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    To Karen, Karin, and Karen. Each of you taught me something important about professional child care. Thank you.

      

    



  	
        
            
            Their hearts come together in a wild tangle of passion, but they lives are in different worlds.
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BASQUE WORD LIST with some pronunciation

Euskadi (Basque Country)

Euskara (The Basque language)

Donostia (San Sebastian, coastal city in Basque Country)

Ugari haurtxo (numerous babies)

Madarikatua (curse word that rhymes with truck)

Bai – yes

Ez – no

Animo (thankyou)

Eskerriska (cheers)

Emankortasuna (fertility)

La Rioja – (Spanish wine region)

Baserri (a traditional stone and wood farmhouse commonly found in Basque Country)

Lauburu (Basque cross. Symbol of Basque Country and unity of its people)

Sagardotegi (cider house)

Txotx, choach (an invitation to drink cider)

Pintxos – pinchos (Basque food similar to tapas)

Txakoli – chacoli (Famous Basque sparkling wine)

Txokos – chocos (a Basque gastronomical society)

Kaixo – kike so (Basque greeting, hello)

Iago – Shanti (nick name or familiar name for Santiago or Iago)

Etxekoandre – eet zeek o andre (lady of the house)

Etxekojaun – eet zeek o waum (master of the house, homeowner)

Nire emaztea izango zara (you will be my wife)
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Chapter ONE
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Tempest in a teacup.

Santiago James-Ibarra looked down at Katherine Alesander-Casey, peacefully asleep in his guest bedroom. The old saying he’d picked up while living in Canada had never been more appropriately applied, because when this tempest named Katherine woke up and pieced together how she had arrived in this bed, halfway across the world, there would be holy hell to pay.

This could turn into a very messy international incident if not handled correctly, and he didn't particularly want to answer any difficult questions from INTERPOL on behalf of his brother, Malik's crimes.

Madarikatua, Santiago cursed in his native Basque tongue. He did not need this big headache.

Asleep, Katherine looked innocent, completely incapable of unleashing the maelstrom of righteous indignation he knew would come before she beat a path to the closest Canadian Consulate General if he didn't contain her. She was a court-appointed child supervisor, taken across several international lines with her young charge, his brother's son Tariq, in tow. This situation was the exact reason the Canadian court appointed her in the first place, to prevent his brother from taking Tariq away from his mother, Molly—the very thing now brought to fruition.

His brother was out of control, bringing his son and Katherine here to Basque Country, but desperate men took desperate measures, he supposed. He just wished Malik had found another way to reassemble his family.

Santiago gritted his back teeth and pulled out his satellite cell phone. He was now an accomplice, guilty after the fact, thanks to his brother. He tapped in a coded series of numbers to disrupt his villa’s Wi-Fi service. The last thing he needed was for her to wake up and panic, get her hands on a cell phone, then send out some kind of social media distress call before he could reason with her. He tapped out a quick text message to Sandrine Deskes, his lead administrator, and head of his PR damage-control team.

Him: Progress?

Sandrine: All arranged.

Him: Good.

He closed his phone, completely confident in Sandrine's diplomatic abilities. Raymond Sinclair, the Canadian consular general, was now tucked away, vacationing with his mistress at Santiago’s exclusive luxury villa in Ibiza. The arrogant peacock had been hounding him for an invite to his private property on the island, for the past year. Now, he had it, and Santiago had the leverage he needed, should this situation—he glanced at Katherine—go badly. Sinclair would not want his wife knowing about his illicit 'business trip'. Not that Santiago would ever betray another man's personal business, but he had his own family’s honor to protect right now.

He turned as Dona Dora, his main housekeeper, entered the room with a stack of towels and linens. He nodded dismissively toward the soft leather armchair beside the bed but did not miss the woman's curious look of derision before she set down the towels and silently left, leaving an air of judgment in her wake. Katherine's presence in his home had raised every eyebrow of his staff, not to mention how much it piqued his family’s curiosity. They were all crazy with a fiendish interest in who the woman was that he had not only brought home but put into the famed family heirloom bed.

He would deal with his relatives soon enough. Though, they were already descending on the villa like a pack of cackling teenage girls to a rock concert. Their hysteria rivalled the paparazzi that loved to surround him and chronicle his every move. He’d already had to beat back his uncles, the lot of them worse than the women with their questions, assumptions, and annoyingly nosy observations and comments. Admittedly, he’d never brought a woman home to his villa, let alone into this bed in the guestroom, so he couldn’t exactly begrudge their inquisitiveness. However, it was not reason enough to behave like jackals, waiting for him to show up at their txoko, their traditional men’s club and gastronomic society, so they could interrogate him instead of cooking and eating and singing as tradition dictated. 

Santiago stood and went to the door in time to see his father’s oldest sister stride through the courtyard, her sharp eyes darting up the stairs toward him. She pursed her lips together then smirked. He maintained a look of passive detachment while he tracked her defiant walk through the garden and down the stone stairs that led to the kitchen. She made it known, once again, that she, as the family's matriarch, should at least be told what was going on. He lifted the side of his mouth as her footsteps stomped away in an obvious tantrum, right to where he knew the balance of his aunts and cousins were gathered in the kitchens, their excited chatter easily heard for miles.

Damn Malik and his ill-fated scheme. His brother owed him plenty for this upheaval.

Over the past year, living and conducting business in Ottawa, Canada's capital city, only allowed Santiago to return home a few times, always ready to relax and settle back into the old Basque ways he loved. His country was timeless, traditional, and slow, three things he treasured and greatly missed when away. However, usually upon his return, he would let loose and relax with an experienced lover in his penthouse atop the Ibarra Plaza Hotel in Donostia. He always chose women who could handle the constant media attention but still gave the tabloids something new to gossip about; then, after everyone was exhausted, he’d leave her in the lap of luxury while he escaped to his villa, alone. He was always upfront about his policy; under no circumstance did he bring a lover to his family home.

Small wonder why his relatives were all so curious with him acting so out of character.

Santiago’s eyes trailed over Katerine's quiet form nestled within his most expensive Egyptian cotton sheets. Dona Dora and the other women had twisted her thick mass of black curly hair into a braid that lay over her bare shoulder and rested atop the covers. He didn’t know where they got the white, sleeveless nightgown she wore, but the deep V-neck cut and fitted bodice ended all his wondering of how full her breasts really were beneath the armor-like shirts she normally wore. Now, they were laid out in a fascinating temptation, along with her hourglass figure, outlined in the sheets. She was made for a man’s hands with her curvy shape and rounded hips that were perfect for bearing children.

A year ago, when she arrived at Malik’s mansion, dressed in a business suit stiff enough to stand on its own, he saw right through her court-appointed watchdog persona to the sensuous woman she tried to conceal. He wanted to tell her that nothing could hide genetics no matter how conservatively she dressed. Her naturally curved woman's body was made for a man. Why fight what nature intended?

He looked down when she moved beneath the sheets as if sensing his thoughts, and his body flared in reaction. One would think that after a year of being around her, he would be used to his body’s reflexive response when they were in the same room, but the instinctive reaction still irritated him, more so now that they were no longer in Canada. She was in his country and villa home, half-naked and vulnerable in his family's hand-carved bed, instead of being fully dressed and on guard over her godson's well being. 

"I see she stirs, Iago."

Santiago turned at hearing his traditional nickname, a rare sound over the past year, to see Dr. Segura enter the guest room. He nodded to the doctor and stepped back to give the older man space as he leaned over Katherine with a stethoscope.

"Her color is better. Some sun when she wakes will be necessary, but don't be fooled by her natural dark colouring, she's still pale. Make certain she gets plenty of rest. Her body is exhausted." Segura lifted his hand from her forehead. "She has no fever but continue to provide plenty of fluids. Water. Fresh fruit. It will help to flush any remains of the sedative your brother gave her from her system."

Santiago cut his eyes to the doctor, silently quieting the other man.

Segura stilled, as they both watched her eyelids flutter. "You said she does not speak Euskara."

"She doesn’t. But I suspect she comprehends more than she lets on." It was only then Santiago realized that he'd switched from speaking English, back to Euskara. He took out his phone and paced back and forth while he called down to his cousin, instructing him to bring his nephew up to the room.

The two men watched as Katherine stirred again, her eyes slowly flicking open and staring at the ceiling. When she saw she was not alone in the room, her face fell into a wide-eyed expression of terror as she bolted up and pressed herself into the pillows against the bed's backboard.

Segura leaned in and she jammed a trembling finger toward the older man’s chest. "Don’t touch me."

Santiago lifted the corner of his mouth and turned off his phone. 

His tempest has finally woken.

*****
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Chapter TWO
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Katherine grabbed the tanned wrist coming toward her. "Are you deaf? I said don’t touch me." She flared her nostrils and pinned the strange man with a hard stare, even though she noted the stethoscope around his neck. Quickly, she searched her memory and his face for familiarity, and when nothing came to mind, she withdrew farther into the pillows.

"Be still, Katrin."

She froze. Now that voice she recognized, as well as the unique pronunciation of her name. Immediately, she snapped her gaze to the source of the deep command.

Ibarra.

She narrowed her eyes as warmth and reassurance flowed into her body while a strange mix of trepidation and unease slid through her tummy. Just because he was the only familiar thing in the room didn't mean he was safe. She forced Ibarra’s image into clearer focus. She almost didn’t recognize him without his customary, obscenely expensive, tailored black suit and butter soft leather shoes. Had she ever seen him in a pair of jeans and a T-shirt, like he was currently wearing? He looked completely foreign. She took in the way the snug material hugged his hips and lean, muscled thighs before she risked a quick glance at the way his sculpted abs showed prominently through his fitted white cotton top. This version of Santiago James Ibarra was an absolute anomaly, though she'd recognize that rich dark mass of hair anywhere, even though it was partly up in a half bun, the rest loose to the base of his neck. 

She silently assessed everything in her line of sight, before tightening her lips against the flood of peculiar thoughts and tingles that shuffled through her clearly confused mind and body. Why was he so relaxed, leaning against that stone wall over there? She couldn't trust him. For the past year, he'd made her supervision job hell, with his towering six-foot three frame constantly standing over her, his stance always ramrod straight, and his hands folded like a security agent, his expression as hard and intimidating as humanly possible. His message had been painfully clear. In his brother's house, it was her, and not Malik being supervised. 

Who could work under those conditions?

She squeezed her eyes closed then open, deliberately looking past him to the surrounding room, giving herself time to process and make sense of what she saw. Her insides tightened. Everything was foreign, starting with the soft leather chair beside her, folded towels and linens laying on the seat, and the dark, wooden armoire against the wall next to her. She had never seen them before. She'd remember that kind of rich expensive furniture. Another chair, near Ibarra, had a man’s shirt and tie tossed over the top.

His?

Where was she? This was not Malik's estate, at least not a part that she'd ever seen before. She took careful inventory as she looked across the natural wood floors to the stone ceiling with exposed wooden beams. A flag with a coat of arms and strange symbols, four huge, black commas in a circular shape, hung from them. Clearly, she was in a bedroom, a vastly alien one. She eyed the open wooden door that led to a hallway and what looked to be the top of a stone staircase.

A way out? Nothing she saw was even vaguely familiar, but she would not lose her composure. She would match Ibarra’s tranquil attitude while she figured out where she was and what was going on. She tamped down the niggles of panic and full-on temptation toward fight or flight and inhaled, forcing her mind to retrace whatever she could remember.

Her eyes went directly back to Ibarra. "Where is Tariq?"

"He is safe. Here. No need for—"

When the doctor reached for her again, she skittered deeper into the pillows and headboard. "What is with you? Touch me and I’ll sue your ass for assault...and battery." She pulled her knees to her chin and glared at him, then at Ibarra before switching back. Doctor or not, he was a stranger, and she was not about to let him paw at her.

"Calm down, Katrin." Ibarra straightened from the wall. "I can’t imagine this level of anxiety is good for you."

The doctor smiled. "Iago is right. You need to rest."

Iago? Katherine frowned as she watched the older man toss his stethoscope into a black bag at the foot of the bed.

"However, she is full of fight. Always a good sign." The doctor stood and nodded. "Good luck. You will need it with this one." He picked up his bag and without a backward glance, strode to the door. "I will see myself out. Remember my instructions."

Katherine tracked the man until he was out the door that led to the stairs. Definitely the way out of this place, wherever this place was. She tucked that information away, then narrowed her eyes at Ibarra.

"What is he talking about? What instructions?" She gripped the thick, silky covers between her fingers. "I would like to know exactly where Tariq is and don’t tell me to calm down, or not to worry, or that he’s fine. I want details and to see him." She didn’t care that she sounded like an interrogator, he'd used a similar tone with her for the past year, so turnabout was fair play. 

"My nephew is on his way up, and believe it or not, he is fine."

"I’ll be the judge of that." She looked at him for a long moment, his eyes not entirely on hers, instead somewhere toward her neck. She looked down at herself and her eyes widened as her breasts wobbled. 

"Where are my clothes?" 

This nightgown was not her own. She immediately knew this because she’d never buy, let alone wear, anything this revealing. Jon, her ex-fiancé, would never have approved. Too lusty. Too wanton. Too slutty. She hiked the covers up to her neck. 

"They are in the bathroom." He nodded toward somewhere behind her.

Then it dawned on her, and she sharpened her eyes on Ibarra. Oh, he was clever. She’d give him that. He knew she wouldn't jump out of bed and run off to find Tariq dressed like this. She ignored his smirk, but not the heat that stung her cheeks. Bastard. She moved her legs beneath the covers, trying to figure out how long or short the nightgown was, wondering if he was the one who put it on her.

Annoyance pushed into her body, but she refused to ask him and draw more attention to her vulnerable state. "And where is Malik?" she kicked at the plush duvet.

"Not here." The side of Ibarra's mouth quirked as she scissored her legs under the covers.

"Big surprise. The man shirks his fatherly duty once again." She gave up on the nightgown. Whatever she wore was long and tangled around her legs, so enough material to cover her, and she would not give Ibarra any more bemused fodder at her expense. She looked up and scowled at the hint of a grin still on his face.

And what was that rhythmic, rushing water sound? She looked to the window but couldn’t see outside; the curtains were too thick, though she could tell it was bright out there and probably hot, considering she was under cotton covers, but felt like she wrapped in a woolly mammoth. 

She also tucked that information away for later and looked at Ibarra. "Why weren’t you in the car today?"

"You mean, yesterday."

"What?" She glanced at the window again. What time was it?

"I’m afraid you're thinking of yesterday, not today."

She looked back at him. "I’ve—What? Been asleep since yesterday?"

"Yes." He nodded once, his facial features unmoving.

She opened her mouth, then snapped it shut. Yesterday? She searched her mind for a last memory. It wasn't uncommon for her to faint when under extreme stress, especially if it came on suddenly. It had been happening to her since she was six years old, but those instances were always brief, a few minutes at most. For her to have a panic attack which led to passing out for twenty-four hours? That was unheard of.

She looked at the window again, then behind her as if the answers she needed would be hidden in the ornate iron headboard she was leaning against. "Okay." She inhaled. "This is the point where you stop all this cat and mouse, cryptic answer thing and be straight with me." She waved her arm around the room. "Starting with where the hell I am. Then, how I got here. I remember being in the car with Tariq then..." She inhaled and pointed at his chest. "And if you lie to me or have done anything to my godson, I will rip that man bun right out of your head by the roots."

His face held resignation as he slowly uncrossed his arms. She gazed over the bands of muscles that rippled down his biceps to his forearms; the sleek lines that flexed and corded with his movements were something she had never seen beneath his Fortune 500 suits. She realized in that moment that his tailored wardrobe fit him so perfectly because his body was in fact perfect. 

Her girl parts stirred to life even though she inwardly scolded them to quiet down. God, she must have hit her head—hard — to be thinking about anything even remotely associated with sex right now. She absently rubbed her head, thinking to find the place she had to have banged it.

"My nephew is safe. You both are. As I said, he will be here in moments."

"I asked where exactly is here?"

"Ibarra Villa."

She frowned. "Ibarra Villa? Your villa?" Well, he didn’t have a villa in Ottawa, at least not to her knowledge so... her heart pounded against her chest as a wave of warning anxiety rolled through her system. Calm down, Katherine, she instructed herself. This is not the time to panic. She looked from Santiago's dark eyes to the curtained windows. After a long moment, she shook her head. "It just sounds like the ocean for some reason."

Ibarra looked toward the curtains and nodded. "It is the ocean. We overlook the Bay of Biscay."

Her eyes widened as her eyebrows shot to her hairline. "The Bay of Biscay?"

"Basque Country."

She tittered, then swallowed when his face remained steady. "Seriously?" She raised her eyebrows, then tried for a bored, casual shrug. "France or Spain? I’d heard you were from Spain but—"

His eyes darkened. "We do not say France or Spain. It is just Basque Country. And you already know this."

His taciturn tone gave her pause, so she kept her eyes on him as she leaned over the edge of the bed, hesitant and half-expecting something terrible to jump out from beneath. Complete nonsense filled her mind. "I don’t know anything of the sort. I don’t know anything about you really... where you’re from, what you do..." She looked warily back at the window, the sound of crashing waves now distinct.

Ibarra raised a thick eyebrow at her. "Katrin, you know very much about me, as I know very much about you."

She straightened. "You know nothing about me. Your intrusive security check from a year ago told you absolutely zero about me. You know even less now. These are the most words we’ve exchanged in weeks. Months even. Probably the entire year."

His eyes remained on her. "Then it seems you and I say very much without ever speaking."

She opened her mouth, then closed it. This conversation was pointless. "Mr. Ibarra, at the risk of repeating myself ad nauseam, where exactly am I?"

"You can call me Santiago—"

She snorted. Oh, now she can call him Santiago, after a year of insisting on Mr. Ibarra, like this was the time to grant her some sort of reward for good behaviour. Asshat.

"—And you are in my family’s home, centuries old, in Basque Country. Northern Spain if it makes you feel better."

She scowled and carefully untangled herself from the covers and slid out of the bed, her eyes steady on the fluttering curtains. She gave one look at Ibarra before she pulled back the heavy material and gasped at the blast of hot air and the open, endless expanse of azure water below.

Her heart thudded in her throat so forcefully that she had to swallow back bile.

The ocean. It’s the friggin’ ocean.

Steady waves of anxiety felt like a tsunami in her stomach as she stared like an idiot, first, at the water, then down at the cliffs it crashed against. She leaned out the window and looked from side to side before turning back to the room. Her fingers lay flat against the stone wall, her mind desperately trying to process her surroundings.

"It’s the ocean." She babbled the words as she turned back and stared, in awe, at the sea.

"As I said, there was an unfortunate occurrence which brought you here."

"A what?" She gripped the window ledge and peered at him, then at the door that led to the hallway. "You never said anything of the sort!" Now was her chance to run before he caught her. She had been taking self-defense classes and yoga. He wouldn’t expect her sudden escape attempt. If she focused and moved quickly, she could be out of there in a matter of seconds.

She clenched her fingers into fists. No. She couldn’t run anywhere without Tariq. And her godson had to be here somewhere. Oh God, he had to be. Her mind could not accept even the possibility he was back in Canada, and she was here, halfway across the world. Molly would absolutely kill her if that was the case.

"Katrin, you do not look well."

She leaned against the stone wall and closed her eyes. "I think I’m going to be sick." 

"Come back and lie down."

"No." She snapped straight up and peered sideways out the window again. There was no way she was lying back down. Not in this crazy place. She put her palm against her throat, her windpipe beating beneath her fingertips. This time, she would not pass out. She was having a heart attack instead. A perfectly acceptable reaction in this situation, right?

Santiago stepped forward. "I will summon the doctor back."

She raised her hand in the universal stop stance. "Oh no, you don't." She dragged in a breath. Then another. "You are not going anywhere until you explain what the hell is going on here, because whatever it is, I don't think it's funny." She held onto the window ledge as her throat miserly allowed each breath to pass. She forced air in through her nose and out her mouth. 

"Katrin," Santiago stepped toward her again, a look of deep concern on his face.

Heat spiked across her chest, then launched into her head. Intense light-headedness made her sway. This was it. She was going to pass out. Again. Her system was overloading in panic. "Stay where you are. You can talk from there."

He frowned. "I do not think—"

"Don’t think. Just talk." She clenched her back teeth and once again, forced all incoming air through her nose, like a fire-breathing dragon preparing for the mother of all roars. She had to calm down. Passing out probably landed her here in the first place. She tried to filter through her panic and think back to all the ways how she could have ended up here.

Santiago stepped back with his hands up and his palms out. "As you wish but—"

"Trust me. I wish." She inhaled slowly, imagining the air filling her insides with calm reason. Breathe, Katherine. Just breathe. Her normal calming strategies were not working.

Santiago ran a hand along his hairline. "You know, my brother could no longer indulge Molly's games. Your friend must fall in line. She is his wife, and Malik must return to Jordan with her and his son."

Katherine straightened. "We’re in Jordan?"

"No. I already explained that we are in Basque Country."

She blinked. Right. Damn, her frantic clouded mind. She forced more air into her lungs, hoping her mind would filter in the new information more smoothly. "Molly is not Malik’s wife."

Santiago shrugged. "She is his woman and the mother of his son; marriage is a mere legality."

Katherine blinked. Legality?

"It is simple. My brother needs to return to Jordan. His family needs him. He no longer has a choice in the matter and cannot further indulge Molly’s indecision to be with him or not. He must bring her and Tariq home to his people."

"You are kidding me." She knew Malik’s family was minor royalty and very influential in the Middle East and that they wanted him back home but—

She thought about her conversations with Molly over the past year about how guilty her best friend felt because Malik was torn between her and Tariq and his other family obligations overseas. Molly had legal custody of Tariq with no plans to leave Canada for Jordan, and Malik couldn’t convince her otherwise. Their relationship fell apart.

"It has been almost two years since his elders called him home." Santiago’s voice brought Katherine back to the present. "He can no longer delay his return and needs to present Tariq to his people."

Katherine had a thousand things to say in Molly’s defense but chose her next words carefully. "Tariq has a home—and people. He has a mother who loves him fiercely."

"No one disputes this. Malik loves his son as well. Do you deny that?"

No. She didn’t. Neither did Molly, or the courts for that matter. Malik’s love and means are what made him a flight risk. Molly pushed for supervised visits to prevent this situation—her son being taken halfway around the world without her.

Regret and an acute sense of failure twisted through Katherine’s stomach. This was all on her, her responsibility and fault. She had completely failed her best friend. Her breathing became labored again.

"If you are worried about Molly, she will soon follow. She will not abandon Tariq. Malik is sure of this."

Of course, she would come. And like an enraged avenging angel, she would bring down the apocalypse in this place, starting with her—the best friend she had trusted to keep her son safe. At home. Not in Spain. Katherine put a shaking hand to her temple. "Do you have any idea what you’ve done? Molly is going to hit the roof and never come down when she finds out Tariq is gone and that we’re in Spain."

"Basque Country." Santiago corrected.

"Whatever." She balled her fists. "The minute I tell her, she is going to completely abandon her study trip and be in Malik’s face so fast his head will spin. You’ll both be lucky to keep your penises intact after she lights your balls on fire."

The look on Santiago’s face would have made her laugh if the image of Molly standing over her own dead body wasn’t already in technicolor in her mind. Best friends or not, Molly was going to murder her seconds after she was done with those two. Katherine fought the urge to burst into tears. "I am in so much trouble. You do not know the terrible position you've put me in."

"You seem more worried about your friend than the courts," Santiago observed dryly.

Clearly, the man had no idea about a mother’s protectiveness or about the women’s universal best friend code. Best friends did not let this kind of thing happen. 

"This situation is not your fault. Apparently, you passed out. And Molly will come to understand that there was little you could have—"

"So, I did pass out? Is that how you got me here? You bunch of opportunistic weasels. 

Santiago ran a hand over his thick hair, the immediate regret on his face unmistakable. "Unfortunately...and then you were . . . apparently . . .medicated."

"Medicated," she repeated and narrowed her eyes, fear creeping into her tummy. "What do you mean, medicated? Medicated with what? Is that why I passed out for so long? Who medicated me? That doctor? What the hell did he use on me?"

"It was not the doctor."

"Then who? You?" Vomit pushed into her throat at the thought and prickly sense of betrayal. "I can't believe you drugged me. I mean, I know we never got along, and you resented my presence as much as Malik but—"

His eyes darkened at the accusation. "It was not me. Not only was I not there, I would never do that. And you were not drugged."

"Oh, just medicated. Silly me, silly, silly me. What was I thinking?" She bobbed her head from side to side.

"Katrin—" 

She stopped and glared at him. "Who did this? And what did they use on me?"

"A very mild—almost non-existent—natural sedative." Santiago’s voice was flat. "People take sleeping aides all the time to help with restlessness or fear of flying. In this case—"

"Oh, my God. Are you trying to justify this?" She squeezed her eyes closed, another deep sense of betrayal washing over her. "How could you let this happen to me? You who have had your eyes on everyone and everything for the past year just let an international kidnapping escape your notice?" 

She jerked up her chin and his eyes pinned hers for a long moment, both of them instantly aware of what she just implied. Somewhere in the back of her mind, she had trusted him, and he'd let her down. She mentally sprinted right over the self-confession and closed her eyes again, putting her palm against her forehead. "This story just keeps getting worse."

"The situation happened back in Ottawa, after I had left. It was the final visit and ride home. I had no reason to suspect anything would go wrong, so departed from Canada as scheduled. Malik kept his plan well hidden, and only made me aware once he landed here in Basque Country, when I couldn't do anything about it, except bring you here to the Villa. He didn't expect your powerful reaction in the car and—"

"My what?"

"If he had asked me, I would have told him you would freak out the minute you realized the car was headed for the airport, and not your home, as per usual."

She tried to process the onslaught of horrifying sequence of events. The most alarming was her passed out body helpless to whoever had access. Her mind whirled with all the awful things that could have happened to her while in that state. "It was that new guy in the limo, wasn’t it? The one who tried to manhandle me with the coffee. I told him I didn't want any, but he kept insisting. I remember pushing the travel cup away and—" 

She looked away from the dark, murderous rage that settled into Santiago's face to stare down at herself in dismay. "Am I okay? Did anything—bad happen to me?" Her voice broke.

"No, my God, you are fine. I promise you." 

When she lifted her chin, his expression had changed from hard to soft, and his rigid stance had dissolved into one of compassion. When he stepped forward, she was sure he was going to take her into his arms. "Nobody touched you improperly, and the doctor thoroughly examined you. He is satisfied you are fine. The sleep aid was a natural product and only enough administered for sleep during the flight." He rested on his heels. "Nothing bad has happened, Katrin. I would never allow it."

She waved a dismissive hand. "You've already allowed it." She stared around the room, ignoring the stricken expression on his face. She could not let herself to feel even remotely bad for him. No, he wasn't there when this happened, and maybe he wasn't the one who drugged her, but for the past year he'd lorded over her during every supervised visit, watching her like a hawk like she was the one who needed to be monitored as a flight risk, not Malik. And now where was she? In his house, on the other side of the planet. He wasn't escaping any responsibility for those facts. 

She gritted her teeth and focused on the relief, much to her annoyance, that his reassurance she'd hadn't been interfered with, brought. Why did she even believe him? Probably because up to now, neither he nor Malik had shown themselves to be dishonourable in that way. If anything, they were honourable to the point of arrogance.  

"You people are all crazy and I need to get out of here." She muttered to herself, putting her hands on her head and looking around the room. 

"Katrin—"

"Where is that new guy, anyway?" She whirled to face him.

"Zahid? Sent back to Jordan."

"Put him on notice that I will be slapping him with the mother of all lawsuits. Natural product, my ass. Where's the packaging?"

"You will never see him again. Ever. I promise you, none of us will."

"How ominous." She refused to think about what he was suggesting and scanned the room for her clothes instead. Her sights landed on the chair with the man-sized shirt and tie. She could throw the shirt over her shoulders, strangle him with the tie, and get the hell out of here. She wasn’t staying in this house of insanity for another second. She was now officially a drugged kidnapping victim and needed to find legal recourse. The death penalty for the whole lot of them sounded like a good place to start. "I am leaving, and I’m taking Tariq with me." She turned in circles, looking for her purse. Her laptop bag? She slowed. Where were her things? She glanced around for the bathroom he'd mentioned.

Santiago watched her, then looked toward the door. "He is most likely out in the stables. He had a thousand questions about my stallion."

"Stallion?" She stopped and stared. Images of Tariq being trampled by a rutting horse in pursuit of a mare raced through her mind. "Are you crazy? Do you know what those animals are capable of?" Every nature program she'd ever watched rushed through her mind.

He nodded. "He is perfectly safe. I have excellent trainers and groomsmen. They will not let anything happen to my nephew."

"Ya, sure, nothing bad is going to happen to anyone around here." Katherine didn't hide the blatant sarcasm to her voice as she pressed her fingers into her eye sockets to force back rogue images of wild horses in heat. It was all too much. The room tilted and rolled. She closed her eyes against the slosh of visions and information waving through her mind like flags during a storm. "I can’t think, I—" 

"Katrin?"

Her mind slammed into overload. What if Tariq was trampled to death? What could she possibly say to Molly...to herself? Her head fell back, and her view of the ceiling rushed away from her until the back of her head banged into Santiago’s shoulder. She remembered this feeling, his firm muscles grounding her during an overwhelming floating sensation. He'd been carrying her at some point during all of this. But when? Her memory flatlined.

Santiago sat her down on the bed and steadied her between his hands.

"I’m fine." She inhaled after a moment. 

"No, you are not." He crouched down in front of her, his face a mask of disapproval. "Katrin." He put his palms on her knees, the heat of his skin, even through the nightgown's material, radiated along her inner thighs. 

She averted her gaze from his, shifting her legs within his careful grasp.

"What can I do? You do not want the doctor, but you are not well. What can I do to help you?"

"Take Tariq and me back home."

He rocked backward. "I cannot do that." His fingers flexed on her knees, their strength delivering more heat between her legs. She shifted, but his hands contracted, stilling her movement.

"Yes, you can. You have a private jet, just like Malik. You can go anywhere you want."

"Please understand that I have a responsibility to my family. To my brother. I know he's been very foolish and unthinking, but I understand the importance of him bringing his son to his elders."

She shook her head. "It’s so obvious you’re not a parent. Molly is a mother. I had to hound her night and day for weeks to accept the opportunity to go away with her eco research team. It was a once in a lifetime opportunity that I didn't want her to miss out on. I promised her that if she went, I wouldn’t let anything like this happen." Katherine rubbed her temples and tried to shift her legs from within Santiago's hands. "I told her I would guard Tariq with my life."

"And I will guard you both with mine." His eyes, steady on hers, became intensely clear. "I vow this to you."

Her breath jammed in her throat. He sounded so sincere. Dammit. "Her son is halfway around the world. Do you know what that is going to feel like to her?"

He nodded. "Yet he is safe here with you, with family."

On the surface, what he reasoned was true, but... she would not feel even slightly better until she explained all this to Molly. And then hunted down Malik and ripped him a new one for this impossible situation he’d plunged her into. The sneaky, opportunistic bastard. Drugging, medicating and kidnapping were still crimes the last time she looked, passing out and natural sleep aid use or not!

Santiago’s rough voice came at her again. "Malik wanted to stay within his visitation rules. When he comes, you are here to supervise and—"

"Aunt Katie! You’re finally awake!"

Santiago turned, and she stood as Tariq ran into the room, another man hot on the young boy’s heels.

"You won’t believe all the stuff Uncle Santiago has!" Her godson jumped onto her shaky legs so hard and fast that Santiago had to reach out a hand to steady her. Her heart soared with a burst of affirmative strength that Tariq was okay. She wrapped her hands around the little boy’s back and kissed his head as she did a discrete visual check of his body and entire manner.

Relieved, she smiled, though she still felt like she'd fallen down the rabbit hole. If someone had told her last week that she’d be in Basque Country today, she’d have told them they were certifiable.

"I went swimming in the pond. He has a big pond at the back of the yard, and a forest with trees and horses and bulls. I got to see a real big one with the hugest testicles!" He made his fingers and hands into the shape of a big circle. 

She looked sharply at Santiago over her godson's head.

"Then I went swimming again with my cousins. I have a million cousins, did you know? Izar has a shepherd dog with puppies! They're so little and cool I’m going to bring one home. Can you ask Mommy? I know she'll say yes if you say yes first." His round hazel eyes held so much excitement that Katherine couldn’t help but genuinely smile down at him. Her young charge was healthy and fine, and acting as he normally did. Children were so trusting and adaptable. She breathed an inward sigh of relief.

Tariq turned to his uncle. "Can she come to see the fish now? I want her to see the shark."

"Of course." Santiago nodded. "I want you both to enjoy your holiday here."

Holiday? She looked at Santiago over Tariq’s head again. 

"I love it. I can’t wait for mommy to get here. She’s going to be so blowed away."

Katherine grimaced. Oh, there’s an understatement. And a grammatical nightmare. She looked down at Tariq as he bounced from one foot to the other, his little hands outstretched like he was about to take flight.

"Tell you what," she corralled both his hands in hers, "I’ll be down in a few minutes to see everything, but first, I need a few more minutes to finish talking to your uncle. He and I need to make plans." 

"Woohoo! This is the best trip ever. When Mommy said I’d be spending lots of time with Uncle Santiago and Daddy while she was gone, I didn’t know she meant this."   

Neither did she. Katherine shot Santiago another glare.

Santiago turned to the man who had entered with Tariq. "Luken, is Tariq’s lunch ready?"

"Bai."

"Well then, nephew," Tariq stopped jumping and turned his full attention to Santiago, "I suggest you head down to eat. You have seen how The Dona gets when her food turns cold."

"Okay." The little boy straightened, like he was trying to stand at attention when speaking to his uncle.

Katherine pressed a kiss to Tariq’s forehead. "Save me a seat; I’ll be there in a bit."

Tariq scrunched his face and wriggled against her kiss before he raised his chin. His eyes darted to Santiago before he took off down the hallway, the other man exiting behind him.

Katherine watched them go. "You’re lucky he’s fine."

"I told you he was."

"Even though you’ve clearly corrupted him."

"Corrupted?" His thick brows shot upward. "How so?"

"He’s never minded my kissing him before. Now, he’s embarrassed because he knew you were watching."

Santiago shrugged. "He is a boy. No boy wants to be constantly kept under a woman’s skirt—at least not at that age, anyway."

"Seriously?" Her eyebrows slammed together, unable to decide where to start running her mouth about his shocking sexist, child-rearing attitude. No wonder Molly was going crazy trying to co-parent with Malik. His ideas regarding the sexes were as deeply archaic as the man standing before her.

She inhaled. Now was not the time to get into all that. "Who was the other man?" She jerked her chin at the door.

"Luken? My cousin."

"And he’s in on this holiday idea you’re trying to peddle?"

"This situation can easily be considered a holiday."

She snorted. "It can also easily be considered kidnapping."

Santiago sighed. "Come now, Katrin. Too harsh. Your courts granted Malik liberal visitation of Tariq."

"Liberal does not mean overseas vacations."

"How this situation is interpreted is up to you."

"I interpret it as kidnapping."

He put his hands together, as if in prayer, with the tips of his fingers on his lips. He sighed again. "Why not consider it a surprise vacation before your sabbatical?"

Her sabbatical. She pursed her lips together. She'd almost forgotten about it. Her sabbatical was her Holy Grail toward professional respect in her college’s social studies department. She was supposed to be on her way there to get an early start on her research, settle into her new living arrangements and become used to the small town in France she'd be calling home for the next year. This little side jaunt was a major detour on her road toward a very personal goal, one which had been months in the making. She glared at Santiago again. "How did you even get us out of the country?"
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