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U.S. Navy SEAL BUD/S
training

13 years before

 


 



Prologue

 


 


His lungs burned while the
ankle he twisted earlier throbbed. All of his muscles ached and his
hands were nearly raw from this latest sadistic exercise. Vladimir
Wellington kept running, pushing through the pain. All around him
guys were ringing out so often it sounded like a constant peal,
driving him crazy about quitting. Like a litany.
“Time to quit, time to quit, time to
quit.”

Next to him, his swim buddy’s jaw
hardened. Like Vlad, he seemed to concentrate on placing one foot
in front of the other. Also like Vlad, he represented another
country, but had been sent here to obtain these skills. They would
never become a part of the elite SEAL Teams, but both of their
countries thought there was benefit in them completing this
training.

“You quitting?” his swim
buddy asked, panting.

Vlad’s own jaw hardened.
“No.”

A smile, more a grimy grimace, creased
his swim buddy’s face. “Me, either.” He shook his hands, and little
droplets of blood splattered the sand beneath them. “My country
needs me to finish this. So I will.”

Relief made Vlad a little
light-headed. That’s exactly why he didn’t have the luxury of
ringing that stupid bell. There were too many people counting on
him. The image of his prince, the leader of their country, a tiny
nation in the center of Europe, rose before him like an unruly but
determined ghost.

“No matter what, you
cannot quit, Vladimir. Rurikstan needs you. You must complete this training.
Do not quit.” The
prince’s mouth was grim, his eyes serious. Vlad had received the
message loud and clear then. Now he re-purposed within his heart to
finish this. It didn’t matter that his own hands were raw, that his
lungs still burned and his ankle throbbed. It didn’t matter that he
couldn’t seem to breathe. What mattered was that he
finish.

Rurikstan wouldn’t stand a chance if
he rang out. That meant the girl he left behind might
suffer.

He gritted his teeth and put one foot
in front of the next. He would continue this until the training
ended or it killed him.

 




Chapter 1

 


 


What was that stupid
American saying Tia muttered the other day that she had to look up?
Oh yes, “Hindsight is
twenty-twenty.” Unfortunately, Helena
could now relate to this ridiculously true saying all too
well.

Helena Dubrinsky realized a little too
late that she should have never encouraged Vladimir Wellington all
those weeks ago. She castigated herself for the dumbest act of her
life thus far. Perhaps this negativity stemmed from utter
frustration because she rarely saw him…

Sure, he was a fine example of
manhood. He was smart, fast, and she feared, lethal. And not just
the deliciously yummy, protective type of lethalness, but she was
pretty certain the man could take on just about anyone and
win.

At the time she had been convinced,
smitten really, that Vlad Wellington was her future. No other man
had ever made her heart react like he did. No other man had ever
smiled and her entire world was suddenly bright and sunny—even
through the pouring rain. She couldn’t think of one other man she
had ever been even remotely attracted to, other than
Vlad.

Was this normal? Because it should be
illegal.

She pursed her lips. Vlad Wellington
should be declared illegal. The man was far too tempting. Right now
she didn’t need that. She didn’t need him. Not really.

“Helena, where is your
brain today?” Tia Morrison, her boss and their princess-to-be asked
as she dropped into the seat beside Helena and eyed her knowingly.
She was tall, blonde, and utterly beautiful.

“It’s not here.” She was
grateful that Tia nearly missed the stool. If it wasn’t for her
penchant for clumsiness, their future princess would be perfect. At
least that’s what most of Rurikstan thought. Since agreeing to
marry their prince, Tia wasn’t as clumsy now. It was as though
she’d finally gained the confidence owing her.

Where had she gotten that confidence?
Because Helena needed a healthy infusion right about
now.

“I noticed. Is this about
Vlad?” Tia tapped the benchtop with one elegant finger. “Who, by
the way, I still haven’t met.”

Helena’s eyes widened as they darted
to Tia’s bright blue-green ones. Glowing gems that matched her
gorgeous engagement ring perfectly. The overhead lights caught in
the old jeweled facets and nearly blinded her. Throwing her hands
up to ward off the tear-inducing stream, Helena blinked a few times
to clear the ache.

“Careful, that could be a
registered weapon.”

Tia blinked. “What are you talking
about?”

“The jewel on your
finger.”

In response, Tia smiled down at the
heirloom. “It is nice, isn’t it?”

That was a given, if a serious
understatement. Yet the utter beauty in Tia’s smile of contentment
and love was far more lovely than the ring. A lonely ache stabbed
Helena’s heart. She wanted a love like that. But how did you go
about getting it? Especially when the only man you’d ever been
interested in was Vladimir Wellington - the most frustrating man on
the planet. Four months into a—whatever they had—with him and she
knew frustration intimately. If they had dated in the past rather
than dance around each other, she might have a better understanding
of relationships but alas, she had no idea.

Then what Tia said penetrated. “Wait,
you haven’t met him yet?” Helena darted a quick look at his mother,
Maria. Who probably outshone even Tia in beauty.

“No, I haven’t met him.
I’m sure, because he probably looks like Aleksi and Maks, right?”
Meaning he was tall, dark haired, and dark eyed, traits that all
applied to Vlad.

“Sort of.” Helena tapped
her pen against the lab notebook she was supposed to be writing
in.

“Sort of?” One beautiful
blonde brow rose.

“He resembles them, but
Vlad is…” She frowned as the word escaped her.

“Vlad is…” Tia
loopy-de-looped her hand in an encouraging manner.

“Lethal.” Aleksi de Leos,
their prince, supplied behind them. Tia did fall off her stool in
her haste to face her fiancé.

Aleksi caught her with ease and drew
her close; so tight it looked like Tia couldn’t breathe. Tia didn’t
appear to mind. Her arms slid around him and she lifted her face
for the kiss she definitely received.

“I don’t want to see
that,” Helena whined as the two love-birds cooed at each other.
Really, people in love were sickening.

From the corner of her eye she caught
sight of Maria Wellington scampering by. Leaning out on her lab
stool she noticed the champagne haired woman wore heels that had to
be three inches, if not four. “Maria, you’re going to break your
neck in those shoes.”

Both Tia and Aleksi leaned out with
her to survey the shoes. “Don’t those hurt?” Aleksi
asked.

“Yes.” Both she and Tia
agreed emphatically on that score.

“Of course not.” Maria
overrode them with a casual wave. She scurried from bench to bench,
collecting the microbiological materials and tools she needed as
though she wore comfortable American sneakers.

Helena glanced down at her new
sneakers. She had convinced Maria to find her a pair during her
recent visit to America. The first time she put them on Helena
decided she was never wearing heels again.

Helena glanced at Tia’s feet. “I
thought you were planning to start wearing jeans and sneakers in
the lab.”

“She can’t today. We have
our engagement photo shoot.” Since becoming engaged to Tia,
Aleksi’s English had transitioned from the more proper British
sounding to a much more American twang. She liked it.

“Once the pictures are
finished, I’m changing into comfortable clothes.” Tia glared at the
dress she wore, complete with high heels.

“I thought you said you
couldn’t walk in high heels.” Their future princess appeared to be
doing just fine.

“I taught her
how.”

Helena turned to Maria who still
flitted about the lab, procuring items. “Of course you
did.”

“She and Gracia made me.”
Tia’s eyes drilled into Maria. “Neither of them are nice,” she
added, speaking of Aleksi’s mother, Princess Gracia.

Maria’s tinkling laugh warmed the
area. “You are much more confident, love.”

“The thing is, you are
quite adept in them now. That negates one of your fears of becoming
our princess.” Helena tried to keep the grin out of her
voice.

“What were those fears
again?” Aleksi looked expectantly between them.

Helena’s lips kicked up while Tia’s
mouth flattened. “Pink, makeup, and high heels,” she rattled off
since Tia wasn’t going to.

“I’ve mastered the high
heels because of General Wellington over there. I’m
never doing pink.” Tia
sounded firm.

“Good for you.” Helena
scratched her chin. “If you don’t like it, don’t wear
it.”

Tia eyed Maria’s soft cashmere sweater
in a beautiful dusty shade. “When I look that good, I’ll start
wearing pink.”

“You’ll never look that
good. No one will.” She and Tia stared at their lab
mate.

“That’s why I said it. Now
I never have to wear it. Ever.”

Laughter bubbled. Helena heard Tia
giggle as Aleksi murmured something in her ear and the two became
encased in their little bubble of love.

Helena sighed.

Aleksi kissed Tia before saying
goodbye to everyone. He left the lab and Tia turned on
her.

“Vlad Wellington is
lethal?”



Chapter 2

 


 


Inhaling deeply, Vlad savored the
familiar scents of the town. He liked how the vegetation had turned
green again and there were once again people out and about on the
streets. Thanks to Tia Morrison’s knowledge of microbiology and her
subsequent cleaning of their water well problems, Rurikstan City no
longer needed to boil their water. They could freely use the
resource again, while the not-so-healthy were better, and Rurikstan
had returned to everyday life.

Thinking about Tia’s lab turned his
thoughts to her lab helpers. One was his mother, the other… he
still wasn’t certain how to classify Helena.

The most beautiful woman in the world
had very wisely waited for him. From the little tidbits he picked
up on his brief forays home he learned she didn’t date.

That was good for her.

He refused to share her. All through
the grueling years, he never lost the picture he’d painted of her
in his mind. Her brown-red hair that curled in spirals to her waist
and those bright green eyes and light caramel skin had kept him
going. In his darkest hours he could close his eyes and hear her
laugh. See those perfect lips arch into a smile, her head thrown
back, curls cascading to her hips.

That picture of beauty and home kept
him alive so he could continue with his assigned task. Not that he
hadn’t also cursed this assigned task. He had. Often. Yet knowing
why it was his duty helped him as he struggled to complete each
arduous assignment. There were times when he was certain he
couldn’t.

He had completed his training, not
always without complaint, and not always without some really nasty
thoughts about his prince, but he had accomplished everything asked
of him.

The problem now was his prince no
longer sat behind the heirloom desk in the Prince’s office. That
good man had died of lead poisoning from ancient pipes and
conditions of a weak heart a year ago. The man who had sent him out
to become a warrior was no longer waiting to hear of the lessons
learned.

Instead, his son sat behind that
desk.

So the current prince had no idea
about his assignment. He wasn’t certain anyone in Rurikstan other
than the former prince knew of his special training. This meant the
meeting with Prince Aleksi was going to be rather
interesting.

He practiced the opening
sentence.

“Yeah, Aleksi, great to
see you. Nice weather we’re having. By the way, your father turned
me into a super-soldier.”



Chapter 3

 


 


After swallowing the lump in her
suddenly tight throat, Helena nodded. “Yes, lethal is the correct
word.”

“Why are you dating
someone lethal?”
Tia hissed. They both noticed Maria watching them with feigned
nonchalance.

Since Vlad was her son, they better
not discuss the man in front of her.

“If you haven’t met him…”
Heat burst through her so she fanned herself.

“Mmm, that nice?” Tia all
but purred.

“You’ve been hanging out
with Maria far too long.”

“Hey, you learn stuff that
way.”

“I wonder if some of her
magic will rub off on me.” Helena fiddled with her notebook pages.
The ones she still hadn’t written anything on.

Tia snorted. “Like you need any
magic.”

“I don’t think princesses
are allowed to snort.”

“Love me, love my
snort.”

“You’re so very much what
Rurikstan needs.”

“That’s what Aleksi says.”
Tia’s eyes turned dreamy.

“He’s so besotted
he would say anything.”
Helena mock scoffed.

Tia’s smile took on a sultry quality.
“I like him that way.”

“You like him any way you
can get him.”

“Yes.” Tia’s dreamy look
vanished to be replaced by her I’m-seeking-information one. The one
that indicated Tia careened down the path of enlightenment and she
didn’t intend to bail until she got what she wanted.

Helena all but groaned.

“So, my overly beautiful
friend, spill on the boyfriend.”

“I am not
beautiful.”

Jorge, who had just seated himself at
the bench across from them, snorted. He was white haired, bearded,
sported dark glasses, and a scholarly air.

“You’re spending too much
time with Tia.” Helena tried to glare at him.

“I like Tia.” Jorge
started his calculations. “And you are one of the most beautiful
women in the world.” Jorge glanced around the room. “I’m the only
man in the Beauty Pageant lab. I love coming to work.”

He continued his calculations with a
happy sigh.

Helena turned accusing eyes on Tia.
“You’re the one who started the whole Beauty Pageant lab
misnomer.”

Tia stared at her. “You
are probably the most beautiful woman I’ve ever seen. That was my
first thought. Of course, that was until I saw her.” Tia hooked a thumb over her
shoulder at Maria.

“Like any woman can
compare to that one.” Helena spun on her stool to stare at their
lab mate. “She’s gorgeous.”

“So are you, my friend.”
Tia patted her shoulder. “So when can I meet Vlad?”

“I don’t know, as I’ve
barely seen him myself.”

“He’s been here for two or
three months, right?”

“No, I think he arrived
around the same time as you. So it’s only been about a month. But
sporadic.”

Tia tilted her head. “How many times
have you seen him?”

“Twice, maybe three
times—for a very short time.”

“He’s not living here
then?”

A bunch of her questions suddenly made
sense. “You know, that might explain a few things. Like why our
time together is short and random.”

“Maybe you should ask him
if he’s actually living here.”

“He might not answer
me.”

Tia blinked like a blonde owl. “Why
not?”

“Vlad is the king of vague
answers.” She sighed. Really, he always had been secretive. And
bossy.

Before he left Rurikstan, they had
engaged in a massive argument, because he was unhappy about her
coed study group. They hadn’t even been dating at the time. Helena
vaguely remembered flinging her physics book at him. If memory
served her right, her aim had been true, but Vlad was fast and
avoided the spiraling textbook. He left home soon after and she
hadn’t seen much of him since.

She heard of his travels to America
and then all over the world. What Helena hadn’t heard was what he’d
been doing since then. All of her subtle and not-so-subtle
questions were left unanswered.

She scowled.

Tia raised her hands in the universal
surrender gesture. “I didn’t do it, I promise.”

“Ha ha.” Helena wiped off
the scowl. “I still don’t know anything about him. He’s
always been this
frustrating.”

“You’re scowling again,”
Tia unhelpfully pointed out. “You were so happy a few weeks
ago.”

“Yes, I was under the
impression that our relationship had changed. Finally.”

“It hasn’t, I take
it?”

“No.” Her answer was
gruff. “He’s still every bit as frustrating and close-mouthed as
he’s always been.”

“It takes an impressive
woman to handle a man like that.”

“Who said I’m an
impressive woman?”

 


Later that morning, Helena finished up
her experiment. The data looked really promising that they might be
on the brink of a new antibiotic. Hopefully it worked, since
bacteria had evolved to resist their current selection. It would be
nice to use something effective again. She logged the last of the
microbiological results, aware that Tia was staring over her
shoulder.

“If you start heavy
breathing, I’m shoving you in front of a truck,” she informed Tia
cheerfully.

“You’re not my type.
Although I must admit to being excited about this data.”

“Yes, I agree.” Helena
typed in the last of the data and stared at it with pride. “Okay,
you can heavy breathe a little.”

“Oh my.” Tia sounded awestruck. This data wasn’t
that exciting.

A niggle of awareness
lifted the hair on the back of her neck. He was nearby.

Her head swung around until she
located the object of Tia’s sudden desire. Yes, there he was, in
all his masculine glory. Every perfect centimeter of
him.

“Oh my,” Tia
repeated.

Lips curving up, Helena nodded. “Meet
Vlad.”

“Wow, he looks like Aleksi
and Maks, but not.”

And there it was, that unexplainable
factor that made Vlad who he was. “Yes.”

“You never said he was…”
Words obviously failed Tia.

Helena understood. He was tall, broad,
with shaggy dark hair and dark brown nearly black eyes like Aleksi
and Maks, Vlad’s older brother. His face was chiseled with a
masculine appeal that wasn’t beautiful but was powerful
nonetheless. He was all hard edges and dangerous
seductiveness.

“Gorgeously
lethal.”

Tia snapped her fingers. “Yeah,
that.”

“Do you want to meet
him?” Of course she wanted to meet
him. Tia was a healthy female below the
age of one hundred.

Turning stunned eyes on her, Tia shook
her head. “I don’t think I’m allowed.”

Helena grinned. “Aleksi isn’t worried
about Vlad stealing you.”

Tia waved that off. “No, I don’t think
men like him,” she gestured toward Vlad, “are allowed to meet nerds
like me.” She pointed to herself. “I think it’s against the
rules.”

Helena turned reproachful eyes on her.
“He’s dating me.” Then she winced. “I think.”

By that time he stepped fully into the
lab. Not that Vlad came to them. Instead, he finished his
assessment of the space. His eyes slid possessively over her,
before he nodded to Tia and Jorge. Then he made his steady way
across the lab to stand behind his mother. She bumped him in the
course of her work and shrieked.

Maria dropped the pipette she was
using and turned with her hands raised defensively. The moment she
caught sight of Vlad, joy crossed her face and she leapt into his
arms.

“Mom,” he protested, but
Helena noticed immediately that the rigid line of his shoulders
relaxed a fraction as he engulfed her in his embrace. His mother’s
warm welcome showed he had been missed. Her tears were definitely
of the joyful variety as she kept hugging him and exclaiming. The
man had been gone thirteen years with only sporadic trips home to
see his family.

“When did you get here?
It’s been so long since your last visit. We need to call your father. I’m so
happy to see you.” Maria rattled on so fast Helena smiled and spun
toward Tia.

“Have you blinked since he
stepped into the room?” Not that she was judging. Since she had to
remind herself to do the same.

“I don’t think
so.”

“Blink, girl.”

Tia blinked, but continued to stare at
Vlad. “I’m so happy I met Aleksi before I met him.”

“Me, too. I’m rather
partial to him.” Helena wished for things that might never
be.

By that time, Maria finished her
compulsive squeezing to tow him over to them. Jorge received a
genuine smile when Maria introduced them. It appeared Jorge and
Vlad already knew each other. There was a friendly handshake
between the two men before Vlad turned to them.

He stood directly in front
of Tia. Helena noticed Tia really was tall. She didn’t have to
crane her head too much to look up at Vlad. That must be nice. Of
course, Maria was the short one in the lab but Helena couldn’t
boast. She maybe had two inches on Maria. Still, it was better than being
petite. Although Maria wore that nomenclature well. Then again,
Maria wore everything well.

Better not go
there, a wise voice piped up in the back
of her mind. Right, she agreed.

“I am Vladimir
Wellington.” He obviously appreciated the view as he introduced
himself. That should prove to her dummy friend that she was quite
attractive. Men liked her. A
lot.

Tia proved without a doubt that she
was princess material. Her smile was as genuine and easy as his.
“Hello Vladimir. I’m Tia Morrison.”

He nodded. “I have heard much of
you.”

Tia’s smile didn’t falter. “I haven’t
heard squat about you.”

Vlad appeared to be up on American
slang because he laughed. “That is because I’m the black sheep of
the family. It is better to not mention me.”

“I don’t believe that for
a moment. But I am looking forward to getting to know
you.”

“I agree.” His smile
nearly melted Helena’s safety glasses.

Oh no, am I still wearing
them? A quick check proved she was.
Ugh, not here, not in front of
this man. She snatched them off and
dropped them on the benchtop as though they’d gotten too close to
the Bunsen burner. He knew she worked in a lab. Vlad had to be
aware she was a major geek by now. She had thrown her
physics book at him.
That should tell him everything he needed to know about her
interests.

He turned to her and his
eyes crinkled in that way Helena especially liked. His dark brown
eyes warmed another notch and it was suddenly a little too hot in
here. Uh oh.

“Helena.” His voice was
too delicious.

“Vlad.” She managed not to
squeak, mostly.

“It is good to see you
again.” He took her hand and raised it to his lips to kiss the
back. The buss was quick, because a man should not linger over any
hand that worked in a microbiology lab while said hand was still in
said lab.

“That’s
dangerous.”

His teeth slashed white against his
lips as his grin edged into wolfish. “I am not unaccustomed to
danger.”

She rolled her eyes and delighted in
his chuckle. He still hadn’t returned her hand. Not that Helena
intended to protest. What did that say about her?

Obviously this man was far
too gorgeous for any mere mortal woman, especially a nerd like her.
Really, he should be illegal.

“So this is where you
work. I have wondered.” He glanced around the room where Helena and
his mother spent so much time.

“This is it.” It wasn’t
only her glancing around with pride. All of her lab mates joined
her.

“We enjoy working here.”
Jorge grinned. “I especially enjoy working in the Beauty Pageant
lab.”

Another delighted chuckle from Vlad.
“You do have excellent working conditions.”

“We are not the Beaut—”
Tia protested.

Jorge sent her a knowing look as he
cut her off. “Tia’s first day here, she caught sight of Helena and
your mother and blurted about the Beauty Pageant lab.”

“She’s right and she
certainly adds to it.” Vlad’s eyes were appreciative as he stared
between Helena and Tia.

Maria wrapped her arm around Vlad’s
waist. She couldn’t seem to stop touching him. “We need to call
your father. He’ll want to see you…”

She trailed off when he shook his
head. “I must see Aleksi.”

“But honey, your father
will want to see you…”

“I understand and I want
to see him. But I’m here on business. So Prince Aleksi
first.”

Something in his voice penetrated the
urgency in Maria.

“When do you believe
you’ll be finished?”

Vlad’s lips firmed. “I don’t know.”
Maria deflated as he wrapped his arm around her.

“I just wanted your father
to know you’re home.”

“I know Mom, and I will
see him. I only stopped in here first because I wanted to see all
of you.” His eyes lingered on Helena and warmth burst through her.
He came to see her as well. His family and her.

His extensive military
training had kept him from Rurikstan, and his family, all these
years. While serving in the armed forces, he hadn’t been able to
choose leave. His visits had always been only a day or two and
often she only learned of them after he left.

Vlad broke into her thoughts as he
bent down to kiss his mother goodbye. He nodded to both Jorge and
Tia then made for the door. Since he retained hold of her hand he
hauled her with him. “Vlad.” Her protest bordered on
weak.

Once they were in the
hallway, he tugged her close and laid an amazing, spine melting
kiss on her. Their
first. “Oh.” Spectacular lips of a
spectacular man, on her lips. Oh
yes.

“Thanks, I needed that.”
He trailed a possessive hand down her face.

“Yes.” Helena craved
another kiss.

Except Emerson chose that moment to
pass. “Vlad.” He sounded surprised.

Vlad’s face closed off as he
straightened and carefully shoveled her back into the lab.
“Emerson.” Vlad’s greeting was stiff, formal. Curious, since she
was a scientist, she leaned out to watch the two men walk
away.

“What brings you here?”
Emerson made it sound as though Vlad brought the plague along to
share.

“I must speak with
Aleksi.”

“The prince is in…” By
that time they had moved out of her range, so she couldn’t
eavesdrop.

When Helena turned her attention back
to the lab, Maria was standing right in front of her, hands on
hips, wearing a militant expression.

“Why didn’t you mention
you had seen Vlad?”

Helena’s brain had stalled on that
wonderful kiss. “What?”

“You’ve seen him before
today,” Maria accused.

Helena took a deep breath before
nodding. Maria gasped and glared. “Do you want to hear this or
not?” It wasn’t as though the woman hadn’t seen him. Helena knew he
made an effort to see his family.

“Yes.” Maria at least had
the grace to look a little chagrined.

It was then she noticed both Tia and
Jorge were unabashedly listening. She turned her glare on them. “Do
you two mind?”

They looked at each other and shook
their heads. “No.” Their answers were simultaneous. Both of the
miscreants settled in for the discussion.

“Speak, Helena.” When
Maria demanded, she obeyed.

“Remember when I went on
that trip about five months ago?”

“Yes,” Maria and Jorge
answered. Tia had heard bits and pieces of it.

“You know I went to
Italy?”

“Of course.”

“While I was there I
bumped into Vlad.” Literally. She didn’t go into the embarrassing
details of trying to escape a lecherous mugger who seemed intent on
more than her wallet. She had successfully fought him off at first.
However, as she grew tired, he grew some friends, so her
wallet and her
virtue had both been in question.

At about that time her hero, Vlad,
showed up. He wasn’t there one moment but suddenly was the next. It
was amazing how him stepping into the fracas scattered her
attackers. He hadn’t even said anything, although she was certain
he growled.

Then he took her to task for being on
a street in the middle of Italy and she had quite embarrassingly
burst into tears. The entire situation sounded much nicer with the
cleaned up version she offered everyone at home. How two old
acquaintances from Rurikstan bumped into each other and spent some
time together.

She honestly hadn’t even known he was
in Europe, much less Italy at the time. Although she was still
grateful he showed up when he did. During her embarrassing bout of
tears, he did draw her into his arms and held her tight until the
weeping passed. It wasn’t in the least bit romantic. The holiday
turned sour the first day since she started a cold, endured a nasty
bout of food poisoning the third and fourth days, and then got
mugged/almost raped the sixth.

It had been a trying time to say the
least. That was to be her last excursion into the quaint Italian
streets before she scurried home.

After meeting up with Vlad, she
canceled her plans to return home a week early and stayed in the
magical city with him. He took a room next to hers and they spent
the next week together.

“You’ve been seeing him
ever since then?” Maria displayed aghast well. “Five
months you’ve known he
was home?”

“I’m not certain if he is
home.” That was all too true.

“Why didn’t you at least
tell me he was back in contact with someone from Rurikstan? Why
didn’t you tell me you were dating Vlad?”

“Because that news had to
come from him. When he was ready.” Helena exhaled a huge gust.
“Besides, I’m not certain we are dating.”



Chapter 4

 


 


He took a deep breath as he left the
lab with Emerson. It was obvious by the way Emerson carried himself
he was confident. And well he should be. The man enjoyed a
long-standing friendship with the prince. It was a well known fact
that Emerson ran Aleksi’s life; and got away with it.

“Hello, Vlad. Come to see
your mother and Helena?” Emerson’s voice was as friendly as ever
and Vlad didn’t pick up from his tone that Emerson didn’t trust
him. It seemed he had taken a let’s-wait-and-see attitude. It
wasn’t that Emerson didn’t trust him, but he also didn’t seem to be
of the mind to give Vlad free run of the palace.

Too bad Emerson had no idea of his
skills.

“I did. Now I’m off to see
the prince.”

Emerson’s brows bounced. “I’m certain
Prince Aleksi will be delighted to see you.”

That earned him a droll look.
“Delighted?”

Emerson winced. “I didn’t just use the
word delighted.”

“I’m sure that’s what I
heard.”

“I’m turning into
a…”

“Nineteenth century
English butler.”

“Thank you. You’ve cheered
me up, as usual.”

“I try.” As they sparred,
Vlad strode down the palace hallway to Aleksi’s office. He had
finished his pre-mission tasks and knew where the prince ate,
slept, worked, played, and even where all the toilets were. There
wasn’t much he didn’t know about their prince these days. He had
also run extensive checks on every bodyguard and security officer
with direct and indirect access to Aleksi.

The problem was that the prince didn’t
know this, much less anything about Vlad, and this needed to
change.

 


Lethal was the first word that popped into Aleksi’s mind while
watching Vlad cross the expanse of his office. That wasn’t unusual.
Vlad had always been dangerous, even as a child. He could sneak up
on anyone, could handle his toy sword, guns, bow and arrow, any
play weapon better than him, Maks, and Emerson—combined. As though
Vlad had been born to be an assassin.

All in all, a little scary.

Now he stared at this man who hadn’t
been a friend, just someone whose name and parents he knew. But
Emerson was right. There was something different about Vlad. It
took him a little while to figure out what.

The resentment and anger that had
smoldered beneath the surface all those years ago weren’t present
now. Vlad’s animosity had seemingly vanished. It was nice to see
there was a person underneath all that antagonism.

He still didn’t want this man within a
restraining order distance of Helena.

Not that he had the power to decree
this. Not without losing his head. Because he was certain Vlad
would sic Helena on him and… he decided not to go there. Although
he didn’t have an actual sibling, Helena was one he thought of as a
little sister.

Still, it was refreshing to see Vlad
looking so comfortable in his own skin. It worked because it did
appear that Maks’ younger brother, they couldn’t use the word
little, because Vlad had never been small, somehow had made peace
with himself through the years. Even looking for it, he almost
missed the amiable side of Vlad. The lethal edge was still there,
only it appeared to have been honed to precision sharpness. And it
outshone the friendlier facet to the extent one could quite easily
miss the more sociable part.

He was happy Emerson got stuck vetting
Vlad before him and Maks. Emerson was the nicest of the three of
them. One trait Emerson had in abundance was the ability to read
people. He was also a great judge of character.

He sincerely hoped Vlad was on their
side.

And why did Helena like scary,
dangerous men?

Vlad stopped in front of his desk. He
didn’t look sheepish or uncomfortable. Instead he looked like a man
on a mission.

“What can I do for you?”
Aleksi wished Emerson had stayed.

Vlad reached into his pocket. “Your
father wanted me to give you this.” Aleksi appreciated when Vlad
stopped, his hand curling for a moment, and then swallowed hard
before handing over a small, rectangular item. “In the event he
wasn’t here.” His voice sounded thick.

“Thank you.” He accepted
the object. “It’s a USB drive.”

“Yes.”

“What’s on it?”

“I don’t know. He just
asked me to give you this if he wasn’t here.”

“No
instructions?”

Vlad shook his head. “He must have
assumed you would know what to do with it.”

“Do you have any ideas?”
He raised the drive to peer at it.

“I imagine it’ll tell you
what to expect in the event of a terrorist attack.”

Certain he wasn’t going to get more
info out of Vlad, Aleksi nodded. “Fair enough. Admiral O’Riley
warned me not to assume terrorists weren’t interested in
us.”

“Don’t assume that,” Vlad
agreed. “O’Riley knows what he’s talking about.”

“You know Admiral
O’Riley?”

“Took some training with
him.” Vlad shook his hand. “Nice to see you again, Prince Aleksi.”
With a final nod, he turned and left the room so silently Aleksi
would have never noticed Vlad left if he didn’t watch his cousin
cross the room, open the door, and exit.

Vlad’s obvious skills raised the hair
on the back of his neck.

There was no doubt Vlad Wellington was
even scarier now than he’d been in their youth. Back then he
possessed a lot less skills than he apparently enjoyed these days
and he was scary enough then. Still, just from this brief
interaction he had learned some vital info. The first was that Vlad
respected and missed Aleksi’s father.

The second was that Vlad’s respect had
now transferred to the new prince. Aleksi wasn’t certain what to
think about that. It was nice Vlad intended to give him a chance.
Yet Aleksi wasn’t so certain he was worthy of Vlad’s
respect.

The fact that Vlad didn’t know what
was on the USB device but was instructed to hand it to him
personally made him question what could possibly be on it. He took
a deep breath and paced to his computer. There he slid the storage
unit into a port. The screen for opening files popped up and asked
for a password.

“He didn’t say there was a
password,” he muttered. Yet he had been pretty certain there would
be.

Out of all the passwords his father
had used he now had to figure out which one secured this device.
Obviously the information contained here must be
confidential.

He entered each password and was
denied.

His father had left him several
confidential files. None of them had been left with someone. Those
files had been stored in the family safe that as far as he knew,
only he and his mother knew the combination to.

Still, it seemed odd to leave critical
information in the hands of one person. What if Vlad had forgotten
it? What if he was killed? And why had his father felt he could
trust Vladimir Wellington?

“What is that?” Emerson’s
interested voice floated from behind him.

“Where did you come
from?”

“The secret passage, where
else?”

A hidden panel had been added to the
prince’s suite centuries ago to protect the prince in the event of
war. Or, in more modern times, terrorist attacks. The only person
who regularly used the ensuing network of tunnels throughout the
palace was Emerson. Aleksi figured it amused Emerson and he
probably stayed busy keeping them clean. Emerson was the only man
Aleksi knew who could pass even the strictest white glove
test.

“What is that?” Emerson
asked again and pointed to the USB stick.

“I was just going to ask
that same question.” Maks stood on the other side of his
desk.

“See,” he pointed out to
Emerson, “Maks used this thing we call a door. You can find them
throughout the palace.”

“Regular doors are
boring.” Emerson used his chin to indicate the USB
device.

“Vlad just gave me
this.”

Both of his friends turned their full
attention on him.

“Vlad as in my brother?”
Maks asked.

“The same.”

“What does it
say?”

“I don’t know yet. It’s
password protected.”

“And the list of your
father’s passwords don’t work,” Emerson concluded.

“That is
correct.”

They all stared at the USB
drive.

“That means it’s
important.” Emerson stroked his chin, his gaze
assessing.

Maks frowned. “What could Vlad know
that we don’t?”

“He seems to have trusted
my father.”

“Vlad has always respected
your father. I remember a big disagreement he had with the parents.
Your father stepped in and Vlad didn’t argue with him. The matter
was settled as far as he was concerned and my parents learned
something.”

“What’s that?” Emerson
asked.

“That if they wanted Vlad
to do something they needed to go through Prince
Aleksandr.”

“I wonder why?” Aleksi
asked this but he didn’t get an answer from either of his two
friends and didn’t expect one.

His guess was that this USB drive was
the key to discovering that answer.

Now he just had to figure out the
password.

 


After he handed over the drive, Vlad
headed down the hall. He was sorely tempted to return to the lab.
In that room was the woman he longed to spend a lot more time with.
There was so much they still didn’t know about each
other.

Sure, he had kept up with her life
while he was away. Still, he didn’t know all that much about her.
She knew next to nothing about him. It had to remain that way. At
least until they figured out exactly what they faced during the
next few weeks.

The terrorist rumors might be nothing.
On the other hand they could indicate a looming war that Rurikstan,
as it stood right now, wasn’t prepared for. In fact, they would
definitely come out on the losing side as their military wasn’t
competent yet. There weren’t enough men who were trained as they
should be in order to win the type of battle he suspected was about
to befall them.

On the other hand, perhaps the teams
he worked with had managed to discourage the different factions
they knew were watching Rurikstan and its wealth with greedy eyes.
Yet he had lived long enough to doubt that scenario.

The device he kept in his pocket
vibrated and he dug deep to remove it. He stepped into one of the
hidden passages and then into a chamber that he doubted even
Emerson knew about. Vlad had found this room his eighth year. It
was fairly spacious and only the former prince knew of its
location. Aleksi might not even be aware of it.

The coordinates were likely on that
USB stick, but for now Vlad used the room as his communications
center. “Hello,” he said into the device.

“Are you in place?” The
voice that spoke was as familiar to him as anyone in his immediate
family. More so because this voice had sometimes been his only
contact in a few of his darkest hours. The only one he spoke to
while he trained in the art of war. It had kept him encouraged,
kept him alive, threatened him, helped him.

In essence, this man and his team had
become Vlad’s family.

“I’m in place.”

“Have everything you
need?” The voice was pure American.

He could name the state and the region
where this man had grown up in America. He could do so with any
American voice he heard.

“I’m fine.”

“For now.” The voice took
on a grim note.

His heart plummeted. “What have you
heard?” His own voice reverberated with the same edge.

“The same old. But we’re
hearing it from enough different places that we’re a little
nervous.”

“And rightly so.” While
this wasn’t unexpected, he still hated it. “It’s not enough to
deploy a team though.”

“No. If you need
anything—”

“You’re the first person I
call.”

The voice lightened. “You know my
admiral will send us immediately.”

“Thank you. I’ll call as
soon as things look like they’re about to blow up.”

“Right, Welly. Do that.”
The command in that voice was so familiar he
straightened.

“I will, Captain, now
shouldn’t you go command someone?”

“Cheeky…” The transmission
broke up before he heard what his former commander called him, but
that was okay. Vlad longed to think up a few favorites. He wanted
something especially amusing but settled into work
instead.

He fired up his equipment and started
to do what he did best. This was the culmination of his extensive
training. The reason for his entire life… and no one here in
Rurikstan even knew.



Chapter 5

 


 


“So that was Vlad,” Tia
murmured as Helena struggled to slow her heartbeat.

Unfortunately, her efforts weren’t
effective.

“That was Vlad.” Her voice
was far too dreamy. Combined with her rapid heart rate, Helena was
definitely in trouble.

“He’s…” Tia frowned. “I’m
not certain there’s a way to describe him.”

“I’ve never come up with
anything suitable.” Not besides Mine, but she didn’t share this with
other people. It sounded so possessive. The main problem in her
little scenario was that Vlad did get free will and so far he
didn’t sound as if he was committed to their relationship. Such as
it was.

“The thing is, Vlad
reminds me of someone I know.” Tia chewed on the inside of her
cheek.

“Maybe Aleksi,” Helena
ventured with a bratty grin.

Tia swatted her. “Yes, he reminds me
of Aleksi. They could be brothers. Vlad also reminds me of Maks,
obviously. But I’m thinking of someone who doesn’t live in
Rurikstan.”

Her eyebrows soared. “Oh, right.
Who?”

“I don’t know. And it’s
bugging me.”

“Maria at three o’clock.”
She barely managed to warn Tia before Maria halted in front of
them.

“I still can’t believe you
didn’t tell me you’re dating my son,” Maria alleged instead of the
usual greeting.

“Maria,
again, I don’t
know if I’m
dating your son. I’d like to know myself.”

Some of Maria’s fire abated. “Okay, I
can understand that. Vlad is my simplest child, and yet he’s very
much my most complicated.” Maria flopped onto a stool, shoulders
hunched.

“Try dating him.” Helena
dropped beside her.

“I’m engaged,” Tia piped
up. Helena and Maria both turned baleful stares on her. Tia
grinned. “Don’t you think the two of you are making this more
complicated than it is?”

“No,” she and Maria
answered at the same time.

“I think you
are.”

“We’re not.” Helena tapped
the benchtop. “I’m not certain if I have a boyfriend, but I’m
desperately attracted to a man who might or might not be attracted
to me.”

“He’s attracted to
you.”

Helena grasped onto Maria’s statement.
“How do you know this?”

“He’s my son. Vlad has
been attracted to you since you hit puberty.”

“Explain, Maria,” she
demanded.

“I might not know him
well, but he is my son.”

Tia frowned. “How can you not know
your own son?”

“If your sons turn out
like Vlad, which could happen since you’re marrying a de Leos and
Vlad is also of that line, you’ll know.”

“Maria, it would help if
you spoke English,” Tia replied.

“I did.”

“What Maria is trying to
say, but isn’t doing very well, is that there’s a weird gene or
something in the de Leos line that every once in a while produces
men like Vlad.”

“It pops up randomly?”
Tilting her head like that, Tia looked more like a model at a photo
shoot than a scientist, but there was no doubt the woman was all
brains at the moment. Helena recognized her boss’s deep-thinking
face.

“That’s what genes do,
love.” Maria smoothed a hand over her already sleek
hair.

“So you think Vlad is a
throwback from another generation?”

“Oh no.” Maria shook her
head. “He’s definitely a man of this era. His skills are probably
pretty impressive—it’s just that he’s so complicated. It’s hard for
me to understand him because he’s different.”

Helena’s stomach twisted. “The problem
is he’s always been aware of the fact he didn’t quite fit in
here.”

“And Graham and I worked
very hard to make him feel like a part of the family.” Maria’s
voice was so sad her stomach twisted again.

“Did Vlad know?” Tia’s
innocent question didn’t ease the pain.

Maria’s smile tried to wrench Helena’s
stomach or heart, she couldn’t figure out which organ, right from
her body. “Of course he knew.”

“Wow, and I thought
growing up with the Apes was bad,” Tia said, referring to her three
older brothers.

 


Tapping out another command at the
main computer, Vlad watched the screen. Helena’s face filled it.
Then she turned and headed to the huge sterile hood. There were no
cameras there, because he didn’t want to compromise the sterility
and use of the hood.

The entire purpose of the cameras was
to maintain the safety of the personnel who worked there. Not spy
on the lab staff, even if one of them was the woman he wanted above
all others. He yanked his attention from her and moved
on.

He clicked another series of keys and
another camera scene popped up. Emerson was in the kitchen,
speaking with one of the many employees. No matter what time of
day, it seemed someone was up and about in the palace. It was a
vast place with as many priceless antiques as prestigious museums.
Most of these antiques had been passed down from generation to
generation, and yet were in pristine condition.

Just these items, not to mention their
gems—some of the best in the world—made Rurikstan a very tasty
morsel. If you factored in all those and added his brother Maks’
genius with investments you had a formula for disaster. Thinking of
Maks caused more key tappings. Vlad next watched kids playing
together in the nursery.

Apparently Tia had been surprised to
learn there was no formal childcare program here and she quickly
established a daycare similar to what he had seen in America. Now
most of the staff with children participated and it worked very
well.

Emerson and Maks both had kids in the
program. That left their wives free to work or attend to other
things on the days they chose to participate. Emerson’s wife,
Karis, was a nurse practitioner and Sara, Maks’ wife, was a college
professor. Sara returned to teaching on a part-time
basis.

He typed the commands to return to the
lab cameras. One area of concern was the lab. In an attack, there
weren’t many escape routes for the lab personnel. They had to flee
across the hall for the nearest route. That wasn’t acceptable.
Frowning at the screen, he checked out each camera’s view and
reassessed every area of the lab. In the back corner there was a
storage closet that none of them much used because there was a
stainless steel table in front of the door.

But one of the closet walls contained
a secret panel that emptied onto a small antechamber that in turn
offered at least two, but possibly three different escape routes.
Over the last week or so Vlad had seen every one of them use that
table, so the table was more important than the storage closet. Yet
hadn’t he seen at least one hazard in the current storage closet?
It was a lot smaller and cramped, and subsequently crowded with
reagents and supplies.

Why did they use that storage area
rather than the much larger one? He scanned both spaces again. Ah,
that was why. The smaller one was located closer to the center of
the room, while the larger was on the outskirts of the lab. It
would take more effort to use the larger. Still, the table they all
used would work better in the center of the lab.

Now all he had to do was convince the
four of them that they needed to use the larger closet, and somehow
show, without showing, the secret escape route. His mother,
girlfriend, and their soon-to-be princess all worked in this
space.

It was ripe with potential for any
unscrupulous men who needed money. How much would Aleksi pay to get
Tia back?

His heart dropped.
A lot. How much would
Vlad pay to get his mother or Helena back? A lot.

Operation Closet
Changing suddenly became his top
priority.

 


Helena’s heart stuttered
when Vlad entered the lab again. Twice in one day. Once this morning
and now again this afternoon. Her palms turned sweaty as she swung
around to face him head on.

“Can we help you?” Her
voice was a little too eager.

“Vlad, love, what are you
doing here again?” His mother’s voice was every bit as
eager.

“Hello, Mother,
Helena.”

Vlad didn’t seem to mind their
eagerness. In fact, his eyes crinkled at the corners just the way
she liked. His lips kicked up and she discovered that was because
she was grinning like an idiot.

He glanced around the room. “Where are
Jorge and Tia?”

Oh, too
bad. He hadn’t come to ask her on a
date.

“They’re out taking water
samples.” Maria had the presence of mind to answer,
thankfully.

Helena swallowed, since her mouth
seemed to have filled with a lot of saliva. Once she accomplished
this she smiled at him again.

“I see.” Vlad sent her a
slightly searching look.

To cover herself, Helena hurried to
the supply closet. She needed a moment to gain control. This was
ridiculous. She was nearly thirty years old. There was no reason to
be an idiot.

Time to act like an adult.

Anyway, she did need more pipets so
she opened the closet and paced to where they were stored on the
top shelf. Since she couldn’t brag about her height, Helena grabbed
the step stool and crawled on top. From the top step she could just
reach the shelf. Snagging the box she saw it was empty.

“Hey, who used all the 1
ml pipets?” She stared dubiously inside the box but it was still
empty.

“Is that bad?” Vlad asked
from below her.

With a shriek she jumped,
because she didn’t know he had followed her into the closet.
Oh, a closet, and Vlad.
All she had to do was close the door and she
could jump him. Except that his mother hovered in the
doorway.

“That box was full
yesterday. I only took one package from it.”

She upended the box. “It’s not full
now.”

“And I just got that box
from the big closet yesterday. We use a lot of that size so I’m not
surprised.”

“We do use a lot of these.
And we already moved that table yesterday.” She glared at the door
across the way.

“I’ll help,” Vlad offered
and she turned a beguiling smile on him.

“Thank you.”

Maria offered her own effusive
thanks.

“Let’s move that table.”
Then without any warning whatsoever, Vlad circled her waist and
swung her off the stool without breaking a sweat. No easy feat
because she was curvy. She was too surprised to shriek again. That
was just as well, because it wasn’t all that ladylike.

Instead he floated her to the floor
and she was hard pressed to say she didn’t enjoy the ride. To brace
herself, she placed a hand at each of his shoulders and enjoyed the
bulging muscles there.

For some reason her mouth filled with
too much saliva again.

By the time her feet connected with
the floor, Maria had already tapped her four inch heels across the
lab and stood in front of the table. “Really, this time we should
just take all of the 1 ml pipets and move them to the other closet.
Since we use so many of them.” Her hands planted on her hips, she
nodded.

Helena and Vlad gazed at each other
for a moment before she shrugged. “She’s a mother. None of us argue
with her.”

“Not even Tia?”

“Of course not. We’re all
happy someone makes the decisions.”

Vlad followed her across the room and
he took one end of the heavy metal table while she and Maria
grabbed the other. He directed them where to move it and made the
process look easy. She and Maria were both panting.

“It’s heavier today than
it was yesterday.” She adjusted her grip, aware of Maria doing the
same beside her.

“I think you’re
right.”

Vlad ignored them to swing his end
away from the door. After some puffing, they moved theirs, finally.
He opened the door to the larger storage closet.

“This is huge.” He stepped
inside and wandered around the space, checking things out. They
only utilized maybe a quarter of the capacity.

“Yes, it’s a nice size,”
Maria agreed. She stepped to the pipet section and selected three
boxes. All of which she piled into Helena’s arms.

“Thanks.” Except she
didn’t want pipets at the moment.

“I have an idea.” Vlad
removed the boxes and stored them on the shelf again.

He tugged both of them from the closet
and back to the smaller one. “What, love?”

“Why do you use this tiny
space?” He waved at the storage closet they used.

“It’s a lot more
convenient.”

“How? Wouldn’t it make
more sense to store everything in the larger closet and use this
smaller one as long term storage? You can park this table in front.
With wheels, it would be easy to move.”

“That could work.” Maria
sounded unsure.

Vlad’s eyebrows bounced. “You and
Helena wouldn’t have to use a step stool all the time if you
shifted everything to the larger closet.”

They were interrupted by Tia
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