fried donuts that are served everywhere in town.”

      “I shouldn’t take things from a stranger,” she told him, looking shyly down at the map in her lap that she was folding. Was she planning on leaving and where was she going?

      “I’m Nik – and if you tell me your name, then we aren’t strangers anymore, are we?” he said smoothly, impressing himself at how calm he seemed to be talking with the young woman. He was normally quick online behind a screen but hesitant in person. Something in the way she looked made him want to reach out right away with this lady.

      “Nik, it’s nice to meet you,” she told him, her lovely lips curling merrily. “I’m Galina.”

      “Galina – that’s a lovely name, and also quite Russian,” he teased, handing her the coffee and one bag of the tiny fried donuts sprinkled with sugar.

      “It’s also a very bland grey rock,” she quipped, taking a sip. “A type of mineral or ore but spelled a little differently. Yes, my family is originally from Russia. That’s why I can understand you. We speak it at home so I’m familiar as long as you don’t use any slang terms.”

      “Do you need me to speak English instead,” he asked, switching easily.

      “Oh no, I’m fine.”

      “It’s very nice to meet you Galina. So, if you aren’t from Russia, where are you from?” he asked, intrigued.

      “My goodness- aren’t you a curious one?” she asked, taking a sip of her coffee and looking up at him through her lashes. Nik couldn’t help but smile at the innocent flirting between the two of them.

      “Very curious. It’s not every day that I see a beautiful lady outside of my window all alone. Are you alone?”

      “Perhaps I shouldn’t be?” she asked softly, her face growing cautious. “You do ask a lot of questions. Maybe I should cut my self-guided tour short…” she began and Nik jumped in.

      “No, I am sorry to have bothered you but I find myself intrigued and think you are lovely. Maybe instead of a self-guided tour, you’d allow me to show you some sights. It’s been a long time since I have seen some of them and for you, it would be a first.”

      “I don’t know,” she hesitated, as she finished folding up the map. “I mean, it’s very nice to meet you and talk with you but we are strangers. You don’t know me and I certainly don’t know you. This is craziness.”

      “It is,” Nik admitted honestly. “I never pick up women sitting on park benches or offer to show them around St. Petersburg, but I find myself drawn to you.”

      “Maybe we start small and see where that takes us,” she countered. “Tell me about yourself.”
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        * * *

      

      Galina listened intently to Nik as he began to tell her all about himself. She almost felt guilty listening because part of her was trying to fish out any clues or secrets he might give away- but she also found she truly enjoyed speaking with him. He seemed to be wonderfully light-hearted and teased her when she would stay quiet too long. Fascinated, she found that Nik, as he called himself, was not only handsome but quite charismatic as well.

      Only speaking of himself personally, she noticed that Nik didn’t discuss his work whatsoever. There was no mention of his software, apps or his money – things most people would brag or boast about. Yet, here she was sitting on a park bench eating (now cold) donuts with the most gorgeous man she’d ever met.

      A man she was supposed to be spying on.

      “Tell me about yourself,” he suddenly said, making Galina cough as she took a sip of her lukewarm coffee. “All I have done is talk about myself and that makes for poor conversation if it’s one-sided. So, lovely Galina – tell me all about you. What makes you tick?”

      “Well,” she hedged suddenly nervous. “There’s not much to tell.”

      “Sure there is,” he said, not giving up. “Beautiful single woman, incredibly accurate dialect practically at my doorstep. You aren’t after me, are you?”

      “WHAT? No!” she barked in alarm and saw that he was teasing, his eyes dancing with mirth.

      “I’m kidding,” he teased, “if you are after me- I might let you catch me… with as pretty as you are.”

      “You should reel it back in, Romeo. I am here for vacation, not to get hit on.”

      “Oh, I’m wounded,” he retorted, putting his hand over his chest mockingly.

      “Seriously. My family is from here originally and I had some vacation time so I thought I would see the motherland,” she said exaggeratingly.

      “Where are you from then?”

      “America.”

      “Ah, an American,” he said slyly. “No wonder you are so attractive. Beautiful, foreign, and from a country I’ve always wanted to visit.”

      “You should someday,”

      “Is that an invitation?”

      “Not to see me – but my country.”

      “Your country is here too, little Galina.”

      “It’s a country I don’t know.”

      “And one I’d like to show you,” he said immediately and she knew she’d been cornered. Apparently Nikodim Petrov was going to be her self-appointed tour guide for the next few days.

      “I’d like that,” she admitted and felt horrible using the man, but maybe she would find he was innocent of whatever the CIA was looking for. He stood up quickly and extended his hand, a warm inviting smile on his face. Galina placed her hand in his, feeling almost regal and treasured. She got to her feet and noticed that he was several inches taller than her. Her heart gave a little lurch; she really liked a tall guy, and he had an aura of unbridled heat to him, making her ticker beat just a bit quicker!

      “Are you ready, moy amerikanskly turist?” Nik asked affectionately, his voice dropping to a husky timbre, almost as if him calling her his American tourist was romantic. Goodness, he could have called her a bowl of sugar peas and she would have melted.

      “Where are we going?” she whispered, staring at his bright blue eyes.

      “I thought we’d begin our tour at the cathedral,” he got a sudden frown on his face. “Wait here a moment.” Shocked, Galina watched Nik walk off towards the biggest man she’d ever seen. He looked like the leader of a scary biker gang or perhaps some mafia hit man. She stepped forward only to see that Nik was turning back towards her. He quickly returned to her side and held out his arm.

      “Who was that? Is something wrong?”

      “My…uh, roommate,” Nik said quickly, causing her to glance at him. He’d lied! This shocked her and she wanted to ask more, but they were quickly walking up to the massive gilt doors of the cathedral. Holding open the door for her, Galena was taken aback and completely speechless.

      The inside was almost more beautiful than the outside of the building. There wasn’t one inch that wasn’t covered in some sort of intricate décor or mosaic. The interior had massive chandeliers but was mostly illuminated from the natural lighting from skylights and windows from above. Lattice work was found in the arches and you could see mosaics of Christ under the domes in the ceilings. The floors were roped off to prevent the intricate mosaics in the marble from getting damaged. Walls of apostles and saints were painted in the old style called medieval Russian or romantic nationalism. Their heads were surrounded with gilt halos against walls of every hue. The colors were brilliant, alive and made her feel so insignificant, unworthy to lay eyes upon their greatness.

      “This is…” Galina started and stopped, just in awe of the majesty surrounding her. “I don’t even know what to say. I mean, we have beautiful buildings back in America but this…this is regal.”

      “Imperial,” he corrected with a knowing smile. “The Imperial family funded the church to be built. They obviously had a bunch of money to spend and chose to use it like this.”

      “You wouldn’t have? You sound like you are almost callous about it. What was wrong with them building a beautiful cathedral like this at the time, if you think about it- over a hundred years ago there was no television or cars. All they had was community and worship. I think it was beautiful of the Tsar’s to do this for the people.”

      “It is lovely…breathtakingly so. Don’t you think that the people would have rather had food on their tables or better lives?”

      “Buildings like this provided jobs,” Galina countered.

      “For skilled tradespeople- not all people.”

      “And you would give back to all people if you were the Tsar at the time?”

      “Well that will never happen so the question is moot.”

      “You wouldn’t,” she confirmed, feeling disappointed.

      “I didn’t say that,” Nik rejected. “I’ll never be a Tsar and money isn’t everything if you can’t use it to take care of your family or do good with it. Sometimes people would rather simply do good and not have to worry about money.” Nik stared off at the mosaics in the distance for a moment, silently thinking.

      “The Imperial family had all this fortune and was threatened repeatedly. Tsar Alexander was killed in this very location that the church was built. His money did him no good; he could have done more with deeds and giving back. I would rather be a nobody that gave back to the people than well-known and rich.”

      Taken aback by his admission, Galina swallowed hard, unsure what to think. What kind of man was she being sent to watch if his moral compass simply only wanted to do good? He was supposedly rich beyond belief but didn’t concern himself with it because it didn’t make him feel good to spend the money. Nik would rather help people and this raised him on a pedestal in her eyes.

      “But enough about me,” Nik said quickly in a light-hearted voice, “What would you do if you were the Tsarina? Would you have built the cathedral?”

      “Yes, as a memorial to my husband for all time if I loved him and he died here before his time. I would make it one of the wonders of the world to show how much I cared. Maybe that is why it’s so gorgeous. Was the cathedral a tribute?”

      “From his son,” Nik corrected. “Maybe they weren’t that great together,” he teased. “I don’t know, but I like your thought process.”

      “It’s nothing.”

      “It was sweet and caring,” he admitted. Galina looked at him and saw he was watching her with an unreadable expression. She quickly looked away and continued walking through the cathedral, Nik following her. Stopping at the devotional area, Galina took a moment to light a candle and placed several rubles in the donation box. Taking her place on her knees on the bolster below the enclave that held the candles, she shut her eyes and clasped her hands together in a quiet prayer.

      “May I join you?” Nik whispered softly, lighting a candle and kneeling beside her.

      “Of course; I will only be a few minutes. I hope you don’t mind.”

      “Not at all,” he grew silent for several moments. “Have you lost someone?”

      “I pray because I am thankful to be here in this moment and I wanted to light a candle. Have you lost someone?”

      “Today is a holiday for my people, Cosmonautics Day. People celebrate aviation and space flight, but for me it’s a reminder of my father. I light my candle for him. He was an astronaut that died much too young.”

      “I am so sorry, Nik,” she said softly, growing silent as several people from behind them hushed her. Her cheeks grew hot with embarrassment as she knew they were not supposed to be chatting there, rather silent with prayer. Here was another facet of the Nik Petrov that she’d not been expecting. He was humble, compassionate, and a genuinely likeable man.
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      Galina and Nik had spent a beautiful afternoon together at the cathedral. It had been like meeting up with an old friend, yet they were virtually strangers. A man she was supposed to be pumping for information. A handsome man that she would betray. He was charming and inviting, insisting that he show her the sights again tomorrow.

      “You can meet me here, at our park bench, since you won’t let me walk you back to your hotel,” Nik said adamantly. “Your favorite, and most handsome, tour guide won’t take no for an answer.” Laughing at his blatant outrageousness, she saw him smile as she finally agreed. Good-girl, play hard to get in order to keep him interested, she thought and felt that nagging twinge of guilt.

      “So, what is on the agenda tomorrow, oh handsome tour guide?” she teased.

      “At least you are admitting it now,” he mocked playfully. “I think perhaps the Peterhof Palace since you liked the extravagance of the Church of the Resurrection.”

      “Oh yes, I like all sorts of shiny, pretty things, just like any other normal girl,” she exaggerated, only to see him cover his face in mock horror. “What?”

      “Is that what I have been doing wrong all this time?”

      “What?”

      “Not giving women shiny, pretty things?”

      “Oh goodness, no. It was a joke!”

      “I know, I’m teasing you as well.”

      “I will see you tomorrow,” she said with a final tone to her voice.

      “I can’t wait.”

      That evening back in her hotel room, Galina poured through his dossier again with new eyes. She had a grasp of what made Nik Petrov tick and found him absolutely fascinating. It was different seeing a photo and imagining a person’s motives. She scrolled through the photos on her phone and Go Pro, looking for any signs of them being watched by someone else.

      She’d known he’d been targeted before he’d gone to the military, but what was he doing now? She couldn’t picture him stealing information or sabotaging equipment, yet that is what Dima had implied. She decided she would continue on and get to know Petrov a bit better… hoping he might possibly reveal a bit more about himself.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Early the next morning, she found herself eagerly getting ready for the day. As she hurried downstairs, she emerged from the hotel only to see Nik was already pacing in front of the park bench. Smiling happily, she glanced at her watch and saw she was early. Apparently he was quite eager to spend the day with her as well! As she got closer, she hesitated for just a moment, seeing that he held a single long-stemmed pink rose.

      “What is this?”

      “Just a little something. It’s not sparkly or shiny, but I hope it will do.”

      “It will do nicely,” she murmured softly with a smile. “Good morning, Nik. Are you sure you don’t mind me monopolizing your time today?”

      “I can’t think of anywhere else I’d rather be,” he told her enigmatically. “It’s not often you get to see all these wondrous sights through the eyes of someone for the first time. I rather enjoyed myself yesterday and I have seen the cathedral several times, but not once has it touched me like that before. I had a wonderful time and look forward to seeing what you think of the Peterhof Palace.”

      “I can’t wait. How far is it? Will we be walking or taking a taxi?”

      “I thought I would drive if you are okay with it?”

      “Do you drive like a maniac or plan on kidnapping me?” The first was a joke, the second statement was more to be sure. Part of her kept reminding herself that he was being investigated by the CIA for a reason and to be cautious.

      “Yes, and maybe. You look awfully beautiful today,” he said, giving her the rose and winking at her. “I’m kidding. You are safe with me. I pulled my car around close by for you.” Nik held out his arm and began to walk her to the line of parked cars nearby. There were several nice vehicles in this prestigious neighborhood but instantly she knew which one had to be his.

      A silver Aston Martin glistened in the sunlight. Black shiny rims on the stunning coupe screamed ‘look at me!’ Adrian Dima had been right about one thing: Nik Petrov had expensive taste in vehicles. This car demanded that it be driven fast and was not something you simply left out in the parking lot. It would be a sin to let it get a door ding or salt on the undercarriage, yet when they walked up to it, he held open the passenger side door like it was nothing.

      It wasn’t like she was sitting in a Ford Pinto. This was an Aston Martin – a 007 movie car- and the fact that there was an American spy sitting in the passenger seat was not lost on her. She idly wondered if she pressed the radio button if it would shoot rockets or something. The supple stitched leather seats felt like butter and she gave a little wiggle of happiness just before Nik slid into the car.

      Sliding in was an apt description. One long khaki pant leg slid into the car, followed by a glimpse of khaki-clad firm buns, made her instantly catch her breath and shut her eyes. It was almost sensual how the man got in the vehicle and she couldn’t help but admire the smooth way he moved.

      “Mercy, does the car have seat heaters on? It’s awfully warm in here,” she blurted out, fanning herself. “Are you hot? I’m boiling.”

      “I haven’t started the car yet, but you do look a little flushed. Are you sitting in the sun?”

      “Sure. Yep. That sounds like a likely excuse,” she mumbled on, quickly rolling down her window the moment the engine turned over. Listening to the purr of the motor gave her chills and she knew she would never forget this – the view she’d just had nor riding in the expensive car. Everything was exquisite on the vehicle. Sleek interior with marbled wood trim; it just made her feel extravagant being inside, and the smile on Nik’s face told her it was just as amazing to drive. She could certainly see the appeal, especially if money wasn’t an issue – and that was the million-dollar question: how did he pay for this?

      “Is this a rental?” Galina asked bluntly and almost groaned at the stupidity of her question. You didn’t rent quarter of a million-dollar cars – you rented Chevy’s and Volkswagens.

      “No. I got really lucky,” he said simply, pulling up to a stop light and glancing over at Galina. “Do you have your cell phone with you? Open up the app store.” Pulling out her iPhone, she obediently did as he asked, only to see him smile proudly. “Popular apps…the top three on there I created and built. I’ve held that spot for the last month.”

      “You’re kidding?”

      “Nope. That’s me,” he admitted with a casual shrug. “I like building software that people can use to make their lives better. It makes me feel good to know that I can help somehow. In fact, it looks like you have one already downloaded,” Nik told her happily pointing at her screen. Sure enough, she had downloaded the traffic app that was so popular at work. It told her when to leave, gave her the best route to take, and would even recommend filling stations along the way with the best prices for fuel.

      “So that is why you are free today to play tour guide? You don’t have to work, do you?”

      “I work,” he blurted out, glancing back at the road in order to maneuver through traffic. Cars were everywhere and it reminded her of traffic back home on the way into Washington D.C. Peak times had traffic backed up, but even when it smoothed out – it was still crowded.

      “Yeah, you build fantastic apps in your free time for tons of money- most people would call that a dream job, not work. Besides, if you work for yourself it shouldn’t feel like work.”

      “I work for others too and that definitely feels a lot like work,” he admitted and Galina’s eyebrows shot up in surprise. “But that’s enough about me. Who do you work for? What do you do for a living?”

      “I’m in administration. I am the ultimate desk jockey… a whipping post extraordinaire… a stealthy pen ninja… A mighty queen of all filing and sorting… sole Empress of the stapler… Tsarina of the copy machine…” she went on and on, her voice taking on the tone of someone announcing an important person. She couldn’t necessarily tell him she worked for the CIA. She needed to get off the subject of herself and back on him.

      “You get the drift,” she finally said, coming to a stop as he started chuckling at her outrageous descriptions of her job. Please don’t ask where, she thought. Lying tasted so foul in her mouth and she wanted to avoid it at all costs. She could be evasive and talk him in circles, but the last thing she wanted to do was lie to him.

      “I do,” he nodded with a smirk. “We are here.” She had been so focused on coming up with these blatant titles for her desk job that she didn’t even notice that the car had stopped. Glancing out the passenger side window glass, she caught her breath.

      “Mercy,” she breathed in wonder. “That is…”

      “More beautiful than anything you’ve ever seen?” she heard him say softly, and she looked at Nik. His blue eyes were watching her tenderly, scanning her face as if he was trying to read her expression. She didn’t know what to say or do in the enclosed car. Part of her wanted to lean towards him and see if his lips were as gentle as she imagined they would be, but she was also torn. She didn’t want to hurt the man and he was so much more than she could have ever dreamt of in a person.

      “Nik…” she whispered in soft protest.

      “Let’s go,” he told her quickly, as if he knew that there was a letdown coming and wasn’t prepared to deal with it. Galina felt horrible, not just guilty for spying on the man but because she hated to let him down as a person and she obviously had. Nik moved to get out of the car and she had to fight the urge to watch him, using this as an impromptu escape to open her own car door before he got to her. She ungracefully launched herself out of the car and tapped the door on a truck nearby.

      “Oh my gosh, I am so sorry!” she blurted out, horrified, and instantly inspected the car door to see if she’d left a mark.

      “It’s no problem, but I’d have gotten the door for you,” he offered. “You could let me pretend to be a guy treating his girl to a nice afternoon – even if that’s not really us, you know?” She saw his face flush as he looked away quickly at the admission. Galina was going to fall hard for this guy if he kept up with the sweet, tender, mushy stuff.

      “I don’t know what to say,” she admitted honestly.

      “You don’t have to say anything. Let’s go inside,” he brushed it off. “Have a good time today and that’s enough. Maybe you’ll like Russia enough to come back for a visit again in the future if I do my job as tour guide properly.”

      “You are pretty good at it,” she told him with a smile. He held out his arm indicating that she should go first. He fell in line beside her as they walked up to the front of the massive yellow palace and it amazed her that people were able to tour the places where the Imperial family used to live. While the cathedral had been busy, it was nothing compared to the crowds here. The palace, she had read in her travel guide, was one of the most photographed places in St. Petersburg. Galina reached out and slipped her hand in Nik’s. He glanced at her in surprise and smiled widely at her.

      “Maybe we’ll pretend just for today,” she teased with a wink. “I don’t want us to get separated. You’re my ride and my esteemed tour guide.” Nik nodded happily and gave her hand a light squeeze in silent agreement. As they stepped through the entrance, Galina suddenly understood why the Peterhof Palace had the moniker it did.

      To say that the palace was grand was such an understatement, it was practically insulting. Heavenly, divine, magnificent, ostentatious…those words could easily be used together to attempt to describe the building. Galina had never seen such warmth, such a glow of epic proportions.

      Stepping into the grand hall and seeing the gold hues everywhere illuminated by sunlight streaming in as well as crystal sconces felt like what you would imagine a sunbeam looked like. Everything seemed to shine from an inner light that simply reflected on the opposite golden wall. A massive mural of heaven on the ceiling made you feel like you were there.

      Grabbing her cell phone with her free hand, she quickly snapped several photos and saw that it showed the golden walls, but not the reflected light that made it seem so opulent. It was like trying to take a photo of the moon and all you got was a pathetic recreation on screen. The divinity of the moment just didn’t come through quite right.

      “The Peterhof is called the Versailles of Russia. This was the summer home of the Tsar and his family.” Nik told her as they walked down the massive corridor slowly. Galina wanted to see everything and was afraid she would miss some detail. She’d never seen anything like this before in her life.

      Just ahead were rows and rows of French doors that were open, allowing a breeze through the building. She had at first thought it was air-conditioning or fans that had kept the building cool from the throngs of people. As they got closer, she saw that there was a massive stone patio just outside of the door and realized they were heading towards the gardens. Stepping into the sunlight, she blinked several times to adjust her eyes from the interior blinding golden room to the exterior of the palace that was just as brilliant. Galina couldn’t help it nor could she hold it back…she gasped in incredulity, looking at Nik.

      “This is unreal,” she breathed in amazement, looking around mindlessly and clutching Nik’s hand to keep from losing her balance as her head spun. Massive golden statues of horses were rearing up in the center of fountains that were separated by expansive stone stairs. It was like the building was bowing to the heavens and trying to make a name for itself. The stone steps were the red carpet, and before you lay the true masterpiece.

      “Oh my gosh, this is so…so…” Galina said wordlessly, looking out on the gardens and ponds below. “I am…stunned and never expected this. Will you take my picture with this in the background? No one will ever believe me if I try to describe this.”

      “Sure,” he said, pulling out his phone.

      “You can use mine,” she quickly told him, handing it over. He looked at her oddly, his eyebrow arching.

      “Does it matter which phone I use? I can just text you the photo and then I have your phone number,” he said smoothly. “See, I’m trying to get your number without asking you for it and you have found me out.” Laughing, Galina smirked and shook her head.

      “I could just take a selfie but it might not encompass the gardens behind me.”

      “Or you could just let me take it, give me your number anyways and then take a selfie with me since we are pretending today?” he suggested idly. Galina saw that he wouldn’t take no for an answer. Nodding, she stood beside the massive stone railing and waited as he took the photo.

      “Thank you,” she said, quickly joining him to see the photo on his phone. Feeling a tap on her shoulder, she glanced and saw an older woman standing there wearing a camera around her neck.

      “Hello?”

      “If you want, I can take a photo of you and your man?” she offered politely. “I’m quite the shutterbug too and my husband used to ask people around us all the time to take our photo together. Now that he’s gone, I seem to be the one doing the asking and taking the pictures instead.”

      “Yes, please,” Nik jumped in before Galina could say a word. Galina stood by the railing once again and was surprised to see Nik come stand behind her. His arms wrapped around her midsection and he pulled her into a hug, his face near hers.

      “We’re still pretending today, right?” he breathed in her ear. Galina looked up at him wordlessly and saw the desire in his eyes as his face was mere inches from hers. She could smell his cologne and felt the heat of his body against her back from under his light jacket. She wondered if his heart was beating as fast as hers was right now.

      “Beautiful! I’ve got it,” the woman announced, breaking the moment. Galina quickly stepped out of Nik’s arms to accept the cell phone back from her.

      “Thank you so much.”

      “You two are incredibly sweet together; it reminds me of my husband and I. Enjoy the rest of your trip.” She waved and Galina felt herself wave back instinctively. She was still waiting for her heart to slow down and her stomach to stop doing somersaults at the feeling of being in Nik’s arms for even the briefest moment.

      “Can I have my phone back and I will text both photos to you?” Nik asked with a wry smile on his face. Galina looked at the phone and at him, back at the phone again, as she realized that the screen wasn’t hers and she had a phone in each hand now.

      “Oh!” She quickly handed it to him and felt her face heat with embarrassment. “I’m sorry about that, I guess I didn’t even realize which phone she was using.”

      “No problem. Now, what’s your number?” Nik quickly punched in her phone number and texted the photos to her. “And what is your last name so I can add it to my favorites?” She saw his smile and wink, making her flush again at the thought of his arms around her.

      “Dombrosky.”

      “Hmm, good strong Russian last name. Almost as good as Petrov,” he said blatantly, pointing at her phone. “Nik Petrov, if you want to save my contact information in your favorites too.”

      “You aren’t shy much, are you?” she said with a smile.

      “Not when I am trying my best to win over a girl I like in a very, very limited time frame. I’ve never done this before and I figured that if I wait, you’ll be gone,” Nik admitted honestly. “So, I’ve got to move fast, be forward and use all my macho charisma in order to make an impression on you while you’re here. Maybe you’ll keep in touch or miss me when you leave, my lovely little American.”

      “You are certainly unforgettable,” she admitted.

      “That could be good or bad,” he said with a frown. “I hope it’s the good kind of unforgettable, because if not- I’m going to be crushed. Does that mean we are on for seeing more of St. Petersburg tomorrow together?”

      “We’ll have to see how the day progresses,” she said evasively with a mischievous smile.

      “Stop that flirting with me Ms. Dombrosky or it might go to my head,” he bantered. “Does this mean you want to hold my hand again?”

      “I might.”

      “Well, I might let you.”

      They spent the rest of the day together as they walked through the grand gardens of the Peterhof Palace. Hand in hand, they talked as they meandered along the tree laden manicured lawns that led out to the Bay of Finland. Elaborate golden male statues were lined up on the hill to the palace, called the Grand Cascade.

      Nik pointed out several details on the statues that had her blushing fiercely as he pretended to be completely shocked that the statues were quite naked and anatomically accurate. Laughing at her reaction, Nik picked her up and swung her around, putting Galina’s back to the statue modestly. She liked this playful, affectionate side of him.

      She was amazed by the incredible detail and maintenance that the place must require. There wasn’t a stray weed, a fallen leaf or a patch of dying grass anywhere. Everything was picturesque and she found herself taking several more photos throughout the day. When they re-entered the palace, she found herself awestruck once again by the inlaid floors and more gilt rooms. Everything, everywhere, seemed to be lined with ornate gold trim or fixtures.

      The throne room was no different. Breathtaking inlaid wood floors showed several swirls, points and diamonds in the patterns. This room, while ornate, was more regal rather than ostentatious. The walls were a creamy ivory color, trimmed with pale shades of green. Rows of chandeliers drew your gaze to the back of the room where a deep red dais held a golden chair. The throne seemed almost tiny compared to the extravagance and massive size everything else seemed to be. Even the painting behind the throne was massive. The painting was of Catherine the Great and it was so large that if she stepped out of the painting, she could have sat in the throne easily.

      Every room they saw outshone the next. There was an Eastern study done in an Oriental theme. It was covered wall to ceiling in deep crimson and black, again trimmed with gold. Ceramic birds, dragons, vases, lanterns and pagoda-esque cabinets all matched a delicate wallpapered mural of what the artist pictured the Chinese temples to look like.

      As they saw the State Bedroom, Galina ended up elbowing Nik in the stomach as he began making comments about drawing the curtains around the bed. The bedroom was ornate and she realized that the palace had no room that had been left untouched or would ever qualify as plain.

      Even the bathroom was an event.

      There was a copper tub sunken into the floor complete with a staircase and bannister that royalty would have used to enter their bath. The Tsar had his own area that had wooden floors with fountains inside the room. A massive golden tower, complete with a globe atop of it, created a shower effect that blended with the tiny fountains that encompassed the room. It was simple -if you walked in, you got sprayed with water from almost every, and any, direction.

      Nik and Galina finally finished walking the whole length of the palace and her stomach gave a noisy rumble. They hadn’t stopped for lunch, nor had she even thought about it. She had been so overwhelmed by the sheer beauty surrounding her and the fact that she seemed to be the center of attention for Nik.

      “My stomach is saying we should have dinner together,” he teased, putting his hand over his midsection as if to silence his own growling tummy.

      “Dinner sounds fantastic.”

      “Do you care where we go? Any allergies or preference?”

      “Nope, Mr. Tour Guide,” she teased. “You choose.”

      “Well, since we’ve seen the palace how about we go to Tsar?”

      “What’s that?”

      “A small restaurant I have always wanted to try.”

      “It’s called Tsar?” she asked with a smile as they walked back to his car. “I’m starving so that sounds perfect. I hope it’s close by.”

      “Close enough,” he teased, holding open the door as she got in the car. Sure enough, it was only a few minutes’ drive to the restaurant and looked very unassuming from the outside. When they went inside, they were instantly seated and handed menus. This gave her a few moments to glance around while they filled their glasses with water. The restaurant was light and airy, with an unspoken elegance to it. Linen tablecloths, rich looking chairs, and chandeliers were everywhere.

      “Do you know what you want to have?”

      “Anything. I am starving,” she quickly said. “Do you mind if I run to the restroom?”

      “You want me to order for you or I can wait until you get back?”

      “No, go ahead,” she told him, seeing the surprise on his face. “As my tour guide, you have been amazing so far… so select something you’d eat and I’m sure it will be fine.” Galina exited her chair and stepped beside him, bending to whisper in his ear. “Besides, guys pretending to win over their girls should be fine, remember?” She quickly straightened and heard his chuckling as she walked away to the bathroom.

      Stepping inside, she darted into a stall and did a double take. The toilet was a throne. Cracking up laughing, she got out her phone and took a photo. When she returned to the table, she was still smirking.

      “What’s so funny?”

      “The toilets are thrones. They take things pretty seriously here, don’t they?”

      “Oh yes. In fact, most things are events – even going to the restroom.”

      “So, what did you order for our dinner event, as you put it?”

      “You’ll see,” he said with a warm smile. Moments later, the bartender arrived with two bowls of borscht soup and a bottle of vodka. He set down two shot glasses, one directly in front of each of them and Galina arched her eyebrow knowingly at Nik.

      “Are you trying to get me drunk?”

      “We Russians don’t get drunk,” he bragged arrogantly, opening the bottle. “We get the party started.” He held up his shot glass and smiled at her. Galina lifted up hers carefully as he clinked his against her own. “Zazdarovje,” he said softly.

      “Cheers,” she retorted in English and threw back her shot like a professional. She wasn’t a drinker at all back home and that was one thing she didn’t share with her family. They kept vodka around the house but she never touched the stuff. The cool alcohol didn’t burn when it went down but she released an uncontrolled shiver at the slight aftertaste. The fumes from the strong alcohol made her eyes water causing Nik to smile at her reaction.

      “This isn’t tea,” he teased. “I thought you were Russian deep down inside, my lovely little American?”

      “I am, but just because I’m not some lush who’s immune to drinking something that tastes bitter like paint thinner. This doesn’t mean that I’m not Russian,” she smarted back. Nik refilled his shot glass and hesitated refilling hers. Galina frowned, pointing at the shot glass as he grudgingly filled it.

      “It gets better the more you have,” he chuckled. “But be sure to eat as well. I don’t want my featherweight friend getting sick or completely inebriated.”

      “It might make it easier for you to pretend to be my boyfriend,” she smarted off and threw back another shot. She made a face as the aftertaste hit her again. “Ugh!”

      “Little American,” Nik said affectionately. “It should be smooth and delicious. If you drink it, let it hit the back of your tongue not the front. The front is for sweet things, like cake or pastries. Now, have some of your soup.”

      Galina was glad he’d mentioned eating because the vodka was making her head spin fiercely. Blinking several times, she took a sip of the borscht and sighed with happiness. The sweet and saltiness of the soup reminded her of her mother’s that she made at home. As she ate silently, she felt Nik’s eyes on her. The waiter returned to the table to take their soups and brought out two large plates. One plate was stroganoff and the other Chicken Kiev, both classic Russian meals her mother made back at home on Sundays.

      “Are you trying to spoil me with stuff that reminds me of home? How do I choose?”

      “Russia is home,” he countered, raising his shot glass in a mock salute. “Take whichever you prefer.”

      “For you its home,” she bantered, selecting the stroganoff and happy with her choice as the waiter put the plate down in front of her. She could smell the creaminess of the sour cream and rich gravy.

      “What made your family leave?” he suddenly asked.

      “Work,” she admitted. “My family was struggling to get by and were searching for something new. They’d always wanted to travel the world and heard a lot about the opportunities in America, so they went. My father found a job right away, they got a home and started having children. We’ve been there ever since. They are now tied to America and their family is there now. My brother and I had never been here, so for us it was always something we heard stories about. Now that I am here, it seems surreal.”

      “I’ve always wanted to travel the world,” he mused softly to himself and took another shot of vodka. Galina wondered if he was starting to open up a bit and maybe would reveal something that she needed.

      “Why don’t you?”

      “I thought about it at one point,” he admitted, “I am here now and don’t know how I would ever be able to leave.”

      “You aren’t trapped. You’re a free man, Nik, you can go at any time.”

      He held up the shot glass he’d just filled and took another shot. His expressive face looked almost forlorn and full of regret. Galina instantly wondered if maybe he was innocent of anything the CIA suspected. Maybe he hacked into their system because he was forced to.

      “How’s your meal,” he asked quietly, changing the subject.

      “It’s divine. It reminds me a lot of my mother’s, but a bit more flavorful,” she whispered under her breath. “Don’t ever breathe a word that I admitted that.”

      “I assure you, your secrets will always be safe with me.”

      Galina thought that was an odd choice of words and grew quiet as the vodka did a number on her system. She was drinking water in-between matching Nik’s consumption of the clear alcohol. It seemed not to faze him whatsoever but she definitely felt the effects on her system. The waiter brought around a tray with all sorts of delicacies on it and she groaned in near pain. She loved sweets but her stomach would not allow anything else to go past her lips.

      “Tell me this place is close to my hotel,” she asked with a whimper. “I have got to have desert here before I go back to Maryland.”

      “You never shared what hotel you were staying at, remember?”

      “Oh, that’s easy, it’s the big one across the street from the cathedral. The brown one with the iron balconies. What’s it called? Marriott or was it another hotel line?” she asked, waving her hands.

      “I understand. You’ve had enough to drink with dinner,” Nik said firmly, smiling. “Three secrets over dinner… mercy we must be becoming close friends.”

      “Maybe just a bit,” she confirmed, pinching her fingers together in front of her face. This only served to make her eyes cross. “Yes, no more special sauce for me. I’m sauced enough as it is.”

      “I promise, tomorrow we’ll see another site and then have dessert here. No drinking tomorrow. Coffee and something sweet… for my sweet.”

      “Oh, you are a sly one,” she said laughing. “I like it.”

      “I’m glad,” he said, getting to his feet. “Now, let’s get you back to your room so you can rest.”

      “You aren’t driving, are you? I’m betting you are more schnockered than I am. That bottle is almost empty.”

      “Galina, my condo is a block from your hotel. I’m not driving.”

      “Good. You should never, ever, drink and drive.”

      “And I won’t,” he agreed, linking her arm in his. Galina was glad because it seemed to help steady her as they walked down the steps from the restaurant. The night air was so clean and crisp, making her feel infinitely better. As they walked a few blocks, she saw the Church of the Resurrection was illuminated in the darkness making it even more beautiful than it was glistening in the daylight.

      “You know, you really should travel. Back home, the monuments we have are illuminated like that at night but nothing is as beautiful as the architecture here. It’s really breathtaking, Nik.”

      “I think that it’s not the only thing that is breathtaking out here,” he admitted. There was a tone to his voice that caused her to look up at him as they came to a stop at the corner.

      “You are terribly sweet,” she whispered. His blue eyes watching hers suddenly crinkling at the edges, as his lips upturned in a wry smile.

      “Remember what I told you about tasting sweet things?” Nik asked softly, his head leaning down ever so slowly as if to kiss her. Oh, land sakes! Galina did remember! Vodka he said went at the back of your tongue and sweets – sweets were at the…

      Her breath hitched as his lips touched hers. She suddenly found herself clutching at his arms to keep her knees from giving out from under her. The feeling of his lips on hers was incredible and heady. Their kiss, infinitely tender -almost timid- and then he broke it off.

      “No more pretending, my sweet little American?” he whispered gently. Galina hesitated for a moment, her mind scattered. Was he talking about them pretending to be a couple, or did he know that she’d been sent here to spy on him.

      “No, of course not,” she said carefully, backing away suddenly and looking around nervously. “Is this my hotel? M’kay, yes- I will see you tomorrow. I think kissing is a bad idea, but man oh man, you sure can kiss a girl. I think I will shut up now and go inside before I say something I regret. Wow. I’m still talking? Okay, goodnight Nik.”

      “Goodnight, my beautiful Galina.”
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      Galina was sitting in her hotel room drinking coffee the next morning when her cell phone beeped. Glancing at it, she was surprised to see a text from Dima asking if she’d gotten any information out of Nik yet. He went on to scold her about how disappointed he was in her performance and that while he was glad Petrov found her attractive, she had a job to do. She re-read the text message several times to be sure and realized that she wasn’t the only person Dima had sent to St. Petersburg. Was she being followed by another spy?

      You’ll have your information, she texted back and felt queasy. Her nausea had nothing to do with the vodka from last night either. She genuinely liked Nik and hated to meet him under these circumstances. If they could have met another way, another time she would be crazy about him and how tender he was with her. She’d spent half the night thinking of the kiss they’d shared and how it set her heart afire.

      They were supposed to meet this morning to see another location in town but she hadn’t heard from him yet. She wondered if he was sleeping off the alcohol and then shrugged it off. He’d not seemed the slightest bit inebriated at all. It had been her who’d gotten tipsy. Maybe he was going to wait and contact her later in the day.
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        * * *

      

      Nik held the bag of frozen peas up to his eye and leaned back against the couch. He was so thankful for Dmitri having his back and worried that he was putting Galina in danger. It had been quite a long time since someone had tried to kidnap him or get information out of him that he barely saw it coming.

      Kissing Galina had been the best thing ever in his life.

      The tender way she melted against him made his heart skip a beat. He knew it was crazy to be so infatuated with someone he’d just met, but they just seemed to click. He’d been enchanted by the way she tried to act all tough slamming back the shots of vodka, but he knew she was in way over her head. It had seemed the thing to do and they were having such a good time at the Peterhof Palace that he thought he would keep things going by having a few drinks.

      In his mind he could have only wished or prayed for a kiss from his sweet American girl. Her large, soulful eyes had stared up at him, instantly making him regret the fact that he’d kissed her while she was lightheaded. He wanted her to want to kiss him and was afraid that perhaps she had reservations that were washed away by the strong liquor.

      He’d made a promise to Dmitri that if he checked in often, could they keep it a secret between them. Nik wanted the freedom to take Galina out but also wanted Dmitri to know where he was at in case of emergency. As soon as Galina had stepped inside of the hotel, he’d texted Dmitri to let him know he was on his way and would be there within five minutes. The second he’d clicked send and walked past the alley way, it began.

      Nik’s leg had been knocked out from under him with a swift kick at the back of his knee. He’d gone down like a ton of bricks almost face first into the concrete. As he rolled over, he’d been pinned and his pockets had been turned inside out. He wasn’t sure what they were expecting him to be carrying but it hadn’t been money. His wallet was left on the ground beside him wide open. He was still in the process of working on his programming for his pet project, Soyuz, but it was nowhere near ready to go. Soyuz he kept hidden carefully on a thumb drive with a backup file hidden in another location. He’d covered his work with finessing the programming on a satellite system.

      “It’s not here!” he heard one of the males cry out in a despicable and horrific accent. Whoever it was, they weren’t Russian.

      “You are supposed to pronounce it eto ne zdes’ – not edo. Why don’t you tell me what you are looking for?”

      “Teach him a lesson,” he heard in perfect English just a moment before a fist slammed into his eye. Oh yes, this was not the first time he’d been hit. Nik tried to unseat the large man and almost had him off when Dmitri showed up, yanking his aggressor off of him. Both ran off but not before Dmitri landed a few hits of his own. He walked over and helped Nik off the concrete where he had gotten into a sitting position.

      “My head is ringing,” Nik admitted. “Whoever that was packed quite a punch.”

      “You shouldn’t go out alone anymore,” Dmitri told him gruffly.

      “Awww big guy, you really do care – don’t you?” Nik joked and winced. “I think I need some Tylenol, an ice pack and some sleep.”

      That had been last night and when he awoke this morning his eye was no better. It was swollen and purplish black. Part of the cornea of his eye was bright red making him look completely awful. He’d had the peas on his face, praying that the swelling would go down and knew there would be no hiding it from Galina. He would not be able to shake Dmitri again either. Pulling out his cell phone, he texted Galina.

      How do you feel about seeing the Mariinsky Theater?

      It sounds amazing.

      I will pick you up at 6pm.

      I can’t wait.

      “Dmitri,” Nik said quickly, seeing the large man heading over to start another game on the Xbox. “Before you start playing Spyro again- I need two things from you: I need you to pick up something for me and do you like the ballet?”

      Ignoring the glare from the other man, Nik called the theater and ordered three tickets for will-call pick up tonight. He got two of the tickets in a private booth that over looked the stage and the third ticket was not far away in another vestibule. Nik then made a couple of phone calls and gave Dmitri his bank card with instructions. He wanted to make an impression on Galina and his purple eye was not it.

      Nik wanted to get Galina something to remember him by when she left Russia because he was certain he would never forget her smile or their kiss. He hoped to have the chance to kiss her again someday but he also didn’t want to endanger her. That was why Dmitri was coming tonight with them as a third wheel. One of these days, he was certain that if whoever it was coming after him didn’t get the information they needed- they were bound to leave him dead in an alley.

      Six months ago, after the last attack, Nik had a will made and transferred money into an account for his mother so she would never have to worry financially. He also put a stipulation in there that if something happened to him, then his mother got everything, not just what he had set aside for her. He hoped that would not be the case. Meeting Galina, seeing her smile and feeling the joy that just being with her brought to him – things didn’t feel so hopeless, so dreary. He felt happiness and wanted it to go on forever. Things didn’t have to go any further, so long as he could claim her as a friend.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Galina watched as the beautiful Aston Martin pulled up in front of the hotel. She’d been so excited that they were going to the theater tonight and had been reading up on it all morning long on her computer. She was supposed to be going through files and researching Nik, but instead she found herself daydreaming about his smile.

      The Mariinsky was supposed to be quite impressive. The theater had been founded in the 18th century and was once the Imperial Ballet of Russia. It was supposed to be the crème-de-la-crème of ballet. Galina was curious and had never seen a live ballet before; she’d only watched the Nutcracker on television repeatedly, much to her brother’s chagrin. He always wanted to change the channel when the Sugar Plum Fairy music started playing. Even now, she could hear the eerily mystical haunting notes of the music in her mind and had her humming as she had gotten ready to head out.

      Shaking her head at her musings, she opened the Aston Martin’s large door and slipped inside. As she moved to greet Nik and buckle up, she gasped aloud.

      “What happened to your eye?!” she yelped and covered her mouth with her hands in shock. His poor eye socket was completely purple and swollen in a round circle. “Oh, my goodness, Nik,” she breathed softly, reaching up to touch his face gently as he sat there looking down. “Does it hurt?”

      “It throbs but I took some ibuprofen.”

      “We can skip tonight if you are hurting,” she offered genuinely and then repeated. “What happened?”

      “We’ll talk about it some other time, okay?”

      “Of course. Can you see okay?”

      “I see that you look absolutely beautiful,” he admitted and then apologized. “I’m sorry my eye looks so bad. I thought it was making progress healing with the ice packs.”

      “Nik…,” she started only to be cut off by him.

      “Galina, I want to take you out on a date, not just show you the theater. So don’t ask me to cancel or leave you here,” Nik said firmly before softening. “Please, would you go out with me tonight?” There was a genuine earnestness in his voice that made her feel wanted. He was so good to her the last few days and she found herself wanting to spend as much time as possible with him.

      “Then we don’t want to be late, do we?” she said, nodding lightly and buckling up finally. She glanced over at him and noticed that he was wearing dress slacks and a sport coat. She was glad that she’d packed a nice dress just in case. Her dress tonight was in layers to help keep warm. The under-layer was a sheath dress that was pretty thick and covered from her shoulders to below her knees. The over layer was a diaphanous black material that was spotted with flowers. The edges were ruffled, giving it a distinctly dressy feminine look. She liked the material and it was easy to travel with because if it got wrinkled, all she had to do was hang it in the bathroom while she showered.

      “No, we don’t,” he admitted with a small smile. “Thank you.”

      “For what?”

      “Not making me beg.”

      “Would that have worked?”

      “After that sweet little kiss yesterday – yes,” he said softly, his lip upturned as he stared ahead to watch the road. “I would have definitely begged for you to go out with me again.”

      “Well, it’s not appropriate to beg,” she countered and then bravely said in a hushed voice, “But I might like it if you kissed me again tonight.”

      “I’d like that too,” he admitted, reaching over the gear shifter to take her hand. “As long as my eye doesn’t scare you off.”

      “No, but I suggest whatever happened to have caused it, that you stop… so it doesn’t happen to you again.” Galina saw his smile fall and really began to wonder what had happened. Did he run into a door or run into someone’s fist? A jilted husband perhaps? No, she thought, he doesn’t seem the type. In her dossier it had said that he’d been the recipient of several attacks, could one have happened after he dropped her off? That was a scary thought. How was she ever going to get the information she needed from him without betraying him? And if it wasn’t her- would they send someone else?

      They pulled up in front of the Mariinsky Theater and Galina looked up in sheer pleasure. There was something about St. Petersburg where they believed everything had to be on a massive, grandiose scale. The theater was no different.

      The outside of the building was illuminated from lights mounted down in the ground, focused on the grand columns in front. She could see hints of green in the light and assumed that the building was that shade everywhere. A large overhang covered the entrance doors and displayed a large marquee that proudly proclaimed they would be in for a real treat tonight. Swan Lake was being performed.

      “Swan Lake? Really? I’ve never seen it,” Galina breathed happily and gave a little jump of excitement as she clenched Nik’s arm. He looked down at her, his blue eyes glowing, and instantly looked away. She tried not to show that his black eye bothered her but she guessed that perhaps she might have flinched. They stepped up to the ‘will call’ window to get their tickets. She saw him accept the envelope, open it and remove a ticket. He handed it directly over her head, causing Galina to turn around in shock.

      Nik’s roommate was standing there looking extremely uncomfortable and glaring at Nik. He kept tugging at his tie that was hidden under his massive beard. Galina looked between the two in confusion.

      “Thank you, again, Dmitri. We are heading up,” Nik told the large man and Galina heard him grunt in acknowledgement. She didn’t say a word as they headed up the steps to the first landing. Walking slowly down the enclosed hallways, she found herself admiring the golden swirls on the flocked wallpaper that seemed to be everywhere. They passed several doorways and came to theirs. Galina looked behind her to see several other couples walking down the hallways as well as the man named Dmitri. He stepped into a doorway and Nik opened theirs, letting Galina walk in first as he held a great velvet curtain aside for her.

      Soft lights illuminated the interior of the theater showing rows upon rows of private boxes and balconies. There had to be at least six rows that encircled the massive building in the shape of a ‘U’ surrounding the stage. Their seats were on the first balcony over the crowd below, directly in front of the stage. She knew the tickets had to have cost a pretty penny…eh, ruble. Inside of their box, there were two large plush seats and a small table. There were a dozen red roses on the table and a bottle of champagne on ice waiting.

      “What is this? What is going on that Dmitri is here with us,” she whispered, looking at Nik in surprise and confusion.

      “A little something for my favorite little American,” he said tenderly. “I wanted to impress you. We’ll talk about Dmitri later.”

      “Oh my goodness, just the tickets alone must have cost a small fortune. Consider me completely impressed right now.”

      “The night is just starting,” he said with a smile that showed he was up to something. She wondered what it was and if this was what Dima was anticipating.

      “What are you up to?”

      “Take your seat and close your eyes,” he told her. Galina stepped forward and saw that the box they had was nearly private. There was a small lip and if you leaned far enough you could see others beside you. She closed her eyes and waited patiently.

      “Don’t move,” he whispered in her ear, giving her goosebumps and causing her to jump. “Keep your eyes closed and trust me.” She felt something cold touch her skin and instantly raised her hand up to see what it was, only to have him push her hand back down to the arm of the chair. The cold was moved away and then back. This time she sat still and couldn’t help but grin at the game he was playing. It was like one of those tests where you fall back and the other person is supposed to catch you.

      “I have to admit that I am an impatient person,” she whispered, hearing the crowd down below starting to thicken to a dull roar. She wanted to look around at the theater or take photos but she figured she could sit still for a moment.

      “There,” he finally said and she felt the cold touching her skin drop a few inches to the top of her dress line.

      “Oh, that is chilly,” she giggled. “Can I open my eyes now?”

      “I think maybe you should wait just a second longer,” he whispered and she felt his breath against her lips. She instantly gasped at the intimacy just moments before his lips touched hers. She arched her neck and reached up blindly to cup his head as he bent over to kiss her. His own hand cupped her neck, his thumb caressing her earlobe. As he broke the kiss, she realized the orchestra was starting to warm up and she hadn’t even realized it.

      She slowly opened her eyes to see his blue ones watching her mere inches from her. “I hope you like it,” he told her and stood up to look at where she sat. Galina looked down to see a single large tear-drop shaped ruby lying against her skin. The very top was a small diamond where it hung on a simple white gold chain. She looked at him and then at the necklace again.

      “Nik, this is too much,” she protested and began to reach up to unhook the necklace.

      “Leave it, the clasp is really snug and that is what was taking me so long to fasten it. I want you to have something to remember this time by when you go home.”

      “I don’t think I can ever forget this, or you,” she breathed. “You’ve made me feel so welcome, so special, and I don’t know what to say.”

      “Say you like it and you’ll wear it,” he said simply, taking his seat nearby. Galina abruptly stood and grabbed the corner of the table between the two chairs, pulling it backwards. She then quickly scooted her chair over next to his and sat down with a satisfied huff, smiling at him.

      “There was too much stuff between us,” she told him, reaching for his hand. She laced her fingers in his as the lights went down in the theater. “I like this much better.”

      “I do too,” he admitted, raising their hands to his lips to kiss the back of her hand. “Oh, here we go, the curtain is going up and they are starting.” Sure enough, Galina watched in awe as the massive curtain on the stage parted to reveal a few dancers on the stage, posing.

      As they began to move gracefully, the music from the orchestra began to carry her into the ballet. She was enthralled by their graceful beauty and elegant movements as they danced. At one point, she felt Nik release her hand and it came to rest on her shoulder. She practically curled against it, feeling so treasured and pampered. As the curtain came down for intermission, she sat up straight and smiled at him.

      “This has been incredible. Thank you again, Nik,” she repeated.

      “It’s my pleasure. What good is money, if you can’t make people happy?”

      “Dmitri didn’t look so happy when he met us at the front, so why is he here?”

      “It’s as a favor to me.”

      “Is it really?”

      “No, but I don’t think you want to hear the gory details.”

      “Actually, I’m thinking that I really do.”

      “Galina…”

      “Nik…,” she mimicked. “What is going on? Does this have something to do with you having a black eye?”

      “He is here to protect me,” he admitted.

      “From what? Why? Are we in danger?”

      “It’s a long story.”

      “Intermission is ten minutes so if you start now, it should be enough time.”

      “Galina,” he said with a heavy sigh.

      “You asked me to trust you, and I did. I know it’s not the same but,” she said softly, taking a deep breath. “Nik, I think something is wrong and it might be endangering both of us. Hear me out before you say anything, please. I’m trusting you with my life,” she whispered, suddenly extremely frightened. She wondered what a Russian prison was like and what they did with spies.

      “Nik, I work for the CIA.” she breathed almost silently, watching him and ready to bolt at any moment. Her heart was fluttering wildly in her chest and pounding in her ears. She sat there staring at him, terrified. “Do you understand what I am trying to tell you?”

      “You know what program I am working on, don’t you?” he murmured, swallowing hard. His eyes locked hard with hers.

      “Yes, I do.”

      “Are you doing this because you are trying to steal it?”

      “Doing what? Going out with you? No!” she blurted out and then lowered her voice. “No, I really like you. I think that we have something special starting between us, but I’m scared now. I don’t think I am alone here anymore. I think the CIA sent someone else.”

      “You aren’t.” His throat worked, his eyes glued to her face. “Last night, after you walked inside, I was knocked down and hit. The man spoke perfect English. That is why Dmitri is here. He’s my bodyguard assigned to me six months ago by the Russian Intelligence Agency after the last time I was attacked. Do you understand my position there? I’m a hacker and programmer. I could be killed for telling you this or giving you information.”

      “Same here. Do you trust me?”

      “Implicitly,” he whispered, taking hold of her hand again. “I might ask you the same thing: do you trust me?”

      “From the very first moment I laid eyes on you.”
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      Galina and Nik sat there silently beside each other as the ballet started up again. The music was breathtaking, but some of the innocence and beauty seemed to have faded. Her mind was boiling with questions and she wanted to talk; she needed to talk to him. She noticed that he was tapping his foot and sitting there silently, staring at the stage.

      “How’s your eye?” she asked finally, breaking the silence between them in the box and wasn’t sure if he even heard her over the music, until he leaned down towards her.

      “Actually, my eye is starting to ache a bit.”

      Galina abruptly got up and maneuvered her way in the darkened box to the untouched champagne bottle. She had seen a crisp white linen towel wrapped neatly around the neck before it was submerged into the silver urn holding the ice. Grabbing the linen cloth, she put a couple pieces of ice inside and wet it in the melting water. Taking her seat, she smiled at him.

      “Put this on your eye for a bit and see if it helps.”

      “Did you want some champagne?”

      “Not really,” she admitted. “I’d rather just have some time alone to talk when this is done. You mentioned dessert last evening, how about round two at Tsar?”

      “As long as there isn’t another one of these waiting for me later,” he teased, pointing at his blackened eye.

      “Be on your best behavior then,” she quipped with a sad smile. “I am sorry that it happened.”

      “Maybe you’ll kiss it and make it better?”

      Galina didn’t answer. Part of her wanted to shout ‘yes’ but then again, she’d just revealed she was a spy. He, himself, admitted to being what she’d been sent to investigate: a hacker. He actually could have infiltrated the CIA computer systems and if so, why? What was he looking for? Her purse glowed for just a moment, the light catching her eye in the darkness. Reaching down, she picked up her cell phone that was set on vibrate and saw the text message.

      Dating him is a good way to get the info you need.

      There was a photo of the two of them standing at the ticket booth in front of the Mariinsky Theater. She threw the phone back into her purse, horrified. It was from a number she didn’t recognize – but someone knew exactly who she was and was watching them carefully. She sat back in the chair, trying to disappear in the darkness.

      “What’s wrong?”

      “Someone is here. They’re watching us.”

      “Here?”

      “Yes. I just got a text message from a number I didn’t recognize with a photo of us. Now, smile and pretend to be happy. If they think I told you who I am, then…” she whispered and her words died off as she plastered a fake smile across her face widely. Her fingers gripped at his arm fearfully. She was glad the darkness hid how pale her frightened face would be right now. Nik nodded slowly, leaning forward to kiss her. It wasn’t a tender kiss, but rather it got him close to speak with her.

      “Are you in danger? Should we leave?”

      “I don’t honestly know,” she whispered truthfully. “They want to know what you accessed in the CIA files and what you took.”

      “I didn’t take anything. I only looked around at the new schematics for space travel to see if it matched what we were building here. I want my program to be compatible for any system,” he finished, and this time he did kiss her. Galina reached up and rested her palm on the side of his face tenderly, feeling the stubble on his chin. She adored the way he kissed her.

      “I will never let anyone hurt you, my little American,” he promised, brushing her hair back from her face. “We’ll figure this out together somehow.”

      When the ballet was over, they waited in the box until Dmitri arrived. Galina looked him over with a fresh outlook. This was the man that was protecting Nik and had been assigned to him by the Russian Intelligence Agency. She could see why too. The man was taller than Nik by several inches and seemed to loom over everyone. He was broader in the shoulders as well. Nik wasn’t a small man but compared to Dmitri, he looked diminutive and tiny. Galina barely came up to his chest.

      She listened as Nik explained that they were going to be having a cup of coffee for a bit and he wouldn’t be home for a while. Several frowns, a few grunts, and the shake of his head had Dmitri meeting them at Tsar’s as well. Whatever it took to keep them safe was fine with her! The trio walked out to the Aston Martin, with Nik and Galina getting inside, locking the doors. Dmitri gave a silent nod and walked into the inky parking lot towards his own vehicle. As his headlights flashed, Nik put the car in reverse and quietly followed the unassuming black ford sedan down the road.

      Once parked, they quickly hurried inside and sat at a table in the very back of the restaurant. Dmitri sat on his own closer to the door so he could keep watch. Nik instructed their waiter to get Dmitri ‘whatever he wanted’ and put it on Nik’s bill. Galina couldn’t help but laugh at the brilliant smile the hulking man gave Nik as he waved from across the room. Nik gave him a thumbs up and grinned at Galina.

      “I bet he orders an entire cow for dinner,” he teased idly. “The man is good at taking care of me and putting away the steaks.”

      “Probably has to be in order to keep up his metabolism. If you haven’t noticed he is the size of a small giant.”

      “A yeti” Nik corrected and smiled when she laughed. “Are you feeling a bit better? You looked absolutely terrified earlier.”

      “I am,” she admitted in a hushed whisper, lowering her head towards his. “I’m not going to lie about it. We are strangers, yet I’ve given you enough information to put me away for a long time – and you? You’ve easily admitted to hacking into one of the most secure computers in the world to just ‘look around’. We are enemies, opposite teams…” she told him sadly.

      “You don’t feel like an enemy.”

      “Neither do you, yet you are.”

      “So, what do we do?”

      “Split ways? Give me the information I need and then disappear so you are safe?”

      “Sweet little American,” he said sadly, “I don’t think I will ever be safe. The program I built is designed to help people, but if used by the wrong people it could be devastating.”

      “So then why’d you build it?”

      “I wanted to do more, give back to my people, and programming seemed so easy for me. When I realized that it was a double-edged sword, it was too late. I’d made a name for myself online and -oh my gosh…” Nik stopped, his jaw dropped open as he pointed.

      Galina whirled around in sheer terror expecting to see people filing into the restaurant with guns, but instead she saw a massive platter being delivered to Dmitri’s table. A large shank of meat with the bone sticking out of it was being served to him as well as an entire pie. The large man had tucked a napkin into his shirt like a bib and was eagerly awaiting his dinner.

      “My word,” Galina breathed, turning back to Nik. “Don’t you feed him at home?”

      “He just ate a twelve-inch sub sandwich before we left for the theater,” he told her in disbelief. They just sat there silently as their coffee was brought to the table along with a large slice of Medovik and two spoons. She’d never had the cake, only a version of it on special occasions at home.

      The delicate pastry was supposedly extremely popular according to the waiter, and looked divine. A variety of layers of pastry, creams and honey made her salivate at the thought of biting into the confection. She waited for several moments silently before Nik urged her to try it. Galina felt odd sharing a plate with Nik; it seemed so ‘boyfriend-ish’ a thing to do. She took a bite and moaned softly as the creamy sweetness dissolved on her tongue.

      “Mercy me, that is divine,” she breathed.

      “I’m a bit jealous that the cake made you moan like that,” he muttered huskily.

      “You shouldn’t say things like that,” Galina admonished, embarrassed. “I’ve never been one to starve myself and I enjoy a good meal. I’m sure someday I will regret it.”

      “I’m sure you’ll always be beautiful.”

      “Stop,” she said playfully, feeling shy. “You’ll give me a complex.”

      “Looking at that smile is like basking in the sun. Warm, welcoming, and essential for life.”

      “Now you’ve really got to stop,” she protested, feeling her cheeks heat up with embarrassment. “Nik, I think we should focus on what’s important right now- like what is next. I mean, if we’re being followed then nowhere is safe for us. I don’t know if they’ll hurt us or just try to get information out of us.”

      “If you take a copy of my program back home, what will your government do with it?”

      “What does it do?”

      “You can re-route or control any system from the ground that is in the sky. Satellites, shuttle equipment, rockets that are in orbit,” he said meaningfully, looking at her. “It’s helpful if someone needs aid, like an airplane that has a malfunction – but what happens if it gets in the wrong hands? So again, I ask you: what does the CIA want with my program?”

      “What will your country do with it?”

      “I don’t know,” he answered honestly. “But I can’t give it to them.”

      “They don’t have it?”

      “I never told them I finished it. I couldn’t. They still think I’m having problems with calculations.”

      “I’m confused. You said it wasn’t done, and now it is? So where is it?”

      “Hidden,” Nik told her, taking a bite of the cake. “This is delicious, isn’t it?”

      “Good,” she said softly. “Don’t tell me because I don’t want to know. It gives me deniability.”

      “Which is why no one else knows where it is until I narrow down the spectrum to where it can only help the space program. That is what I originally built it for but I opened Pandora’s Box and realized there was so much more I could do. Problem was I didn’t realize I shouldn’t- until it was too late.”

      “It’s never too late.”

      “I will never be free to live my life or dream of seeing the stars like my father had.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I will be kept under thumb until the government gets the program.”

      “And then what happens?” Nik shrugged and looked away silently. “What does that mean? You won’t be free or you think they’ll do something to you?”

      “I don’t know,” he admitted, sipping his coffee. “But I am positive there will always be another project or military weapon that needs tweaking. I’m really good at what I do, Galina.”

      “What if you came with me to the States under a diplomatic immunity? You could help us and we could give you sanctuary.”

      “And the program, is that the key to getting in the door?”

      “Possibly, but we sure wouldn’t bump you off the moment you walked through the door,” she protested, outraged.

      “I don’t mean to insult you, but aren’t you being watched now too?”

      “Yes…no. Well, yes I am, but I think they are wanting information. Maybe if I dangle the carrot, they’ll back off?”

      “How?”

      “I could send them some photos of your apartment from the street. Maybe let them know that the software is still being written and you are stuck,” she offered. “I could tell them something to release the pressure off of us.”

      “I like that you said ‘us’,” he said gently, reaching across the table to take her hand in his. Nik rubbed his thumb across her knuckles tenderly. “I’m glad I met you.”

      “Same here. I can’t believe it’s only been a few days. It feels like forever…in a good way.”

      “I understand. Eat up, sweet Galina. We’ll figure out something together and get out of this mess.” They sat there trying to make small talk as they finished the delicacy. Sipping on her coffee, she glanced over to see that Dmitri had eaten the entire piece of meat and was working on eating the pie out of the pie-plate. She shook her head and smiled.

      Her life really had changed over the last several days, more than she ever realized. A spy in Russia meeting an amazing man and monstrous bodyguard having sweets while discussing espionage. Yes, it had been a strange week.
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      Dmitri and Nik escorted Galina back to her hotel room, walking her directly to the door as she threw the deadbolt from inside the room. She understood, they were both concerned. If she was being watched, then neither was safe. Nik already knew he wasn’t. She waited patiently for Nik to text that he was back at his condo, safe, before she could relax. While she truly enjoyed the touring of the city, it was much too dangerous. Nik had suggested they simply get out of town and drive through the countryside, but that made her a bit leery too. She’d seen enough movies to know that if the bad guys were after you, a car chase always happened. Why put yourself in harm’s way?

      The next morning, Galina sighed heavily as she buckled her seatbelt and frowned at Nik. He’d insisted, and had packed a small picnic for them. He claimed that ‘no one should see only St. Petersburg, but rather a tourist should see all that Russia has to offer’.

      “You know I think this is a bad idea,” she reiterated. “Have you ever seen a James Bond movie or any spy film? Unless you are going to tell me that you have rockets under the license plate or this beautiful car turns into a jet boat – then maybe we should hide out in town. Being alone on the road or on a picnic seems like we are inviting danger.”

      “Did anyone ever tell you that you have an active imagination?” he chuckled, sliding into the driver’s seat. This time, Galina didn’t resist the urge to admire Nik and chalked it up to her espionage blood that was pumping full steam ahead. James Bond always kissed the pretty girls, maybe it was role reversal at its finest in real life? She was the spy, he was awfully handsome and nice to look at – now all he needed was a classic pun name and they’d have a hit movie on their hands!

      Ivan Tokissu

      Lem Mepeekachu

      Galina smothered a laugh at the stupid names she was coming up with for Nik in her head. There was no way she’d ever utter them aloud for anyone. They drove out of town and she saw all the buildings fall behind them, ahead just open road with trees lining the highway.

      “Where are we headed for this impromptu picnic?”

      “Towards the border of Finland and Russia. There’s a large beautiful lake up that way that I thought I’d show you.”

      “That seems so odd to hear you say we are headed to Finland. I mean, that is like me saying, well we’ll have dinner in Virginia tonight. It’s a bordering state of Maryland and feels like nothing to me to say it.”

      “Tell me about your home,” he asked, his voice curious and almost wistful.

      “You’d love it,” she admitted. “There is so much to see and do there. I live near Washington D.C. and there are so many landmarks, so much history there. You could see the Lincoln Memorial, The White House, The Smithsonian museum, and if that doesn’t peak your curiosity? There are so many re-enactments of battles from the Civil War that make you realize how far we’ve come as a nation. Oh, and colonial Williamsburg! You could see what it was like when the United States was first founded.”

      “Sounds interesting.”

      “It is. I really think you’d love the Smithsonian. They have an Air and Space branch there that you’d get a kick out of…or maybe someday we could see Cape Canaveral and watch a shuttle launch.”

      “You know me pretty well, don’t you?” he said with a soft smile. “I always wanted to see NASA someday and as a boy, I dreamed of going into space, until my father passed away. Now, I would rather be an essential part of making the launch successful rather than floating in the vacuum of space. I like my oxygen quite a bit,” he teased.

      “I think you would be a wonderful addition to them and I would be happy to see if my boss can pull some strings for you,” she offered.

      “The same boss that didn’t tell you that they were sending someone else to Russia too?”

      “Well, when you put it like that – yes, I guess that is a bad idea.”

      “I’m pretty sure travel is out of my future plans anytime soon unless it’s you and I on a helicopter flying around some beautiful scenery.”

      “That sounds pretty neat except for the helicopter bit…oh,” she stopped suddenly seeing his smile fade away as the car came to a stop. She saw the chopper up ahead waiting for them. “You meant us, today…like now?”

      “I did but we don’t have to go if you don’t want to,” he began.

      “I’m just a little weird about the thought of being in a glass bubble high up in the air.”

      “Not a lot of difference from riding in an airplane.”

      “Which I will need to do eventually in order to get home to America, so let’s not go there,” she blurted out. “I’m sure the countryside is lovely but…”

      “You won’t be alone,” he offered with a smile.

      “No, I know – it just makes me nervous.”

      “Trust me with more than just your secrets,” Nik said softly, his eyes watching her intently. She could see that he wasn’t talking about just the helicopter ride, but something more, something she was afraid to identify because she knew that they couldn’t have a future on opposite sides of the world. It would require a bigger leap of faith than she was ready to take as of yet. Nodding, he got out of the car and opened the passenger door for her, extending his hand.

      “Just think of it as the biggest adventure of your life.”

      “That is putting all of this mildly,” she said nervously, putting her hand in his. Two could play his game. She felt like he was asking for so much more than just what he hinted at. Understatement extraordinaire. Galina noticed her hand trembled as she put it in his warm palm. His fingers curled around hers as he smiled at her confidently.

      “I’ve got you my lovely little American,” he murmured. “Let me spoil you and show you everything magical that I can before reality intrudes on us. Let’s pretend that there are no borders, no one is after us. It’s just you and me.”

      Nodding, she followed him to the helicopter and found herself ducking abnormally low out of sheer anxiety. The blades that soared above their heads blurred due to their speed and the rush of wind nearly knocked her over. She climbed inelegantly into the small egg-shaped glass enclosure and swallowed hard as she was buckled in by Nik.

      Her hands were shaking so much she wasn’t sure she’d be able to fasten it herself. Nik sat directly beside her and immediately took her hand in his. Galina curled her arm around his as if she was wrapping herself around the only thing she felt gave her a sense of security. Glancing down, she quickly shut her eyes and began to breathe quickly as she felt a full-blown panic attack ensuing.

      Don’t think about the glass bottom of the helicopter, Galina! That was not grass you saw beneath your feet. You are safe …and OMGOSH are we moving? she thought, panicked, breathing even faster with her eyes pinched tightly. As several minutes passed, she got used to the mechanical noise of the motor turning the blades above them and the movement of the helicopter. Cracking open one eye slowly, she began to release the death grip on Nik’s arm as she saw the beauty surrounding them. She saw Nik smiling warmly at her and nodding in approval.

      Lake Ladoga was massive in its splendor. The water was a deep blue that was dotted with jutting rock in areas that had formed islands over time. Piney woods surrounded the lake, making it look like an idyllic scene… out of a fairy tale, she thought, as one island revealed a small castle upon it. Stunned by the view, she forgot all about her fear as she watched in sheer wonder as they flew over.

      In complete shock, they started to descend as the helicopter landed almost in the middle of the fortress. A nod from the pilot had him flipping off overhead switches before he got out of the helicopter, opening the side door for Galina. She climbed out gingerly and saw Nik follow close by. He turned, handed several folded bills to the man, and grabbed a backpack off the floor of the helicopter.

      “Shall we?”

      “Are we supposed to be here?”

      “Absolutely. This is my treat,” he said with a grin. “Let the adventure begin, right?”

      “I think the adventure started a few days ago,” she muttered under her breath in truthfulness and realization. Nothing had been or felt the same since she’d waved hello to him. Her world had turned completely upside down and spun like a wild top since that very first moment they’d exchanged hellos on that park bench. They walked towards the walls of the stone fortress, feeling like the only two people in the world right now; not another soul was in sight. As they scaled the stone steps up to the wall of the parapets, Galina couldn’t help the smile on her face as she saw the paradise they were in.

      “You are spoiling me,” she admitted, staring at the water below and laughing happily as she saw a seal dive into the water not far from the shore. “Just look at all of this, Nik. I don’t know what to say or think right now.”

      “You don’t have to say anything.”

      “I feel,” she breathed, seeing him lean in towards her. His lips drawing closer in almost slow motion. “I feel so…” His lips touched hers at that moment and she shut her eyes in exquisite pleasure. Warm arms wrapped around her, pulling her into his embrace as she surrendered to the unfiltered feelings that were blossoming between them. She felt a tenderness deep in her soul that was almost encompassing.

      Breaking the kiss, she lay her head on his chest and heard Nik’s heart hammering wildly under her cheek. The soft drumming made her smile as her own pulse seemed to beat in time with his. A simple kiss made her body melt and her heart soar. Surely that something so perfect couldn’t be wrong? She believed deep in her heart that they were meant to meet, that their destinies were supposed to cross.

      “I am never going to be ready to say goodbye to you,” he whispered against her hair as he cradled her against him. Galina felt tears spring to her eyes at the thought of leaving or losing what precious happiness she’d found since meeting him.

      “We don’t have to say goodbye yet,” she said softly. “I’ve got at least a week or two before I have to return, unless I get notification earlier for some reason. Let’s make the best of the time we have right now.”

      “That is why I brought us here. I wanted to show you more of Russia, hoping that maybe it would be enough to tempt you to stay.”

      “What about you coming to the States someday? I thought you wanted to travel the world and see the sights?”

      “Galina, I will never be free and I know it. They’ll hold me here because of what I know and what I could do for them.”

      Standing there silently in his arms, she stared out at the peaceful water, wishing it would soothe her soul. She knew deep down inside that Nik was right. The Russian Intelligence Agency would never let their greatest asset leave without securing Nik’s return somehow.
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      Galina found herself admiring Nik’s outlook and personality. He wasn’t just handsome beyond anything she’d ever seen before,  but she found herself reaching for him, wanting that constant touch between them. Something as simple as holding his hand made her feel calm and grounded. They would talk about a subject and he would start to answer, grow quiet for a moment, and then respond.

      It fascinated her because it was like someone who was playing a chess match mentally in his head, looking for all the angles before deciding his next move. That was part of the reason she was so flattered and amazed at the tenderness growing between them. He was careful, but with her it was like watching a queen move boldly across the chessboard.

      Nik moved directly to Galina.`

      She was the exact opposite of him. She was the king on the board, taking things one step at a time- in any direction she chose when she was confident. Methodical, slow and decisive – a planner. That was why she felt rushed leaving for Russia so quickly. She wanted to do her research, be ready for whatever could come at her. Nothing prepared her for the feelings she had growing towards Nik.

      Pouring Galina some hot tea from a thermos, Nik handed her a sandwich that he’d had hidden away in his backpack as they took a seat on a small wooden bench. He thought of everything, and it all seemed focused on romancing her. As if he could read her thoughts, he suddenly smiled shyly at her.

      “Did you wear your necklace?” She hooked her thumb under her shirt collar and held up a corner of the chain to show him she had it on. “Good. I wondered if you liked it.”

      “I adore it, even if it was too much.”

      “Nothing is too much when it comes to you.”

      “Nik, you shouldn’t say things like that,” she admitted softly and accepted the small collapsible plastic cup from him. “We both know that I will have to go back to America soon enough and you’ll be here.”

      “That’s no life anymore,” he told her. “It was fine at first, but that is like being in a room that is pitch black. When someone shines sunlight in the room, you feel the brightness and it is blinding-but it also shows any flaws that were once hidden. When the darkness comes back, you are scared and feel so alone.” He stopped and took a bite of his sandwich, looking away from her where she sat next to him.  “I’m not ready and I don’t think I will ever be,” he confessed.

      “I know,” she admitted. “I know it sounds crazy, but I feel so drawn to you, and its tearing me up to think that I am leaving someone that I already consider to be essential to my life, my happiness.” Nik reached over and squeezed her hand, staring off into the distance silently.

      “What if we left together?”

      “Come again?” she asked, startled, thinking she might have misheard him.

      “What if we left Russia together and crossed a border into another country. I think I could hide us until we had new papers drawn up or had help from your country. That is the part I can’t or don’t know how to figure. It could be days, weeks or months before we could safely travel by airplane to the United States. Until then we would be pretending to be someone else and hope that it was good enough. I could hide us digitally. Fake accounts, fake histories. It would take some time but… I could do it.”

      Staring at him in shock, she was floored by what he was suggesting. He wanted to leave Russia with her and was coming up with a plan to try to escape. Nik would be a fugitive from a country he loved – and she would be an accomplice if they were caught.

      “What about your mother? Your things, your car?”

      “My mother has someone now and I have already set her up for life financially. The money from my apps goes directly into an account she doesn’t know about. I just have to say the word and it’s transferred into her bank account. My mother is a beautiful soul, she’d want me to be happy.”

      “Would you be?”

      “I think I could be if you were with me,” he admitted. “I care for you a lot, Galina.”

      “Think about this,” she cautioned. “You’d never be welcomed back into Russia if you left as a fugitive. They are going to accuse you of stealing information from them and giving it to whatever country you end up in – regardless if it’s America or not. It could start a war, or what if your new home gave you back to prevent one? You’d come back a criminal with a life sentence ahead of you.”

      “My precious Galina,” he said tenderly, brushing her hair back from her head. His sad, knowing blue eyes were full of awareness and knowledge of what he was suggesting. He knew the consequences and understood. “I am looking at a life sentence, if you are gone. Don’t you know that already?”

      She lay her hand over his on her cheek and nodded. “I care for you too – all I am asking is for you to think about it and be sure this is what you want. I’m scared and I am certain you must be too, deep down inside. I don’t want you to have any regrets and I’m terrified you’ll blame me someday.”

      “I don’t think I ever could.”

      They finished their meal and walked around the fortress there. She’d never seen anything like it before and marveled at how secluded it was. The silence was broken only by a few birds calling as they flew over, and occasionally the bark of a seal in the water. It was breathtaking. Eventually the sun began to go down further and further in the sky, sending orange hues into the blue horizon.

      “Nik, this has been the most beautiful, peaceful day with you – thank you.”

      Nodding, he put his arm around her waist as they returned back to the helicopter where the pilot was waiting patiently. Galina saw he’d eaten his lunch and wadded it up into a small crumpled paper and was sitting in the seat of the helicopter, playing a video game on his phone.

      It was much easier to get into the helicopter for Galina when she didn’t have to fear the blades overhead. As she took her seat, she felt the entire vehicle shift slightly as the massive blades began to move and pick up speed. This time, she watched the entire lift off in silent trepidation, but a bit more at ease. She still ended up clenching Nik’s arm as the air currents made the entire contraption dip and shake as it glided along, but overall she felt much more relaxed than the first flight out to the fortress. Today’s visit would be something she would never forget; in fact – she would never, ever forget the past week.
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      They were both silent in the car as it sped down the road. Galina wanted to ask Nik what he was thinking or if he regretted saying anything, but couldn’t bring herself to say the words. She’d not heard back from the CIA as of yet and that concerned her.

      The original time frame had been weeks, then it was moved up to days. Had something happened that they needed the information immediately? She was afraid to share anything Nik had told her because she didn’t want to betray his confidences, nor jeopardize their budding relationship. She’d nearly blurted out how she felt when he admitted to being away from her was like a life sentence. She adored that about him, how wonderful and tender he was.

      Lost in thought, Galina barely had time to gasp as she heard Nik’s voice suddenly exclaim a curse word in Russian just moments before the headlights of a large truck careened into the beautiful, sleek Aston Martin.

      Everything seemed to move in slow motion as she turned to look at Nik. She saw the grill just outside of the driver side window seconds before it shattered into a million pieces, looking like a waterfall of diamonds, onto Nik. His eyes met hers and she knew this was bad. His arm flew forward in a useless attempt to hold her back in the seat as inertia moved his body into the center console hard. She saw the door frame and A-pillar near the windshield crumple as she screamed. The airbag in the steering wheel unfolded and inflated in a small cloud, covering the entire steering wheel.

      Galina felt her seatbelt snap and seize, yanking her back into the seat even further as the pretensioners in the system fired off at the split-second indication that they’d been in an accident. She felt her head hit something as the expensive luxury car careened into bushes and slammed into a tree. Everything went fuzzy and dim for a moment, causing her ears to ring.

      “Galina? Galina!” she heard Nik’s voice from far away before it came into focus. She turned her head to look at him and saw he was bleeding from his lip. Taking a moment, she shut her eyes and took inventory of her body. Everything ached, but nothing was broken. She had a whopper of a headache right now but seemed to be okay.

      “Galina are you okay?”

      “I think so, are you?”

      “Yes, but that wasn’t an accident. Galina, they came out of nowhere and he flipped his headlights on right before he hit us. We’ve got to get out of the car.”

      “Where’s the truck at?”

      “I think it’s still on the road. If they check on us, I don’t think we should be waiting here to be found.”

      “Can you move okay?”

      “Yes. My side hurts but I’ll be fine. Open your door sweetheart. Mine won’t open, I already tried it.”

      “Okay- Yes, it opens. How are you going to get out?”

      “As soon as you move, I’m coming over the console and hope I don’t hurt something else on the shifter,” he said flatly with a bloodied smile that made him wince. “I bit my lip something fierce and you hit your poor head. I can already see a bump starting.” She reached up to touch it and he pointed. “Not yet, we’ve gotta get out first. Then I will take a look at it.”

      Galina moved slowly out of the car feeling like everything was taking an extraordinary amount of effort. Nik climbed over the console and then stepped out of the car. Standing straight up, Nik put his finger up to his mouth and cupped a hand to his ear -that’s when she heard it.

      Russian voices.

      Nik’s own people were after him – or her. He slowly stepped forward and reached for her hand. She didn’t even question him, just blindly trusted him and followed closely behind. They moved into the darkness of the forest looking for a place to hide. As they walked, her eyes became acclimated to the darkness and faint moonlight from above, allowing her to see shadows and outlines of the shrubbery. There was nothing nearby, but off in the distance she could see lights from a city. She had no idea how far off it was, only that they couldn’t stay with the car. Nik suddenly moved to the left and crouched down blindly in a thicket, pulling her down with him into the brush.

      “Shh,” he whispered in her ear and held her tight against him. They couldn’t move because any disturbance caused a twig or leaf to make a noise. She could hear them walking in the distance and one of them was injured. He was complaining about his ankle and chest hurting as he walked. Finally, the other man angrily told him to go back to the truck.

      “They won’t get far on foot,” he said, and there was something that struck Galina as odd about his words, but she couldn’t focus right now. Her head was aching something fierce and she just wanted to snuggle against Nik’s warm arms. She shut her eyes and let the fatigue wash over her as she slipped into a light slumber.

      Galina awoke hours later stiff and sore. Her headache had faded quite a bit, but the cold of the ground was seeping through her clothing as the temperatures were dropping overnight. Nik had sat there holding her across his lap for an indeterminate amount of time. She glanced up at him and winced as she heard the rustle of movement.

      “I haven’t heard them for a while now,” he whispered softly. “You were sleeping and I hated to disturb you, but wasn’t sure if it was alright either. I’m a hacker, not a doctor, but I plan on taking you to one as soon as we are clear.” Galina nodded slowly and saw him wince again as he tried to smile.

      “Are you okay?”

      “You asked me if I was sure about escaping from Russia,” he said softly. “I am positive now. I can’t have you in danger and if something happened, there’d be no future for us.” He took her hand in his and lay it on his chest. “I want us to have a chance together someday.”

      “I do too.”

      “When we get back, I will start making arrangements as soon as possible.” She nodded, unsure and afraid. Fleeing a country was never something she’d ever imagined. She didn’t know where they would end up, only that the idea of never seeing Nik again hurt worse than the ache in her head.

      It tore at her heart.
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      Dmitri picked them up from the side of the road hours later. Galina and Nik spent hours sitting out there in the forest alone and hiding. They discussed plans on how they’d hide, and Nik smothered a laugh as she mentioned the first thing would be to get an inconspicuous vehicle to drive.

      The beautiful Aston Martin was gone and they would need something they could either drive and not raise a red flag … or ditch at a moment’s notice. She marveled at the technological ideas he had regarding scrambling their phone signals so they couldn’t be traced. It would give them a tether to use for the internet or call their families if needed. They could call no one else once this plan was put into play. They’d be completely alone- not even Dmitri could come to their rescue if things got bad.

      They walked past the crushed Aston as they headed to the road to meet the bodyguard. There were bits of glass and plastic scattered everywhere. The silver car was barely visible from the road where it lay massacred. The front of the car had given way, forming almost a ‘U’ shape where the tree trunk stood strongly and refused to give. The side of the car had been horrifically crumbled with streaks of black paint all up and down the side. The silver car that had once been so sleek now looked like someone had wadded up tinfoil and attempted to smooth it out slightly.

      “I’m so sorry, Nik.”

      “I don’t care as long as you are alright. How are you feeling?”

      “Much better.”

      “Good,” he said firmly when he saw Dmitri’s car pull up. “Say nothing. If there is any suggestion or hint at our plans, I’m afraid that they’d stop us.”

      “I won’t say a word.”

      As Dmitri put the car in park, he got out, stood up, and stared at the car in momentary surprise – then at Nik and Galina. Grunting, he got back into the driver’s seat without another word. Nik insisted on Galina sitting in the back seat and he took the passenger seat. A little surprised he didn’t sit with her, she also comprehended why.

      If something happened on the way home, the car was another target – one he intended to steer- if at all possible. She hated to admit it but if there were gunshots, she could also lay down in the back seat in self-preservation. She understood Nik’s reasoning and unspoken suggestion. The drive back into St. Petersburg was a silent one and seemed to take forever in the small vehicle. As they finally arrived at her hotel, both men insisted on walking her up to her room. Opening the door, Dmitri stepped inside the hotel room to inspect it and make sure there was no one waiting for her. Nik kissed her tenderly and leaned in to whisper in her ear.

      “Don’t text me in case your phone is tapped. I’ll look at it tomorrow,” he said almost silently and nodded, looking directly into her eyes. “Let’s grab lunch tomorrow with Dmitri,” Nik said aloud in front of the bodyguard. “He can pick the spot since he’s got the only running car right now.”

      “Someplace with massive steaks?” Galina suggested, picking up on the ploy. She’d never even dreamt that her phone security might have been compromised, but it was a possibility. They would know where she was at in a moment’s notice by tracing her. Nik mentioned ‘no red flags’ – but turning off the tracing on her phone would be a massive one waved for anyone watching. Could he secure what they needed that fast or would they meet a couple of times over the next few days?

      “Get some rest, my little American, and call me if you need anything,” he said, pointing at the desk phone just inside her door. The hint was blatant and she understood. He thought her phone was bugged, but the hotel phone was a lot less likely to be. Whoever it was would have had to have known what room she was in and when she would have arrived. Or they would have had to access her room when she wasn’t there.

      “Lock the door and push the chair up under the handle,” he instructed and she could see the worry in his eyes.

      “I’ll be fine, Nik,” she reassured him. “You let me know when you get home safely and I’ll see you tomorrow.”

      “Sounds good.” He kissed her one more time, drawing another grunt from Dmitri nearby, and then slowly stepped away. Galina shut the door, throwing the deadbolt and the other safety latch. She pushed the desk chair up under the handle as he instructed, finally allowing herself to let out a deep breath. They were about to take a massive step together becoming fugitives, and Galina had not even told him that she was falling for him.

      She took her time going through her things to see what was needed and vital -or to see what could be pared down even further from her travels. She wanted to be ready at the drop of a hat in case they needed to leave with no notice. Once that was done, she called her family and made innocent idle chitchat about how her trip was going so far. She described the buildings and sights she’d seen so far, but avoided discussing anything regarding Nik – or even Dmitri. She received Nik’s simple text, ‘I’ll see you tomorrow’ and knew he was home safely.

      Hanging up the phone, she took a long leisurely bath, laying there listening to the silence and thinking. Resisting the urge to go out and explore around the rest of the day, she stayed put knowing that it was best and safest for her. The fact that someone had gone out of their way to hit their car, sending them careening into a tree, was crazy and boggled her mind.

      Part of her wanted to reach out to the CIA and ask for help, but another part of her wanted to see if they were aware of what had happened. If they were watching her -had they seen the accident or had they been involved? The people that had hit the Aston Martin spoke Russian, but that didn’t mean anything…Galina did too. If they were involved, what did that mean for her and her safety? What kind of country did she love and support if they could turn on her like this?

      Thinking about the possibilities made her head spin and ache even more than the lingering headache she had going. She didn’t want to tell Nik earlier that she’d really taken a hit because she was actually feeling much better now. For a while there, she was really concerned that she’d had a concussion or something. Walking to her bed, she fluffed up her pillows and stacked them up. She lay down lazily and decided to watch television until she fell asleep, thankful that both of them were alive and relatively uninjured.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Dmitri and Nik arrived at her hotel room the next day about 11 AM. Nik had a light to his eyes and a hidden smile that made her feel hopeful. As she pulled the door closed behind her, she heard Dmitri’s stomach growl loudly and grinned, knowing that the bodyguard could eat enough food to feed an army.

      In no time, Galina found herself sitting in a booth off in the corner of a bustling restaurant that looked almost like some sort of dive bar. Dmitri was talking with the waitress and ordering several things off the menu. Picking up her own laminated menu, she saw that the restaurant was more of a pub, serving burgers and such.

      “How are you feeling?”

      “Better – and you?”

      “Bruised but okay,” he said quietly. “Change your mind or are you ready?”

      “I’m packed,” she announced softly. “Whenever you say the word, I’m scared but prepared to go.”

      “You don’t have to.”

      “No, I know, but I feel like that we have no choice anymore.”

      “It will be alright. I hope you know that,” he told her, reaching across the table. “I will do everything in my power to make sure you are safe and make it home to your family.”

      “I know.”

      Listening carefully to his softly spoken words, she was impressed by what he’d done already in preparation for their departure. Nik had been a busy man! He’d scheduled a loop in the security camera of her hotel that would show them walking in and out of the room at random times over the next few days. So, if someone pulled the footage, they’d be seen. He had also taken his phone’s signal and ‘housed’ it in another building, scrambling his own so he could move about town without being tracked. He had two leads on used cars to purchase for cash and was meeting them this evening. If he bought one, Galina needed to be ready to go tonight.

      “Once I get the car, the timer will start. I can’t have it parked out front long or they will be able to trace it. When we leave your hotel room, I will take down the cameras in town so we can make our exit unnoticed.” Nik stared at his glass in concentration. She could see he was moving the ‘mental chess pieces’ in his mind, making sure whatever path they chose -they’d be safe.

      “They are going to assume that we are heading for the nearest border, if they guess our intent. That would be Finland. I was thinking we go the opposite direction, travelling through Belarus and crossing the border into Poland. There, they will have people that are familiar with our language, but it’s close enough not to raise a red flag. The more borders we cross, the more we could pop up on radar. If you want to continue on, we can head for Germany or France?”

      “Poland is fine,” she agreed. “It doesn’t matter to me. Wherever we go, we’ll need to find shelter and disappear into town. A large town would be easier to blend in, but a small one would be less likely to have street cameras or things to identify us.”

      “Exactly.”

      “What about identification cards? Won’t we get stopped at the border with our passports?”

      “No. I have already looked up yours and when they scan it at the checkpoint – it’s going to flag my neighbor as travelling,” he said with a grin. “You are going to be a fifty-year-old woman when they pull up the records and I will be a middle aged, father of four.”

      “Are you?”

      “What?”

      “A father of four children?”

      “No, but someday I’d like a family. For now, I picked the least inconspicuous people I could find.”

      “Are you going to be okay eloping with this fifty-year-old woman?” she asked with a grin, teasing him. “By the way, I look great for my age.”

      “Eloping?” he said with a soft smile, his eyes warm and tender. “I’d be thrilled to.”

      “You know what I meant,” she muttered embarrassed.

      “I know, but I prefer what you said,” he admitted, kissing her knuckles warmly. “First thing is first, I’ve got to get you safe.”

      “Us,” she said firmly. “We’ve got to get out of Russia safely together.”

      “Yes ma’am.”

      The waiter took that moment to interrupt them as they ordered. Galina ordered a large hamburger, thinking of home, and Nik ordered the same. They talked for a few more moments and Galina’s phone dinged loudly. She pulled it out of her purse and read the text message.

      “What does it say?” Nik asked. “I don’t mean to intrude, but it might affect things.”

      “They want to know if I’ve acquired the schematics. I wasn’t told to – I was told to find out if you had taken information from us,” she whispered confused, looking at Nik. “What do I say? Do I tell him no?”

      “Tell him yes but you are out right now. Tell him you’ll email it later,” he instructed.

      “But I don’t have anything to send and if I do, they will schedule my flight home immediately,” she protested.

      “I will give you something to tide him over and buy time.”

      “But your work,” she whispered in shock.

      “It will be safe and it will get the heat off of you, giving us time,” he told her, nodding. “I’m not going to let anything happen. It will be okay. May I see your phone for a few minutes?”

      Galina handed it over without question and watched as he flew through several screens, tapping away at the tiny glass faceplate as his fingers moved quickly. He really was a whiz at getting into systems and knowing where to go. He pulled his phone out and opened the screen, flipping through windows on his phone and then looking back at hers. As the waiter brought out their food, Nik kept working and simply moved the phones to the side.

      “I locked myself out,” she told the waiter as he looked at Nik curiously. “Forgot my iTunes password and he’s fixing it for me. Isn’t that sweet?” The waiter shook his head and walked away from them. Galina saw Nik grin at her, winking before he went back to work. She was curious what he was doing on there but instead sat quietly, picking up a French fry off her plate. Nik held the phone aloft, took a snapshot of his phone screen for a split second – only to bury his head in her phone again.

      “Thought so,” he whispered several moments later. “There’s a tracer on your phone. Did you give your phone to anyone before you left the United States? The tracer is buried deep in your programming.”

      “No, I wouldn’t have – wait,” she said suddenly horrified. “They did a background check on me and I had to go into a private room. Everything went in Ziploc bags, in bins, along a wall. It looked very routine.”

      “Everything went in – like your watch too?” he asked, pointing at Galina’s pink apple watch. She unbuckled it immediately and tossed it on the table between them like it was poisonous.

      “Oh my gosh,” she breathed. “Everything. They had my purse, my wallet, my keys…they had my life story at their fingertips for about an hour while I went through testing.”

      “I’ll take care of you,” he consoled, reaching across the table and patting her hand. “It’s okay. I’m tweaking it right now. It’s going to show you are here permanently. I’m dropping a virtual pin here and wiping the tracer. I’ll do the same with your watch so the two coincide. Eat your lunch while it’s hot.”

      Obediently, she began to eat and watched him work. It was a good thing Dmitri was across the room from them, plowing through his food distractedly. He had several plates around him, and was picking food off of each one randomly. Galina saw Nik flipping through her photos and nearly upset the table reaching for her phone.

      “Hey! That’s not part of the security on the phone,” she whispered scathingly, trying to grab the iPhone from him.

      “No, it’s not, but I was curious if you had a boyfriend back home,” he admitted.

      “Do you think I would have ever kissed you if I had?”

      “No, but it doesn’t hurt to see what the past competition looked like.”

      “There is no competition,” she snarled softly, aggravated that he was still flipping through the photos on her phone. Some were work, some were personal and some were just downright embarrassing. Galina reached for the phone again.

      “I feel exactly the same way,” Nik said with a warm smile, handing it to her. “It’s clean now- no tracer. I think we need to take a few photos together too. There is only one of us together and that’s not nearly enough. Your watch will reset in just a few moments and that will remove the tracer from it too. Before we leave the restaurant, we’ll check your purse for anything else that could have a digital tag.”

      Nik picked up his burger and began eating it, then mumbled aloud that Dmitri was watching them and had finished eating. Their time alone together was coming to an end and this meant that she would be soon escorted back to the hotel for her own safety, or the three of them would be hanging out together simply to increase their numbers. Galina was unarmed and certainly wasn’t a fighter. She was a planner, strategist and so was Nik. Dmitri was the only real ‘muscle’ they had on their side – and he was only on their side while he believed them to be helping the Russian Intelligence Agency. He was protecting a valuable asset of theirs…Nik Petrov.

      Galina had no one here on her side…except Nik.
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      Galina ended up inviting Nik and Dmitri into her hotel room simply because she was bored and lonely. The idea of sitting alone all afternoon in the silence would mean that she would do nothing but think. She could not focus on Nik’s plan to flee his country because it sounded so insane to her. The idea of being able to get away seemed so ludicrous but then again, so did hacking into a computer system – and he did that easily. He seemed to have absolute confidence that it could be done and didn’t seem worried at all. She, however, needed something to get her mind off of things.

      The trio ended up watching Russian game shows and the news into late in the afternoon before ordering pizza. Galina couldn’t have planned a better way to spend the day. She was sitting on the tiny divan in the hotel with Nik’s arm wrapped around her shoulder, listening to him laugh or call out answers to the gameshow questions. Dmitri finally laughed at American Ninja Warrior as someone took a painful looking tumble into the water- startling both Nik and Galina as they stared at him in shock before looking at each other and laughing. Apparently the large, gruff man liked to see the physical contests of skills and it amused him to no end to see someone fail.

      Checking his watch, Nik abruptly stood. Galina felt her stomach lurch in reaction. He’d mentioned he was meeting with someone regarding a vehicle and it must be time. She remembered his words, Once I buy a car- our timer starts. We’ll have to go or the car will be recognized.

      “Is something wrong?” she asked innocently, playing it off.

      “I forgot I had an appointment. I’ll see you tomorrow, okay?” Nik said quickly and urged Dmitri towards the door. “C’mon big man,” he prompted.

      “T.V.” Dmitri said firmly with a deep frown. Greaaaaat, she drawled out mentally with a frown, seeing the frustration on Nik’s face. The man wanted to finish the television show that amused him so much.

      “I guess you can go by yourself or I could go with you,” she offered and saw Nik’s frown at the idea of the two of them being on the streets alone. “Surely you’ll be safe the one-time Dmitri wants to shirk his duty,” she said innocently, knowing that the proud man would be upset at her words. Sure enough, Dmitri flew to his feet and growled at her.

      “I know my duty, American girl.”

      “Galina be nice- things are different here,” Nik said firmly, frowning as Dmitri looked at him, and the moment Dmitri glared at her – Nik gave her two thumbs up behind his back, grinning from ear to ear proudly. Galina almost laughed out loud.

      “I’m sorry, Dmitri. You’ve been a wonderful host and it was rude of me,” she said dutifully, smiling at the giant man who’d been a terrific host the past day or two. She’d only said it because she knew it would get under his skin and Nik was under pressure to get to his meeting about the car. Nik quickly ushered the large man out of the hotel room and smiled at Galina over his shoulder.

      “Lock it behind us and I’ll see you tomorrow,” Nik announced, acting like nothing out of the ordinary was going on. She nodded and immediately threw the deadbolt. She’d seen Nik program the hotel phone number into his phone the second Dmitri went into the bathroom. He’d also texted from Galina’s phone a photo of Nik’s computer screen with the words ‘getting it this week for you’ to Adrian Dima, her boss. Nik would call the hotel, not her cell phone, when he was on the way.

      Galina got her bag out of the hotel armoire that was in her room, double-checked the safe to make sure she hadn’t forgotten anything inside, and gathered up her toiletries – just in case. She put everything by the hotel door and lay down in her bed, staring out of the large window at St. Petersburg.

      The setting sun glowed orange and cast a shadow on the onion domes belonging to the Church of the Resurrection, making them look black against the brilliant sky. It seemed so long ago she was on a park bench, where she’d first met Nik. Shutting her eyes, she focused on Nik, thinking of his smile, the way he held her hands or kissed her…as she finally fell asleep.
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        * * *

      

      Galina heard the shrill ring near her head and stared at the old phone in confusion. It took her a moment before she comprehended what was going on. What time was it? Yanking up the receiver, she glanced at her cell phone to see that it was barely 2AM.

      “Galina?” she heard Nik’s voice in the receiver. “Are you ready?”

      “Yes.”

      “I’ll pick you up downstairs on the side entrance. I’ve got the cameras on a loop but I don’t want the front desk people to be able to identify you. I’ll be there in five minutes.”

      “Okay,” she replied and pulled her hair back into a ponytail. Quickly brushing her teeth with the small disposable toothbrush that had been left in her room by housekeeping, she threw it in the trash bin and silently opened her hotel room door. The hotel was eerily silent at this hour and she kept expecting to see someone come around the corner at any moment. Getting to the stairwell, she opened the door and quickly ran down the steps.

      She’d seen enough horror movies to know that nothing good hung out in stairwells and didn’t intend to be here long. She exited the building into the night and saw headlights pulling nearby. A large Volkswagen bus pulled up and Nik grinned at her.

      “You ready for this?”

      “Will this thing run long enough for us to get away?”

      “This machine is a beauty. It will run for a while and the owner just put a new motor in it two months ago. Plus, the seats lay down in the back so we can sleep in the van instead of getting a hotel room.”

      “Beauty is a bit of a stretch,” she hedged, opening the sliding door and putting her bags in the back. Climbing into the passenger front seat, she buckled up and glanced at Nik.

      “Nervous?” he asked.

      “Petrified,” she admitted. “I’ve never been more anxious in my life.”

      “We’ll be okay- I promise. I would do anything to keep you safe.”

      “What will your mother say? Your family?”

      “She knows,” he confessed thickly. “I went to fill up the tank and swung by her house for a moment to say goodbye. She said for me to call when I could and take care of myself. That was hard to say goodbye.”

      “I’m so sorry.”

      “Me too.” Nik put the van into gear and drove down the nearly deserted roads quickly heading out of town. “If you want to sleep, you can. Just lean back the seat so you can stay buckled.”

      “I don’t think I could sleep just yet. I’m wide awake,” she confessed staring out of the window, her mind a turbulent mess of feelings and emotions. She was fleeing a country, hiding from her own country and praying that things would turn out alright. If they found them, what would happen? As the city lights faded behind them, Galina watched as Nik turned off his cell phone with finality and put it in the empty ashtray.

      The look on his face was unfathomable. With as many doubts as she had, she was positive that he must be struggling as well. He was becoming a fugitive and refugee from his homeland. Galina dug out her own phone and powered it down, setting it in the ashtray with his.

      “I’m glad you are here.”

      “Me too,” she admitted.

      “Are you worried?”

      “Not yet. I turned off the street cameras in town so they can’t get our license plates or vehicle information. When we get to a stopping point, I can do it again but I need to be careful. If they realize the ‘blind’ areas are us then it’s like putting a pinpoint on the map. That is why I thought the van might be good for us; we can pull into a park and rest without being watched.” The hum of the engine created a white noise that was almost comforting as they drove on in silence now.

      “What do you want to see first in Poland or America?”

      “In Poland, I want to see a small, safe apartment with you,” he teased. “America seems so far away in the distant future, you know? I can’t even imagine what it could be like. Tell me about your home and what you like to do.”

      “We’ll get you there someday, I promise.”

      “I’ll hold you to that,” he said softly.

      “My home is wonderful. I live with my family because I’ve never gotten an apartment of my own or needed one.”

      “What about when you bring a date over or need some personal time together?”

      “I never did,” she admitted.

      “Never?” he asked in surprise. “You are so beautiful, do men in America not want to kiss you when you are alone?”

      “I’m sure they do that, but I just never dated much at all or brought a boy home.”

      “Would you bring me home?”

      “Yes,” she answered shyly, feeling her cheeks turn red and thankful for the darkness. “I’d like you to meet my family.”

      “I’d like that too.”

      At sunrise, they had to stop and get fuel. Galina went into the gas station only after Nik shut off the camera behind the register. That gave them a moment to fill up, use the restroom and get snacks for the road. Galina paid cash for everything and offered to drive for a while so Nik could sleep. He declined and said they’d stop later in the day once they crossed the border into Latvia. She could see it on his face, even if he wouldn’t admit it aloud.

      He was nervous.

      They both wanted to put as much distance between them and Russia as possible. That was part of the reason she offered to drive. They could take turns.

      “If you sleep, then I could drive and we could trade off later in order to make sure we don’t have to stop any more than necessary.”

      “I know and thank you for that but I have to admit that the idea of stopping for a moment is appealing. We are in Latvia now. We’ll have a stop point at Lithuania, then once more at the border of Poland. You paid cash inside?”

      “Yes”

      “Good, don’t use your credit cards or ATM cards until we get settled and we have a chance to protect your location. Everything is traceable and the more we are off the grid, the better off we are.”

      “How did you shake Dmitri so you were able to leave?”

      “He’s a hard sleeper unless there is a noise. I was extremely quiet when I stepped out. He is probably furious by now that I gave him the slip and I feel bad for him because it will reflect badly on his job. He’s a pretty good guy.”

      “He seems to be.”

      Galina was silent for a while, listening to the radio on the car and glad to hear nothing about their escape. They were nobody to most people, yet to the government they were everything. Nik was their prized Billionaire computer hacker and they would not give him up, especially to an American spy.

      “Are you having regrets?” Nik asked her, staring ahead at the road. Galina had kicked off her shoes in the van and gotten comfortable, tucking one foot under her leg in the seat.

      “No regrets, just nervous. So much has changed in my life lately and I feel like I’m dreaming, you know? Like any moment someone could pinch me and I would wake up to find that every bit of happiness I’ve had lately was all just an amazing dream”

      “You’re happy?” He asked, pulling over into the rest area.

      “I’m very happy. I feel like my life has taken an important turn, one I never expected, and it’s exhilarating. Nik, you’re an incredible person,” she breathed softly, almost reverently. Nik pulled into a parking spot almost in a hurry, put the van in park and unbuckled almost frantically.

      “Are you okay?”

      “Perfect,” he announced just a second before he kissed her. His fingers laced in her hair on either side of her face as his lips locked with hers. His lips were infinitely tender, worshiping her in the only way he could. At the sheer emotion in his kiss, Galina felt herself reaching for him but the buckle prevented her from moving towards him bodily.

      Instead, she found herself cupping the back of his neck to hold him close. As their kiss broke, she knew her heart was hammering against her chest and she was breathing deeply. Nik looked about the same. She cradled his head against her chest.

      “I think you are the incredible one, my precious Galina,” he whispered. She heard him take a deep breath and let it out in a whoosh. “I don’t think I would have ever been strong enough to do this on my own and you have given me a reason to want my life, any life, once again. I can’t thank you enough for saying hello to me on that park bench that day.”

      “That was a life changing moment, wasn’t it?” she agreed.

      “It set my world on another axis,” he admitted, holding her, his arms wrapped around her waist there in the van.

      “Do you want to stop for the day? It’s early,” she asked as a gentle reminder of their escape.

      “No, just needed to hold you for a moment and taste those sweet lips,” he said with a smile, looking at her. “Promise me you’ll let me hold you again later? We’ll stop for the night outside of the town Kaunas in Lithuania.”

      “Absolutely.”
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      Later that afternoon, they stopped again for fuel and Galina was so thankful to get out and stretch her legs. Everything in her was cramping and she simply wanted to walk around for a bit to get the blood moving in her limbs. She knew Nik had to be exhausted since he’d driven since 2 AM and was pretty sure he hadn’t slept at all waiting to leave.

      It was now close to 7 PM and the sun was setting in the horizon due to their location in the northern hemisphere. It would be dark really soon and she was certain that her eyes would close of their own accord. The thought of Nik’s doing that while trying to drive was unsettling.

      “How about we stop soon?” she suggested firmly. Nik nodded wearily and rubbed his eyes. “Do you want me to drive for a bit?”

      “There is a small rest stop up ahead in two miles. I was going to top off the tank again but instead I think we’ll just call it a day. Tomorrow we’ll be in Poland.”

      “I was thinking about that,” she began.

      “Me too,” he stopped and looked at her. Galina smiled. “You first.”

      “I was thinking that if you’ve modified my passport than we should be able to get a flight, shouldn’t we?”

      “I was thinking the same thing,” he admitted. “We could board a plane in Poland and buy round trip tickets but only use them one way. We wouldn’t want to buy one-way tickets as to raise any alarm.”

      “But if it didn’t work…?” she breathed.

      “Then we are still in Poland and have to go thru the deportation fiasco and hopefully that would take long enough to give us time to come up with plan B.” Galina nodded in agreement as the small Volkswagen bus pulled into the parking lot. Nik backed in gracefully, putting the bus strategically between two large trucks that had parked for the night. They wouldn’t be seen unless you drove through slowly.

      “Lock everything and crack your window slightly,” he instructed before he climbed into the back of the bus. He lay down the middle bench seat and the back bench to create two makeshift beds, revealing a comforter and pillows that had been pitched haphazardly in the very back.

      “Here you go,” he said politely and took the back bench, climbing onto it and laying down. Galina unbuckled and climbed onto her bench, listening to Nik breathe softly.

      “Nik?” she whispered in the darkness.

      “What’s wrong?”

      “You’re in the wrong spot,” she told him, feeling her stomach flip-flop with anxiety. “You said you were going to hold me and I think now is a perfect time.”

      “Galina,” he groaned. “I would like nothing more but I’m not sure that’s a good idea.”

      “Just hold me and make me feel safe,” she asked, patting the back of the bench next to her that was laid back nearly flat. “It’s been a long day for both of us.”

      Nik scooted over and lay on his side, curled around her. His arm cradled her ever so gently as he kissed her cheek. It only took a moment for his breath to even out as he succumbed to the sleep he desperately needed. She listened for several moments and felt the warmth of his arm around her waist, as well as his chest against her back.

      Right now, in this moment, she knew that being with Nik was so right, and the way he treated her was more than she could have ever wanted or expected out of someone. He was perfect and she truly felt like he was her other half. “I love you,” Galina whispered aloud into the darkness and drifted off into sleep.
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        * * *

      

      Nik awoke the next morning as the semi-truck near their bus started up its engine. He’d slept soundly holding Galina in his arms last night. He’d been surprised at her request and so relieved. He found himself craving her touch; even just holding hands made him feel like he could conquer the world.

      When her sweet voice had admitted that her life had made a turn for the better and innocently told him he was incredible to her, he’d been overwhelmed with emotion that he’d struggled to keep inside. He’d pulled over and kissed her immediately. That kiss would do two things, keep him silent and release the outpouring of emotion he felt at that very moment.

      He loved her.

      Galina’s name suited her to a ‘T’. She was strong, resilient and so very precious to him- an incredible element that looked unassuming but was simply brilliant to the right person: him. When she smiled at him, it was like the sun had come out from behind a cloud. He thanked God every night for that entrancing little wave she gave him outside of the church. She’d caught his eye, but obviously he’d caught hers as well – and that smile. Her brilliant smile that made her eyes light up like he was the only man in the world to her, that smile was everything to him.

      He lay there holding her as she slept. At some point, she’d turned around towards him and was lying there in a C-shape facing him. He studied her features, memorizing them, fearful of what would come. She was so beautiful and trusting – he was so jaded and a realist.

      Nothing had gone right in his life, or so it seemed, other than meeting her. That day was a blessing like no other and he knew it. Nothing else mattered but keeping her safe and taking care of her. When he’d had her phone, he texted a few photos of her to his phone silently – knowing that if something happened he would savor the memory of her smile. He’d also known that this plan of his while risky could truly work…for one of them.

      The thought of having a future with the woman he loved more than life itself was worth the risk to his own – but her life, her safety was too great a price to pay. He knew if push came to shove, he would give up everything to make sure she got home. He’d scrambled their phones and computers, but somehow -someway- they’d gotten through one simple message.

      Come back and she’ll live.

      Nik knew in that moment that loving Galina, he’d have to set her free – enable her to go home and live a life she deserved. He would treasure these precious moments, but the keen loss he’d felt receiving their message on his phone had been hard to hide from her. If they would take her from him – two could play that game. He’d return but they’d never have his program or money.

      He lay there, memorizing her features and savoring the feeling of her soft breath mingling with his. Nik knew in his heart he would never have this moment with her again. This was as close to intimacy as their souls would get once the government secreted him away. He’d escaped once; they were sure to lock him up this time and he would never have his freedom again.

      Prying himself carefully from her arms, he pulled out his laptop and tethered onto a nearby Wi-Fi hotspot, smiling at the creative name the person had given themselves. “My Wi-Fi, not yours” seemed like the perfect access point and a challenge to Nik. It took him moments to break into the system and link up. He’d been working on encryptions to clear any tags or trackers from their ID’s so they could travel but found himself focusing more and more on Galina.

      They would be waiting for them before the van got to the border and Nik knew it. Now was the time to set up his rules and put his plan into action. Nik took Galina’s phone, linked it to his computer and re-routed all incoming deposits to her bank account. If he couldn’t have her in his life, he would certainly provide for the woman he loved. He turned off her notifications on her phone so she wouldn’t know right away something was up. Her safety wasn’t up for discussion and he wanted to remember her smile, not her tears or anger.

      Hacking in, he sent an email to Adrian Dima – Galina’s boss, informing him of the upcoming problem and request for her safe delivery into the United States. He went on to explain that once he had assured her safety, he would reveal how much access he’d had in the CIA databases. Nik knew he made it sound criminal and devious, but he had to make sure they took the bait.

      Galina had to be safe at all costs.

      The next point of contact was the Russian Intelligence Agency in order to negotiate his terms of surrender. He knew what they wanted and how to get them to agree- even if he was lying. He purchased a one-way first-class ticket for Galina to Dulles International Airport. There was no way they’d ever have access to his programming, yet he told them he would turn it over once the threat to Galina was gone and she touched down safely in America. The last thing he did before they would get on the road, Nik turned on the tracking on Galina’s phone as well as his own. If they’d been traced once and someone had broken through his encryption…might as well make this fiasco go down with his knowledge of what was coming. Sure enough, his watch gave a soft ping alerting him that he’d been spotted.

      “Galina, sweetheart- It’s time to go. Our flight is booked and we leave in a few hours. Wake up and let’s get moving,” he prompted a bit harshly as he knew that he’d started the stopwatch on their limited time together. As of 10:48 AM, she would be on board a plane and he…he would be in handcuffs or in the back of a police van.

      Everything he did was for the love of his sweet American.

      As Galina sat up and pushed her long hair off of her face, she gave him a soft sleepy smile that made his breath catch and his heart skip a beat. She eagerly moved to the front passenger seat and clapped her hands giddily in her innocence, making his own face crack a smile.

      “Good morning, beautiful. I don’t think I will ever forget how stunning you are when you smile,” he admitted softly, starting the van and glancing at her. Galina laughed shyly and tucked her hair behind her ear, revealing the soft pink cheeks that flushed delicately.

      “Stop, you’re embarrassing me,” she spoke in a husky voice that gave him goosebumps. Dear God, please let me do the right thing for her, he prayed silently as he put the bus in gear and hurriedly pulled out of the rest area. Nik had to distract himself before he broke down or revealed the change of plans.
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      Galina was so excited and knew she was blabbering on repeatedly to Nik about things they’d already discussed. She was listing off places to visit and already plotting out locations where he could foster and develop his craft. He was brilliant when it came to computers and there was no reason he couldn’t apply it for himself or the government in the United States.

      She couldn’t wait for him to meet her family. She could see her father shaking his hand and welcoming him in, her mother would simply crush him in a massive hug and her brother…he would be himself and do his best to embarrass or irritate his sister. Until Nik got on his feet, he would be welcome to stay with them or she could help him into a hotel once his currency was exchanged. There was so much to do and while it was slightly overwhelming, she was excited at the prospect of welcoming Nik to her homeland just as he had done for her.

      “Do you want to stop for coffee or gas?” she asked suddenly and saw him stare straight ahead. His hands were clenched on the steering wheel but she assumed it was because he was simply ready to get there. She understood, the sooner they got in the air – the better off they’d be – so she wasn’t surprised as Nik shook his head silently.

      Galina was ecstatic to see the sign indicating the border up ahead. It was not long to the airport, then after that they’d be on a plane. He’d taken care of all the details and explained how the change in her passport would work. The fact that he could do all of that online was both scary and impressive. Nik was simply brilliant and she was so proud of his skill.

      “Be calm, right? Isn’t that what you would normally say?” she teased as the van was slowing down for the checkpoint and getting into line. Galina glanced over at Nik to see he had a pale, sickly pallor to his face and looked like he was about to be physically ill. “Nik, are you okay? Are you feeling alright?”

      “Galina, if they come up to us- I want you to do what they say, okay?” he said in a voice she barely recognized and it made her break out in a cold sweat.

      “What are you saying?” she whispered, staring at him horrified as she saw out of the corner of her eyes several men begin to approach the van, drawing their guns. Nik looked over at her and she saw the truth in his eyes. “Nik, no…”she breathed.

      “Get out of the van, Petrov!” was shouted by several men just outside of the automobile and could be heard through their cracked windows. “Get out now as agreed!”

      “What have you done?” Galina asked, shocked and frozen-her eyes locked with his. His face looked so stricken with remorse.

      “I love you so much, my little American,” Nik told her in a soft voice. “I would do anything in the world to keep you safe. Let’s get out of the van slowly so they don’t fire on us or think we are resisting.”

      “I AM resisting,” she shouted at him, horrified. “You can’t tell me you love me and then throw me away. That isn’t how love works!”

      “I would never throw you away, Galina,” he amended, opening his car door. “Please get out so they know we are complying. We can talk outside of the van.” Galina didn’t have much of a choice because her van door was opened in split second but instead of being pulled roughly from the van, she was extended a hand and helped down.

      It was odd because they were being so nice to her and when she turned, she saw they’d thrown Nik up against the side of the van, patting him down. Galina was handed a soft blanket to wrap around her shoulders in the cool morning air and while part of her wanted to slap it away, she also knew it would be foolish. What if they were out here for an extended period of time? All she wanted was to get to Nik.

      “Stop hurting him,” she ordered and walked over to the other side of the van only to see someone punch Nik and call him a foul name. “Stop it!”

      “Galina Dombrosky, you are to come with us.” Galina looked at the man nearby, the same one who’d given her the blanket. He’d followed her around the bus and was nearby with his hand on his gun, but it was still holstered. “Miss Dombrosky, they are going to hold the flight for you but we need to hurry.”

      “Who are you? I’m not going anywhere alone unless they are holding the flight for us,” she stressed, pointing at herself and Nik. She glanced at Nik and saw his sad smile, immediately shaking her head as the officers removed her bag from the van.

      “No.”

      “Galina, yes,” Nik countered firmly. “Can I have a moment with her, please?” Seeing them pull back from him, Galina took a step forward as Nik moved towards her. She enveloped him in her arms, circling them both with the blanket as if it was creating a wall to separate them from the horror just outside of it.

      “Don’t do this to me, Nik- please,” Galina whispered just before he kissed her. He was saying goodbye and she hated it. Her heart was breaking and she felt like she could shatter into a billion pieces at any moment. “Please, please don’t do this. I love you and want to be with you.”

      “I love you too,” Nik told her, a tear slipping from the corner of his eyes as he stared at her. “I would do anything to give you a chance to be free to…”

      “Don’t say it!” she interrupted, “I want to be with you. Take me with you.”

      “I can’t. I made a bargain to get you safe because they found us early this morning and broke through my attempts to hide us. I had to make a decision- do I risk our lives… or give you yours. My choice was easy- you are my everything.”

      “Then don’t give me up, don’t give up on us. There’s got to be another way,” she hedged and whispered tenderly into his ear as she wrapped her arms around him. She could not give him up and would not – not now that she’d given her heart to him.

      “I’m not giving up on us, it’s just a massive delay,” he said wryly. He picked up a lock of hair and tucked it behind her ear. “Smile at me, sweetheart. Tell me you love me again so I can hear it and see it in my dreams. I would give up the world for you and my life is nothing if you aren’t safe.”

      “Nik,” she pleaded, feeling herself close to breaking down. “Nik- I love you so much. Please, there’s got to…” Galina felt herself being yanked from Nik’s arms and screamed-a mix of horror and anger.

      “Miss Dombrosky, my apologies but your flight leaves in thirty minutes. We have got to go,” the officer said flatly as he attempted to subdue Galina. She was fighting him with everything in her, kicking and screaming at him. “Mr. Petrov, stop her or our pact is voided.”

      Nik immediately flew into action, making several officers pull their guns again. Nik grabbed Galina’s face with both of his hands, almost fiercely, and stopped her flailing. Galina stared at him mulishly, feeling betrayed and like she was sacrificing the man she loved.

      “Don’t ask me to do this,” she said hotly. “Don’t ask me to give you up.”

      “Never sweetheart,” Nik said firmly. “But you are getting on that plane and you will do what they say without any more fighting. Do you understand me?” Galina started to open her mouth and he promptly shut it.

      “No Galina, no more- you will go and I will be tracking you to make sure you are safe. I love you from the bottom of my heart-but you have a flight to catch and a life to live on the other side of the world.” Galina slowly nodded, feeling her eyes well up with tears as she stared at the blue eyes of the man she adored with every fiber of her being.

      “Good girl,” Nik praised thickly, blinking back his own tears. “I want you to know that I will do everything I can to make sure you are safe and taken care of. I love you.”

      Nik took a step back and nodded. The officer turned Galina around and walked her numbly to the police car that waited to take her to the airport. As she got in, she saw him raise a hand towards her and mouth the words ‘love you’ to her. Galina stared horrified as the car began to move away from him and she saw Nik drop to his knees, burying his face in his hands. Galina bit her knuckle to keep from screaming in denial and pain- knowing it matched what he was feeling right now and there was nothing she could do.
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        * * *

      

      Nik couldn’t watch the car drive off with Galina inside. It was like watching his heart and soul being wrenched from his very being. The light in his world already seemed to be fading, growing darker and darker with the growing distance between them.

      He knew he’d done the right thing when he felt the ping on his watch to let him know they’d been traced – but it didn’t make him feel any better. All he’d ever wanted to do was to help people and do good…but his skills were being manipulated and used for something that could bring pain, hurt and destruction – not the intention or goal he’d ever dreamed or wanted for anyone.

      His apps had brought happiness, joy and people together, making him a very, very rich man – but all the money was for nothing if it created a target on his back and became a massive burden affecting his future with the woman he loved. Nik knew now why building the Soyuz program was wrong: you can’t remove the human element -because people were flawed. Personality, character, and people made calculated choices based off emotion feeling or reaction.

      No program he would ever build could create such intense feelings or reasonings that love could bring.  No program he could build would ever suggest he give himself up for Galina, but he did because he knew that it was the right thing to do in his heart. He chose her freedom and happiness over his- and would do so a thousand times over again.

      Galina had smiled, laughed and flirted her way into his soul and he would miss her terribly. Nik got to his feet, looking at the sky and saying a simple prayer as the officers handcuffed him.

      Keep her safe, please.
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      Nik sat in his cell, lying on his small twin bed with his arm tucked behind his head. It had been two months since he’d seen Galina and he missed her terribly. He’d checked his phone, part of his bargain with the government was that he kept it until she landed safely before they confiscated it and arrested him. He knew the pattern that was coming from the government as well too.

      They’d throw the book at him with charges for espionage and collusion with another country. He thought the collusion bit was pretty comical – they considered his relationship with Galina as collusion. If that was the case he dreamt of collusion with the pretty brunette every evening. Espionage? You mean the job he was hired for by the Intelligence Agency? Nik couldn’t help himself and it didn’t aide his situation when he’d laughed in the courtroom at his hearing.

      That was how he ended up in a cushy jail cell in Siberia.

      He was in prison- but doing the same thing as before per the agreement with the government. They wouldn’t let him suffer physically because they wanted intel. He had agreed to give them information so long as Galina was safe. So, he had – Nik told them all about the new app he was working on for tracking calorie goals. Soyuz would never, ever see the light of day…but then again, neither would Nik.

      He’d been sentenced to jail time with no determined limit under the agreement that if he turned over everything, they’d consider re-evaluating his term sentence. They wanted his Soyuz project, complete or not. Nik had played stupid and admitted to deleting it when he couldn’t get the program to work. They’d had him on the next train out of town.

      Nik scrolled through the photos on his phone. They’d disabled the phone and email capabilities- wiping the phone of everything entirely and basically giving him a scrolling picture frame that played music from iTunes. When they’d handed it back, he’d been completely shocked moments before he lost his temper. He was certain that the government had wiped his phone completely. He would have rather been in a blizzard naked than to lose the only images of Galina he had. Silently, he’d scrolled through the pictures of her and turned away from the officers so they wouldn’t see his relief or loneliness. The thought of her smile was the only thing that carried him through the days, how would he ever survive the next several years or decades?

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Weeks passed and time felt like it was standing still for Nik. Each morning he would get up and curse himself for not taking a photo of the two of them sleeping in the bus, wrapped in each other’s arms. He could still picture that moment but he knew time would eventually make it fade -that was why his phone was so precious to him. He could look at Galina, zoom in or simply imagine what she was up to. He hoped that she was happy and healing. She’d been so angry and upset, it was destroying him inside to make her cry. He vowed if he ever saw her again, she would never shed another tear at his expense.

      Nik was desperate to know if Galina was getting by or if she’d moved on. Glancing at the calendar he saw that it was almost wintertime and wondered what it was like in Maryland? It was the little things he wanted to know more about…what was her favorite perfume? What did she like to do for fun? Did she sing in the car? He missed her very essence and craved her smile.

      Today he was cuffed to a chair in the main library in order to work on coding and deciphering bugs in another system that had screwed up, sending four people to the hospital. They’d made him feel extremely guilty- by rubbing it in that he could have stopped it if he wasn’t a traitor to his country. Nik was no traitor, he was a decent human being and kept reminding himself of that every time they tried to destroy his psyche.

      I’m not a traitor.

      Galina loved him .

      He wasn’t killing people – those were the truths in his mind that he kept near and dear to his heart, despite their words and accusations. Glancing around, Nik saw his officer sitting beside him was nodding off in his chair instead of watching the screen.

      Slowly he opened another window and began typing, infiltrating page after page. He’d already tried opening social media sites or email and immediately he would be jerked out of the chair and tossed back in his cell. They watched what he did very carefully and he knew that if they found out, he would lose access again. Moving as fast as he could, he searched and searched – finally reaching Galina. He could see her photo from her ID badge and marveled at her beauty, even though she wasn’t smiling. Scrolling down, he found an internet file that had her IP address.

      Logging in remotely, he opened up her word documents and wondered if she was sitting there at her desk. Probably not, it was near 11 PM where she was. He typed quickly and prayed she saw it when she next logged in- just to be sure, he emailed it to her as well.

      My beloved Galina,

      I hope you are doing well and forgive me for separating us. I couldn’t let them harm you and I can’t give them my project. I think of you often, your sweet smile brighter than the sun. I miss you and don’t know when I can reach out again.

      Love always,

      Nik

      Closing the computer windows, he felt a spark of life flicker down deep inside as he thought of her reading it. He hoped she was doing well and thought of him. Hearing a loud disruptive snore, Nik let out his breath as the officer woke up and immediately pushed Nik back to check the computer screens he had open. Nik saw one of them was still up, but the officer glanced over it unknowingly. Thank you, God, he thought, dreading the thought of being able to reach Galina and then having it taken away again.
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      “Okay, someone has a sick- sick!- sense of humor!” Galina spat disgustedly as she sat down at her desk and abruptly stood up, staring. Her knees were certain to give out under her and she grabbed the chair to keep from collapsing. Her eyes raked the room with barely veiled hostility, absolutely certain someone was messing with her in a twisted way. She could practically feel her heart stop beating as she saw the message on her screen. “Who did this? We are the CIA, it’s not like you can hide. If I find out one of you did this, I’ll…”

      “Dombrosky! You’ve already been reprimanded once for not following order, don’t make me add-on threating your coworkers too,” Adrian Dima interrupted in a voice that commanded attention as he walked over to her terminal. “If there is a problem, report it to your superior officer… Me.”

      “Sir, someone pretended…” she whispered brokenly as her anger faded, staring up at him painfully. Tears welled up in her eyes and she quickly dashed them away. “Someone pretended to be Nik Petrov and left me a note on my screen.”

      “Use another computer and I will get I.T. on this- if someone’s playing a joke, I’ll take care of it- but if it’s Petrov? We have a different situation all together.”

      “I haven’t heard from him since I left Russia.”

      “Against your will,” Dima reminded her.

      “Very much so,” she confirmed stubbornly. “And I might add that it was low of you to have my passport revoked.”

      “I didn’t – Petrov requested it when he contacted me.”

      “He what? You never said that before?”

      “There’s lots of things I don’t share with my staff, that shouldn’t come as a surprise.”

      “How did he contact you? Can I read it?”

      “Email and no.” Dima waved over the I.T. tech as he walked in the offices and instructed him to wear gloves working on it. “If it’s an inside prank, I want prints on the keyboard but right now I have a bigger suspicion we were hacked again by Galina’s boyfriend.”

      Galina took a seat at Carol’s computer and wished she had a can of Lysol. The woman had called in with the flu a few days ago and it bothered Galina to touch anything in the cubicle. Logging in, she saw the screen unlock as she thought about what Dima had revealed.

      He suspected they were hacked by Nik, which meant she could leave him a note potentially and he might see it? How often could he get in the computers and where was he?

      She wondered if he missed her as much as she missed him. She only now stopped crying herself to sleep every night as she thought of him there on his knees, his face covered by his hands in regret. That image would haunt her forever as she knew she’d do anything for him.

      Her cell phone rang and she immediately clicked the side button to stop her ringtone, Tchaikovsky’s Waltz of the Flowers from the Nutcracker played loudly causing several curious looks and a few glares. They all knew of her failure to apprehend the needed information and then falling in love with the hacker she’d been ordered to investigate.

      “Hello?”

      “Yes, is this Miss Galina Dombrosky?”

      “Look, if you are selling something- I’m at work and seriously not interested,” she said exasperated into the receiver, getting ready to hang up when she was interrupted.

      “Miss Dombrosky, we are calling from the bank- there is an issue with your account.”

      “I can’t be overdrawn,” she whispered, mortified, and turned away from the others watching her. “Seriously, I just got paid yesterday and it’s supposed to draw from my savings account if it gets low. You people actually call about this?”

      “Miss Dombrosky, you misunderstand. We need you to open another account as soon as possible. Could you come by today?”

      “What? Why?”

      “You are only insured under FDIC up to $250,000 dollars.”

      “Well there is absolutely no problem then,” Galina snorted. “Lady, you called the wrong woman. Give it two days- I’ll be flat broke once my bills clear.”

      “Miss Dombrosky,” the woman’s voice on the phone took a firm note as the volume dropped. “Are you not aware of the influx of deposits into your account as of late? Your balance is over three billion dollars. We need you to come in immediately.”

      “THREE BILLI- ARE YOU SMOKING SOMETHING?” Galina yelped into the phone and quickly calmed her voice as her heart raced. Nik! “Miss… ma’am? I assure you that…” Galina’s voice abruptly faded away as the I.T. guy in front of her gave a frown to Dima, making him turn and look at Galina strangely.

      “I will be down on my lunch,” Galina said softly into the phone and hung up distractedly over the woman talking. She set the phone down like it was threatening. Galina stared at Adrian and then looked back at her phone and the other computer.

      “It was him, wasn’t it?” she whispered hopefully.

      “It was. They’ve narrowed it down to somewhere in Siberia from an untraceable computer line. They lost the path, only the last point of internet access. Who was that?” Adrian asked softly, pulling up a chair next to where Galina sat.

      “That was the bank,” she admitted softly. “Nik transferred all his money to my account.”

      “Do you think he is dead?”

      “What? No…NO, he can’t be,” Galina said horrified, and felt the room spin around her as she felt faint. “How can you even say such a thing?”

      “Why would he do that?”

      “He’s probably holed away somewhere by the government and trying to keep it all away from them, just like Soyuz,” she told him adamantly. “He wouldn’t give it to them. Nik should be here, he should be helping us.”

      “How?”

      “He could work with us, not against us. If our security is that lax, maybe we should put him in I.T. immediately or see what he could do to enable us to do more. He’s brilliant and capable of so much,” Galina told Adrian, still distracted by the thought of what Nik had done. “He told me that he would do everything he could to make sure I was safe and taken care of- that is why he gave himself up,” she told Adrian.

      “He put his money in my account so he could take care of me, not because he is…” her words died off as she refused to utter them. Nik was incarcerated somewhere, waiting, and she wouldn’t sit by any longer.

      “We have to help Nik,” Galina said strongly. “We have to get him here.”
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      Galina was glad she wasn’t alone on this trip to St. Petersburg. Adrian Dima had accompanied her and she considered him more of a mentor and friend now that they were working together for one end goal: bringing Nik to the United States. Their arrival was under completely different circumstances than her first trip there and the greeting was less than friendly. As they touched down at the airport, once they’d disembarked-they were shuttled immediately to the U.S. Consulate to discuss their complaint.

      They were vehemently claiming that Nik was a citizen and demanding his release. Things got very tense for quite a while as the words ‘hostage situation’ came flying out of Dima’s mouth repeatedly. The impact of threatening a world giant did not go unheeded by either of them, but they were on a mission and would not be leaving Nik behind. Galina already had it set in her mind that if this failed, she wasn’t returning home.

      It had taken so long to get the legal documents, passports and papers he would need to enter the country- resulting in many sleepless nights for Galina. She often stayed late at the office waiting and staring at her terminal in hopes of catching him hacking into the system.

      Each night, before she left, Galina would write a letter to Nik and leave it open on her monitor. She’d tape a piece of paper to the front of her screen to make sure the cleaning crew didn’t turn it off. She would tell him of her day, things that were on her mind, and she would finish each letter with ‘I will see you soon’ – so he had some inkling or hope that she was coming to him. She wanted to tell Nik what the plan was but couldn’t take a chance in revealing what they were doing.

      Today was finally the day she would see her beloved Nik. They’d been in St. Petersburg for weeks, arguing back and forth, before negotiating finally to have Nik released. She wasn’t sure what was on the thumb-drive Dima tempted them with, but at this point-Galina didn’t care. She wanted to wrap her arms around Nik and see his smile. She took her time getting ready this morning, making sure her makeup was perfect, and thought of that day in the park so long ago when she’d done the exact thing in order to attract him.

      Hearing a knock at the hotel room door, Galina jumped nervously and peered out of the peephole. Seeing Adrian, she opened the door and joined him for the brief car ride to the consulate. She would be seeing her Nik soon, her heart beat out rhythmically as she clenched her hands nervously.

      This was the right thing, she knew it deep in her heart – but she was filled with doubt. What if she had imagined the depth of how she felt? What if he didn’t feel the same way or didn’t want to come with them to the United States? She’d already been through this gauntlet once before and wasn’t ready to do it again- yet failure wasn’t an option. She was fighting for her very happiness, her future- her hopes and dreams.

      As they walked in, she saw the large office was very nearly empty even though it was ornately decorated. A large American flag hung over the fireplace, as well as several historical tomes of books lining a single book shelf. It was as if they were trying to decorate it but weren’t quite sure what to fill the room with. Not one painting hung on the walls that were decorated with ornate wallpaper. The only thing that stood out in the room was the massive cherry conference table that had papers laid out neatly in preparation.

      Hearing a door open from nearby, Galina felt her heart skip a beat as she met Nik’s vivid blue eyes and saw the surprise on his face. He was handcuffed and had lost weight. His skin was pale but he looked reasonably healthy- nothing that some sun and a few home-cooked meals couldn’t fix.

      “Nik,” Galina said softly, stepping forward and seeing the confusion on his face. He glanced at the officer beside him and didn’t move. This spurred her into action, afraid that maybe he’d been hurt and she couldn’t see the marks. “Nik, are you ready to come home? Officer, could you please remove those and give us a moment of privacy?”

      “No, you can speak here. We don’t leave until the papers are signed,” he said obstinately, crossing his arms and remaining beside Nik in a threatening manner. That just irked Galina and she wanted to kick the man in the shin. Instead, she stepped to the side and took Nik’s hand to have him move with her. The feel of his skin meeting hers set her soul on fire and as she met his eyes once again- she knew it was the same.

      “Nikky,” she breathed his name almost as an endearment, staring up at him. “They know you’re American, it’s okay to tell them now. I brought your passport and proof of your citizenship from where you took the test. This is all just a huge mistake.”

      Nik’s face was impassive as he watched her and looked back to the officer. For a moment, Galina felt real fear as she was terrified that he would stay there in Russia. He’d been so proud of his heritage and she was asking him to renounce that for a chance at freedom and a future together. He looked back at Galina and softly said they words she’d been craving- his acceptance of their ruse.

      “Thank you, I’m glad they understand the error,” his voice acknowledged aloud, but his eyes were filled with questions.

      “Yes, and we’ve got everything for you so there won’t be any problems ever again. I am so sorry it took so long,” she whispered, feeling her eyes burn with unshed tears. Adrian took over almost immediately and whisked Nik over to the table after shaking his hand. Galina saw him hesitate as he signed the paperwork.

      The officer who had escorted him in, abruptly turned and left the room. Only Nik, Galina, Adrian and the attorney remained.

      No one said a word as the papers were put in order, signatures were checked, and finally everything was paper-clipped together. Adrian handed Nik his new passport and documents with a determined look.

      “Not now,” Adrian mouthed silently and Nik gave a slight nod. Galina bid the attorney farewell as they headed out of the door; she half expected to have the military or police waiting for them…instead there was a single vehicle. Adrian took the driver’s seat as Galina and Nik slid into the back seat. Once the doors were shut, the relief was palpable as the car started down the road.

      “I’ve got your mother, she’s safe and coming with us,” Galina began but was immediately interrupted as Nik launched himself at her with a desperate kiss. His lips crushed against hers, his hands cupping her face tenderly, and she burst out crying. She’d been wanting to see him for months on end and now he was here! She couldn’t get enough of Nik’s kiss, running her fingers through his hair and savoring the soft, firm lips she’d missed so much. He broke the kiss and leaned his forehead against hers, his breath ragged.

      “You need to buckle up, sweetheart,” Nik said gently with a tender smile.

      “You aren’t mad at me?” she breathed.

      “Why would I be? You got me out of prison, got the charges dropped and I am free to be with the woman I love.”

      “But your citizenship?”

      “I can still visit if we go on vacation,” he hedged. “Right?”

      “Yes, of course.”

      “Can we go by my apartment? I have a few things that I need to get,” Nik explained.

      “Actually, I tried,” Galina said sadly. “Adrian and I went by there while we were waiting for everything to settle down, wanting to get it all in order for a fast departure if needed. Dmitri was long gone and it was empty. Your apartment had been ransacked and what little was there, I boxed up and took with me. It’s been shipped to my home.”

      “They tried to take everything from me,” Nik said softly, resting his head back on the car seat and staring blankly ahead. “They were trying to break me mentally – telling me that you’d married, claiming you were here with your husband and so on. It’s been a hard few weeks of lies and mental games. I’m so ready to put it all behind me,” he admitted, lacing his fingers with hers. “With you.”
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      Puerto Vallarta

      Mexico

      

      6 months later

      

      “Mrs. Petrov are you ready for another round of sunblock? I don’t want all that beautiful creamy skin to burn on our honeymoon,” Nik said with a lecherous smile as he walked out onto the large patio of the penthouse they were renting for the month. He had always wanted to travel and it seemed they were going to do so as much as possible, deciding to elope so they could be alone together and make up for lost time.

      “I am pretty sure you put that on me not ten minutes ago,” Galina retorted, laughing as Nik wagged his eyebrows at her on the ledge of the infinity pool that gazed out on the Pacific Ocean. He must have been teasing, because instead of the sunblock- he had brought out two large margaritas.

      Being in the sun agreed with Nik; the pallor and the thin look were gone from his time in captivity, replaced with golden tanned skin that accentuated the lines of his chest and muscled arms. For a computer guru, the man was extremely toned and looked darn good in his swimming suit.

      “Do you ever miss St Petersburg?” she’d asked one evening as they strolled the Malecon, visiting the shops and stopping for birria from a street vendor as they strolled down Calle Olas Atlas towards the pier that had been illuminated for the evening. The smell of spices in the air, the music from performers on the beach, and the warm apricot rays of the dying sun made this place feel like paradise to them.

      Nik had bought her a massive opal ring from a store on the Malecon and the bright fiery hues of her ring very nearly matched the sunset. He’d spoiled her rotten since they’d said their vows, once at the justice of the peace in Maryland and then to each other again in the beautiful ornate church in town, Templo de Guadalupe.

      They’d done several excursions and boat tours simply because she’d shown interest, Nik giving in to her every whim and asking for nothing in return but her smile. That had been so easy, she loved Nik more and more every day.

      “I don’t miss worrying about getting mugged, harassed, followed, or arrested- if that is what you mean?”

      “I meant, do you miss home?” she asked softly, knowing it had to be eating at him somewhere deep down inside. “So much is different now. You are an American now, married, speaking English constantly and working for the government – all things you never imagined before now. I remember a gorgeous Russian man who kept encouraging me to celebrate my heritage.”

      “Sweetheart,” Nik said tenderly, lifting her hand to his mouth and kissing her knuckles. “My heritage doesn’t disappear the moment I sign paperwork. It’s with me every moment and something I want to pass on to our children. I want to do like your parents, speak Russian at home and teach them of our country…” he stopped for a moment and slid her a soft smile that made her heart flutter.

      “But home? My home is where ever you are at sweet wife. Whether we are on vacation, traveling with our families, or on a honeymoon in paradise –I love you more than life itself and if you are with me, Galina? You are my home.”
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      Thank you for taking the time to read Spying on the Billionaire. If you enjoyed it, please consider telling your friends or posting a short review. Doesn’t have to be much, just a simple rating and a few kind words work wonders. Your thoughts, opinions and feedback are much appreciated.

      Sincerely,

      Ginny
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      God, Country and his Mama…

      

      Rachel Thorpe had just moved into Eureka, Texas a few months ago to further her interior design career only to find that it wasn’t the bustling city she’d pictured in her mind. Her first client happened to look like the town’s biggest redneck with the largest pocketbook she’d ever seen. The arrogant man swaggered into her plush office in dusty Wranglers and a T-shirt, looking like he owned the place. Designing a house was normally a breeze but fending off her client’s advances would turn out to be a lot more difficult than she’d ever realized.

      

      Tyler Howe had struggled all his life, working two jobs and trying to provide for his mother. Just when he didn’t think he had any farther to fall, fate would intervene when he bought a lottery ticket. He discovered that money wasn’t the key to everything, it just brought about different problems. Learning several hard lessons, he began to realize who his friends truly were and who he could depend on in this world. Taking one look at the woman he’d hired, Tyler was hooked like a fish on a line, just waiting to be reeled in.

      

      Could it be that his luck had finally turned around, winning the jackpot – more than once!
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      Tempting the Billionaire

      Jemma Hastings enjoys the liberating freedom that being online can bring. Discovering a friendship with another student has given her someone to talk to when she felt alone. Both struggled growing up, reaching out to the faceless person on the other side of the world- a person who seemed to understand and care. The first rule in being friends was honoring each other’s privacy- no real names, no photos, and absolutely no details.

      

      Her childhood internet friend has been there. He used to talk her through her fears, the ups and downs of dating, as well as starting her own business. Time has a way of slipping by but twenty-four years later – he is no longer anonymous nor is he a teenager anymore.

      

      Aaron Ichiyo is the billionaire mastermind behind the software company A. I.. When he chooses to hire a marketing firm to launch his latest product – he finds the owner of the company is enchanting. When tragedy strikes, Jemma steps in for support just like the friend he once had. When identities are discovered, can their friendship blossom into true love… even when they are worlds apart?

      

      Sign up for updates- Click here!
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      Lawkeeper Romance Novellas:

      Lawfully Yours

      Lawfully Mine

      Lawfully Indulged

      Lawfully Challenged

      Lawfully Freed

      Lawfully Wild

      Lawfully Gifted

      Lawfully Betrothed

      Lawfully Chosen

      

      Wanted: Hired Gun - a Silverpines Romance novel

      

      Match Made in Heaven Novellas:

      Perfectly Matched

      Hopefully Matched
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