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      Five hours after Rocco Cornaro buried his mother, having tossed the last shovelful of dirt over her grave while wishing her a swift ascent to heaven, Satan knocked at his front door.

      More accurately: Satan’s driver rang the bell at Rocco’s wrought iron security gate.

      Rocco stood at a second story window in his Dubrovnik villa, seething at the gall of the woman hidden behind the tinted windows of the rented black Mercedes.  The uniformed driver hadn’t given his client’s name, but Rocco knew.  Her appearance was inevitable after she’d phoned two days ago and he’d hung up after informing her that he had no interest in anything she had to say.  He’d thought she’d at least give him the day of his mother’s funeral in peace, but apparently royals did what they wanted when they wanted, and to hell with anyone else.

      Rocco took a seat in his late stepfather’s favorite worn leather chair, kicked his feet onto the windowsill, and dragged his palms over his face.  Keeping it together while delivering his mother’s graveside eulogy was the toughest thing he’d done in his life.  Despite the emotion that threatened to overwhelm him, he’d made it through, his voice resolute as he addressed the small gathering of friends and family.  He finished a heartbeat before spying his wife watching from the shadows of a tree near the edge of the cemetery.  There was no mistaking Justine’s stature, still lean and tight as any Olympic athlete, nor the fact she recoiled as he glanced in her direction.  He hadn’t invited her, and she hadn’t intended to be seen.

      What was it with women showing up where they weren’t wanted today?

      Thank God his siblings hadn’t noticed Justine standing alongside the trunk of the thick oak.  Double thanks that they hadn’t accompanied him back to his residence to see the sleek Mercedes now parked outside.  It would’ve spurred even more questions than his wife’s appearance.

      Rocco leaned forward in his chair to take another look outside.  The driver spoke near the Mercedes’ cracked rear window, nodded, then returned to the gate and folded his hands in front of him in a show of resolve.  On the roadway behind the Mercedes, a red BMW belonging to Rocco’s uphill neighbor slowed as it passed on its way to the heart of the city.

      “Damn it all to hell.”

      “Sir?”  Kos Horvat stood in the doorway of Rocco’s study.  Twice Kos had informed the driver that Rocco was not available.  Twice the driver had insisted that Rocco would wish an audience with his passenger and that they would wait.

      Rocco swirled the amber liquid inside the crystal tumbler he clutched in one hand, then took a long, slow sip, savoring the burn as it made its way down the back of his throat.  If anyone could be deterred from darkening Rocco’s entrance, Kos was the man to deter them.  Not only did he manage Rocco’s properties, he had extensive security expertise and a build as powerful and unyielding as Dubrovnik’s ancient city walls.  But Queen Fabrizia, whose husband ruled the wealthy Mediterranean island nation of Sarcaccia, apparently wasn’t one to be put off by a burly, sour-faced Croatian with a voice rough enough to intimidate men twice her size.  Nor was she one whose mood would improve with the delay.

      “Talking to myself, Kos.”  Rocco rose from the chair and turned away from the window.  “Allow the visitor to enter, but the car and driver stay outside the gates.  If this person is so anxious to see me, they can walk.”

      The corner of Kos’s mouth twitched.  It was as close to a smile as the big man ever revealed.  “Of course.”

      “Then go home.  You’ve been here around the clock for the last two weeks and worked overtime before that.”  During those long days, while Rocco’s mother had been ensconced in the guest room waiting for the end to come, Kos had been a godsend.  “You’re due a vacation.”

      “I’ve no need of a holiday.”

      “And I don’t need you for the next few weeks.  It’s April now.  The weather should be beautiful.  Go while you’re able.”

      Kos regarded him for a moment, then gave a slight nod.  “I’ll leave once your guest has departed.”

      “No need to wait.  I’ll gladly provide a personal escort from the premises when we’re finished.”  Then he could sink into the solitude he desperately craved.  He could mourn.  He could rattle about the villa with no witnesses, no looks of concern, and none of Kos’s silent watchfulness.

      “When shall I resume my services?”

      “Take two weeks.  No…take three.  Your wife deserves a vacation as much as you do.  She’s been incredibly patient while you’ve been here.”

      “As you wish.”  Gratitude flared in the Croat’s eyes.  “Again, sir, my condolences.  Your mother was a great woman.”

      “She was.  Thank you.”

      As Kos’s steps faded, Rocco spun away from the door and set his half-empty tumbler atop the wide mantel that crowned the room’s stone fireplace.  His mother always described Queen Fabrizia as a worthy opponent.  Better he wait to finish his liquor until the woman departed.

      With any luck, it’d be his first and last confrontation with her, and it wouldn’t take long.

      He ran a hand around his waistband, ensuring his shirt was securely tucked in, then straightened his tie.  He couldn’t imagine what the queen could want that warranted a face-to-face visit.  She was one of the most sought-after women in the world.  Arriving on his doorstep unnoticed couldn’t have been easy.

      He sensed Fabrizia’s presence before he heard Kos announce, “Sir, your visitor.”

      “Thank you.”  Without looking over his shoulder to gauge Kos’s shock—for surely he knew the famous face—Rocco said, “I trust your walk up the driveway was a pleasant one?  The gardener did a spectacular job with the annuals this year.”

      She waited until the door closed behind Kos to answer.  “You’ve made a beautiful home for yourself, Rocco.”  The voice sounded just as it did on television, warm and well-modulated, the Italian accent hearkening to the queen’s Sarcaccian home.

      “Pity you felt the need to travel so far to see it.  I’ve had an exhausting week and am not in a position to play host.  On the other hand, I didn’t feel I could leave you at my gate.  You never know who might wander by with a camera and I suspect you don’t want your visit here noticed.”

      “You suspect right, though for more reasons than simply exposing our…link.”

      He turned then, taking in the sight of the elegant queen as she lowered a scarf from her head to her shoulders.  He’d grudgingly found her attractive whenever he’d seen her on television and magazine covers, but those images paled compared to the real-life woman.  Despite knowing her to be in her mid-sixties, Rocco would’ve guessed her age closer to fifty.  Golden hair cut in a sleek, modern style emphasized her high cheekbones and full mouth.  A light spray of wrinkles radiated from the edges of her bright, intelligent green eyes, but her taut physique, fitted black and white silk dress, and matching black studded leather handbag gave her the overall appearance of a younger woman.  She held a pair of sunglasses he guessed she’d worn with the scarf to mask her identity.

      More than her attractiveness, however, it was her dignity that surprised him.  She didn’t require a crown to demand attention and deference.

      “I don’t believe your man recognized me.”  The queen approached as if she were being introduced to him at one of her palace garden parties, her hand extended and a cordial smile lifting the edges of her lips.  “It’s a pleasure to finally meet you in person.”

      He couldn’t bring himself to be so rude as to ignore the proffered hand, nor could he pretend graciousness by responding in kind.  He kept their touch brief and businesslike.  “Fabrizia.”

      Her eyes lit with a mixture of curiosity and amusement.  “So much like your parents.”

      He merely raised his brows in response.  The queen might hold power in Sarcaccia, but not in his home.  So long as they stood in his home, in his study, discussion of his parents was off the table.

      “Like Teresa, you don’t use my title,” she added as she slipped the sunglasses into her handbag.

      Good for you, Mother.  “Titles should be earned.  I’ve never much cared for them.”

      She moved past him, her fingers trailing across the back of the study’s plush gray sofa as her gaze flicked around the room, taking in the tall windows and the clean-lined navy curtains that framed them, then the hefty desk and leather chair he’d inherited from his stepfather, before settling on a framed photo of his mother at one end of the mantel.  “For you, on this occasion, I’ll grant a pass.  You are loyal to your mother and I find that honorable.”

      “Why are you here?”

      She laughed, a true, bubbly laugh that surprised him.  “Now that is your father’s trait.  For better or worse, you prefer to get to the point, rather than learn about others through discussion.”

      “My father died five years ago.  You never met him.”

      The queen paused near the mantel, then slowly turned to face him.  “Jack Cornaro may have married your mother and raised you, Enzo, and Lina, but it’s King Carlo’s blood you carry in your veins.”  She lifted Rocco’s crystal tumbler and swished the contents beneath her nose.  Her eyebrows lifted.  “You drink Aberlour.”

      “I do.”

      “Interesting.  So do my husband and twin sons.”

      He took a long, quiet breath, waiting for her to get to the point.  After he finished that glass—if he finished that glass—he’d find a new brand of Scotch.

      “You look like them, you know.  It’s uncanny, the resemblance between you and my twins.”  The softness of her voice snapped his gaze to hers.  She was studying him in the same calculating manner as she’d assessed his decor.

      “Not surprising, as we share a sperm donor.”  Her damned husband.  The man who’d taken advantage of his mother all those years ago, then abandoned Teresa for the aristocratic, wealthy Fabrizia.

      Rocco’s harsh words didn’t deter the queen.  “I can understand why you feel that way, but I assure you, King Carlo considers you far more than the result of…that.  As do I.”

      “Don’t.”  His tone made it clear he expected her to state her business and leave.

      She set the Scotch on the edge of his desk.  “Teresa and I had our differences.  Strong differences.  However, she was a good mother to you.  King Carlo would have been a good father to you, if he’d had the chance—”

      “I had a good father.”

      “Yes, you did.  But now you have neither Jack Cornaro nor Teresa.  You have soundly rejected King Carlo.  Therefore, your care falls to me.”

      Care?  “I’m a grown man, Fabrizia.  Older than your children, in fact.”  Including the children Carlo fathered with the queen while still involved with Rocco’s mother, the son of a bitch.

      “You’re a grown man in trouble, whether you know it or not.  That’s why I’m here.”

      “Say your piece, then I shall wish you a safe and speedy journey home.”

      She swept a hand toward the sofa.  “May I?”

      “You weren’t stopped by my gate or my property manager.  Why stop now?”  He’d never before spoken to a woman in such an abrasive tone, let alone a queen, but dammit, he’d buried his mother today.  And he still had the matter of his wife’s graveyard appearance to confront.

      The queen perched on the edge of the sofa, her back straight.  Rocco remained where he was, arms crossed over his chest.

      “You remember last year, when every reporter in the world seemed to be searching for my son, Alessandro?”  At his grudging nod, she continued, “Your mother called King Carlo and said you were approached at a farmer’s market in Dubrovnik by a man who asked if you were Alessandro.  Teresa was very concerned.  She claimed that the man followed you to the market from your wife’s apartment.”

      “My wife is none of your business.”

      He regretted the outburst as comprehension flashed in the queen’s eyes.  She knew she’d pricked his Achilles’ heel.

      “You handled the situation well by telling the man he was mistaken.  However, the incident gave me pause.  I put a tail on you to ensure no one inquired further and discovered the truth of your parentage.”

      “You…what?”  Fabrizia had been spying on him?  Had his mother known?  No…she couldn’t have.  She wouldn’t have stood for it.

      “It was for your own protection.”

      “Let’s be honest about who needed protection here,” he shot back.  “It wasn’t me.”  If the world discovered that King Carlo had a stealth paramour and children during the first years of his marriage to Queen Fabrizia, it would severely damage both the king’s popular image and the queen’s reputation as a savvy, intelligent woman.

      “I would do anything to protect my family.  Choose to believe it or not, but I include you and your siblings in that group.  If your parentage were to become public knowledge, your life would be forever changed.”

      “So would yours.”

      “Then we’re on the same side, aren’t we?”  She exhaled and shifted her position on the sofa.  “The man who approached you that day in the market was indeed a reporter.  He moved on to another story when my son returned to Sarcaccia the following week.  However, while investigating the reporter I discovered something far more disturbing.  He wasn’t the only one watching your movements.”

      She opened her handbag and withdrew a cell phone, then turned the screen toward Rocco.  It displayed an image of a sidewalk café located on a busy street a block from his wife’s apartment.  “Have you ever seen this man?  Do you know him?”

      Taking the phone from her, he zoomed in on the face of the man seated at the outdoor table. The man’s hawklike nose, lean build, and curly dark hair were familiar.  “I don’t know his name, but he rents one of the offices above mine.”

      Rocco first noticed him several months ago when they’d stood in line at a local newspaper kiosk waiting to make purchases.  A teenage boy mouthed off to the owner for refusing to sell him cigarettes.  The man in the photograph had told the youngster to move along, much to the relief of the elderly kiosk owner.  Since then, Rocco caught glimpses of the man from time to time, usually as he ducked in or out of the building’s elevator or followed Rocco through building security.  He carried a worn, black leather messenger bag and walked in quick steps with his head down, as if he were late for an appointment.  If not for the incident at the kiosk, the man would’ve escaped Rocco’s notice entirely.

      “Who is he?”  Rocco asked.

      “Viktor Radich.  Twenty-eight years old.  Tech expert.  His specialty is surveillance equipment.”  She aimed a glance at the upper corner of Rocco’s study, where a security camera was mounted, its form partially obscured by the woodwork.  “Mostly custom-designed, high-end systems like yours for a variety of clients around the world.”

      “You’re quite observant.”

      “It serves me well in my position.”  A tentative smile lifted the edges of her mouth.  “It also doesn’t hurt that I live in a residence with superior security.  I’ve made it habit to look for both cameras and exits upon entering a building.  A member of my staff once told me he always has a minimum of two escape routes in mind when I’m in a room.  I’ve never needed them, but his words stuck with me.”

      Rocco suspected the queen was the type to have more than two escape routes in mind, and not because she’d been instructed to do so.  Teresa had once described Fabrizia as a wily survivalist camouflaged by designer labels.  He didn’t doubt it.

      “Radich’s parents divorced and his mother emigrated to the United States with Viktor when he was a small child.  Under the custody arrangement Viktor spent summers with his father in Moscow…at least when the man wasn’t being held by the authorities.”  Her look was hard.  “Russian mafia.  No charges that stuck long enough to keep him imprisoned indefinitely, but he’s still questioned frequently.  Radich hasn’t been back to Russia since he finished high school.  He went on to study electrical engineering and computer science at MIT.  Graduated near the top of the class.”

      “So he’s intelligent.”

      “Very.  No criminal record, either, which is necessary if one wishes to work installing security systems.  He started his own business right out of college and had several high-profile clients in the United States before moving here, ostensibly to open a second office.”

      “He didn’t install my system, if that’s your point.”

      A twitch of the queen’s lips made it plain she already knew that fact.  “Tell me, Rocco, how far is your office from your wife’s apartment?”

      He frowned, unsure where the queen was heading with the abrupt question.  “A ten-minute drive without traffic.  Twenty with.”

      “Every other Tuesday, Radich dines at the same restaurant where your wife meets with her girlfriends, about three blocks from her apartment.  He arrives a few minutes before they do, like clockwork.  He sits at different tables each time, but always in the same section where the women have their standing reservation.  He’s done it for at least three months now.”

      Rocco returned the phone to the queen.  He forced a calm expression, though a sense of unease prickled the hairs on the back of his neck.  “Coincidence.  Many people who work near my office live in the same district as my wife.  It’s a popular neighborhood.”

      “That’s what my people thought…at first.  But on alternate Wednesdays, the morning after Radich has eaten near your wife and her friends, he leaves the office building you share to have lunch at this café near your wife’s apartment, despite the fact there are any number of places to eat near your office.”

      “Perhaps he has a standing meeting.”

      “In fact, he does.”  Fabrizia turned her phone to show Rocco a different image.  “Ever seen this man?”

      “No.  Never.”  Taken at the same café, the photo showed a barrel-chested, middle-aged blonde man with a military haircut and dark sunglasses.  His face bore bright, raised scars on one cheek, the edges stretched and shiny, as if he’d suffered excruciating burns.  The scars extended from beneath the lower edge of his sunglasses and down his jaw to his neck, then disappeared in the collar of his dark leather jacket.  A camera sat on the table in front of him as he leaned toward Radich.  The pair appeared to be studying the screen of Radich’s laptop.

      If Rocco had ever encountered this man, he’d have remembered.  The guy dwarfed Radich, and Radich, while lean, wasn’t short.  A scarred man with such a massive build stood out in a crowd.

      “His name is Anton Karpovsky.”

      “Doesn’t ring a bell.”

      “He was honorably discharged from the Russian army after being injured by an IED in Chechnya.  He developed a reputation among his men for his patriotic single-mindedness.  Very driven, very inflexible.  Very unforgiving of the Chechens…or anyone who rebels against Russia, for that matter.”

      The queen returned the phone to her handbag and met Rocco’s gaze.  “Karpovsky resented the fact that his injury cost him his military career.  His parents hired him to work at their grocery store in Yekaterinburg, which he considered beneath him.  Then one night, he shot his wife three times in the head and chest when she arrived home late from work.  He claimed he thought she was an intruder, but his wife’s sister alleged that Karpovsky was engaged in illegal activities, having become acquainted with members of the Russian mafia while sourcing inventory for his parents’ store.  His wife had planned to report him to the authorities and file for divorce.  The sister-in-law believed Karpovsky killed his wife to keep her from going to the police and testified to that at his trial.  He served two years in prison for manslaughter before having his conviction overturned when the sister-in-law recanted.”

      Rocco spread his hands wide, silently asking what the beefy Russian’s presence in Dubrovnik had to do with him.

      “The sister-in-law disappeared a few months later while vacationing in Bali.  Whether there was foul play or not, I haven’t been able to determine, but the woman’s claim that Karpovsky is involved in illegal activities is true.  Publicly, he once again handles inventory for his parents’ grocery store in Yekaterinburg.  Privately, he is a gun for hire.”

      The queen stood, leaving her handbag behind on the sofa as she strode to the window and looked out at her driver.  When she turned back to face Rocco, her brow was furrowed.  “I believe they intend to kidnap your wife.”
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      Rocco’s first instinct was to laugh.  The idea that Russian thugs would kidnap Justine, whose life these days was as routine as they came…it was as outrageous as the plot to a bad television movie.  Only the fact the queen appeared to be holding her breath in anticipation of his reaction stopped Rocco from saying as much aloud.

      “Since you’ve been following these two men so closely, I assume that your—your employees, I suppose I should call them—overheard them make a specific threat against my wife?”

      Her expression told him the answer was no before she spoke.  “They’ve been unable to hear more than snippets of conversation between Karpovsky and Radich.  But Karpovsky wouldn’t have come to Croatia unless there was a large amount of money involved, and you, Rocco, have that money.  And I suspect you may have something more valuable.”  Her voice lifted at the end, as if she were asking a question.  Rather than address it, he waited for her to continue.

      “I don’t know what you’re doing in your office.  Your security is tight and I’ve kept my—my employees, as you call them—at a distance.”

      “Thank you for respecting my privacy.”

      She heard his sarcasm, but ignored it.  “If there’s anyone in the world capable of piercing your security, it’s the man renting the office space directly above yours.  I doubt that’s a coincidence.  If those two want your money or whatever it is you keep in your office, all they need to do is get their hands on your wife.”

      The sense of unease that pricked at him earlier evolved into alarm.  He’d been extremely careful to keep his work quiet, but that work, once complete, would be worth millions.  His earlier projects—projects that saved thousands of lives while making him wealthy enough to purchase this villa and take care of his mother—would pale in comparison.

      He forced himself to keep a calm countenance as he regarded Fabrizia.  “You realize that my wife and I are separated.  If those two men are watching us, they know it, too.”

      “The separation works to their advantage.  It removes her from your web of protection.”  Her eyes narrowed as she studied him.  “After a year apart, you aren’t divorced.  While I have no wish to pry—”

      This time, he couldn’t stop a bark of laughter at the irony of her statement.

      “—she clearly means something to you.  While she’s never returned to this villa, you’ve visited her apartment more than once and stayed overnight.  I’m also told she visited your mother’s grave after you left the cemetery this morning.”

      He’d scanned the cemetery following the service and failed to spot Justine again, so he’d assumed she’d left.  The idea that she’d stayed behind, hidden, and visited Teresa’s grave made him wonder what could be going through her head.  The two women had never been close.

      He pushed thoughts of Justine aside—he’d consider them later—and started to tell the queen that his relationship with his wife was out of bounds, but the royal held up one well-manicured finger to stop him.

      “If I believe that you and your wife still have a connection, they’re likely to believe it, too.”

      A connection.  He supposed that was one way to describe his relationship with Justine.

      “Radich skipped the Tuesday dinner week before last as well as his Wednesday meeting with Karpovsky.  Nor is Radich at the restaurant this evening.  He’s staying late at the office.”

      “Unbelievable.”  Rocco scrubbed a hand over his head.  “You’re following her right now.”

      “Of course.”  She waited until Rocco met her green-eyed gaze before continuing.  “My people believe that the Russians’ surveillance is complete.  Whatever Radich and Karpovsky plan to do, they’ll do it soon.  When you wouldn’t take my call, I decided to see you in person.  It was difficult to schedule private time so I could slip away without being noticed by the press or my staff, but I needed to warn you.”

      Thanking her didn’t seem appropriate.  Part of him knew he needed to heed her warning—too much of what she said tripped his internal triggers—but another part hated to acknowledge that his mother’s enemy had done him a favor.  Or what it meant if the queen was right.

      “Warning taken.  I’ll look into it.”

      “What do you plan to do?”

      It was a demand as much as a question.  “I’m sure you have suggestions, but how I handle this information is none of your business.  And on that note, I would appreciate it if you’d cease following me and my wife.  Immediately.”

      Surprise flickered in her eyes.  He doubted she often heard demands in response to her own.

      She shouldered her handbag as she stood.  “I can agree to that.  In exchange, I would appreciate being informed if you involve the police or other law enforcement.  King Carlo deserves to know if your relationship might become public.”

      “I’ll consider it.”  The man hadn’t done him any favors…not that Rocco would’ve accepted any.

      “My children have no idea you, Enzo, or Lina exist.  No matter your feelings toward King Carlo, put yourself in their shoes.  I would appreciate the opportunity to inform them before they hear about it on the evening news.”

      “You’ve never told them?”  The Barrali siblings were known to be tight-knit, and close to their parents, as well.  The enormity of the secret would devastate them.

      “It was a decision the king and your mother came to years ago.  They felt it was the best way to protect each set of children.”  Her gaze went to the floor as she lifted the scarf to disguise her hair.  “I’ve honored their decision.”

      “Your husband doesn’t know you’re here.”  The realization sent a jolt of power through him.  “I bet he doesn’t even know you’ve had me followed.”

      “And I bet your mother would want you to protect yourself and your wife, promises be damned.”  She met his eyes without flinching.  “On that note, I’ll take my leave.”

      “I’ll show you out.”

      The queen nodded before rounding the sofa.  She paused near Rocco’s desk and studied a framed photo of his mother and Jack Cornaro on their wedding day.  “I’m deeply sorry for your loss.  Teresa loved you dearly.  I’m sure your instinct is to spend the evening in mourning, but your mother was nothing if not practical.  She’d want you to take action rather than sit here cradling your Scotch.”

      Fabrizia opened her handbag and withdrew her sunglasses.  After donning them, she pulled out a flat, cornflower blue velvet box, the type designed to hold an expensive pen set or jewelry.  “King Carlo has had this for years.  It belonged to your mother.”

      Rocco eyed the box as the queen set it on his desk.  “Whatever it is, I don’t want it.”

      “It belongs with your descendants, not mine.”  She tapped the lid and smiled.  “It’s also my excuse for the visit today, should my husband ever inquire.  Oh, and I almost forgot.”  A soft white business card joined the box.  “My private cell phone number, should you need anything at all.”

      A few minutes later, Rocco watched from the front door as the Mercedes made a U-turn in front of the gate, then disappeared from view, carrying the queen back to her private jet for the short flight across the Adriatic and southern Italy to the Mediterranean island she called home.

      He wasn’t sure what to make of the woman’s visit, other than knowing that his mother would roll over in her freshly dug grave were she to know Fabrizia had crossed his threshold.  He trusted his mother, and his mother hadn’t trusted the queen.

      Rocco placed a hand on the closed door to his mother’s bedroom as he passed it on the way to his study.  Watching his mother fight for her life these past weeks had worn his emotions to a nub, leaving only a hardened center.  Approaching Justine was the very last thing he should do, given his current state.

      He shoved Fabrizia’s blue box into his bottom desk drawer, reached for the glass of Scotch, and downed it in a single gulp.
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      The pounding at her front door could only mean one thing.  The devil had come for his due.

      Justine Cornaro turned away from the kitchen sink, where she’d just finished washing out her ice cream bowl, and adjusted her nightgown.  Resisting the hospitable impulse to turn off the flamenco guitar music echoing from her speakers, she moved to the front door.  Sure enough, a glance through the peephole revealed her spouse.

      Correction: her soused spouse.  His head was down and his hands were in the pockets of his slacks, a pose that signaled a rare overindulgence.  So rare she couldn’t remember the last time he drank that much.  Perhaps the night of their wedding.

      He raised his fist and pounded again, the first blow striking the thick wood before Justine could jump away.  “Justine, let me in.  I know you’re awake.  It’s important.”

      She placed a palm flat against the door, then counted to three.  “Rocco, it’s after midnight.  I’m not in the mood for a booty call.”  Though truth be told, after the day he’d had, she understood why he craved female companionship.  Physical activity was Rocco’s preferred method of clearing his brain, with certain agonies better treated by heart-pumping sex than a heart-pumping hour in his home gym.

      Satisfying as the physical release might be for Rocco tonight, she wasn’t sure she could deal with her own emotions afterward.

      “Not why I’m here, honey.”  She looked through the peephole again to see him roll his shoulders, then stare at the door as if he could open it by willpower alone.  He’d grown a close-cropped beard in the month since she’d seen him last.  It lent him a dangerous air that unsettled her.

      She wondered if he knew she was watching him.  Probably.  And if he wasn’t here for sex, it meant he’d spotted her at the cemetery and was here for a lecture.

      Great.  Sex would be easier.

      She slid the chain and flipped the deadbolt, then stepped back to wave him inside.

      “Get dressed.”

      Well.  Definitely not sex.

      “Nice to see you, too.”  She closed the door behind him.  “It’s too late to go out and I’ve had a very long day.  Another five minutes and I would’ve been in bed.”

      “Alone?”

      “None of your business.”

      “Is there anyone else in the apartment?”  He looked toward the speakers, as if the music was a clue.

      “You’re not off to a good start, Rocco.”  She folded her arms, then realized her mistake as his gaze drifted to her breasts, now highlighted by the thin, tightly pulled fabric of her baby blue nightgown.  Thank God she still had on her bra.

      He lifted his eyes to hers.  Dark rings beneath his light brown eyes attested to his lack of sleep, and his thick hair appeared to have been finger combed, adding to his menacing aura.  “I’m asking for a reason, Justine.  I have cause to be worried about your safety.”

      “I’m alone.”  She frowned as his words registered.  “Why in the world would you be worried?  I’m perfectly fine.”

      He sucked in his lower lip, as if he hadn’t considered how he’d explain himself, which wasn’t like Rocco at all.  The man didn’t plan a step ahead; he planned five.  Nothing was done on the spur of the moment.

      On a blown-out breath, he said, “It’s tough to explain, but you need to leave the apartment.  At least until I’m sure you’re not in danger.”

      Teresa’s death must’ve gutted him.  It certainly explained the fact he still wore the dress shirt and slacks he’d had on at the cemetery, though the jacket and tie were gone.

      Justine spoke in a soft, calming tone.  “Rocco, I’m in one of the safest parts of town.  I have neighbors downstairs and across the hall if there’s any problem.  The only way you got into the building is because I gave you a key.”  Her neighbors weren’t the type to buzz in strangers.  Even so, she kept her door both chained and deadbolted, a habit built by years spent in hotels.

      “The building is three hundred years old.  The windows are vulnerable.  I could smash the glass on the entry door and be up the stairs before your neighbors even rolled over in bed, if I were so inclined.”  He angled his head and planted his hands on his hips.  “For once, could you humor me?  Come stay at the villa or let me get you a hotel room.”

      She wanted to touch his arm to reassure him, but fought the impulse by moving to the small dining table in the corner near the kitchen and taking a seat.  “Today was a difficult day for you and I can tell that you’ve been drinking.”  She held up a hand to stop him from arguing.  “Not that you’re not entitled.  Go home.  Get some sleep.  We’ll talk tomorrow.”

      “Have you noticed anything unusual in your apartment?  Items moved?  Come home to lights on that shouldn’t have been?”  He surveyed the room before returning his attention to her. “Anyone in the building who doesn’t belong, or anyone new you keep bumping into at the grocery store or restaurants?”

      It was as if he’d never heard her suggestion that he go home.  She stifled the urge to roll her eyes, knowing it’d only make him more agitated.

      “No one is following me, Rocco.  Why would they?  Only a few friends know who I am.  To everyone else here, I’m anonymous.”  Years ago, it would’ve been a different story.  When she was go-get-‘em Olympian Justine Flyte of Lake Tahoe, not boring Justine Cornaro of Dubrovnik.

      His eyes darted to the kitchen window.

      “It’s locked,” she said.  “So’s the one in my bedroom.  I’ll turn on the alarm if that makes you feel better, but I’m not going to pack up and leave just because your imagination is running away with you.  It’s not like I could find a hotel room at this hour, anyway.”

      Besides, she had business to attend to tomorrow.  If plans went her way, it could turn her life around.  No more hiding out in a tiny apartment a continent away from home.  No more late-night visits from a man who could never truly love her.  A man with secrets he refused to acknowledge existed, let alone share with anyone aside from his mother and siblings.  Even Kos didn’t seem to know his longtime employer’s true nature.

      “How’d you get here, anyway?” she asked.  Her apartment was near the edge of Dubrovnik’s medieval old town, which made finding a parking spot akin to winning the lottery.  “Is Kos circling the neighborhood, waiting for us to come out?”

      “He’s on vacation.  I walked.”

      “That’s three or four miles.  Are you crazy?”  Or was he that intoxicated?

      And since when did Kos take a vacation?

      “As you said, it was a difficult day for me.  I needed the air and time to think.  I’ll get a taxi back to the villa, but only if you come with me.”  He gave her a long look.  “It’s probably an overabundance of caution, but it can’t hurt.  Please?”

      She wasn’t sure whether it was the rare “please” or the concern in his soft brown eyes that did it, but she pushed back from the table.  “Fine.  But separate bedrooms, and I need to be out early tomorrow.”

      “Why?”

      “You don’t get to ask why.”

      “Justine, it’s a matter of—”

      “Safety.  I know, I know.”  He should be damned grateful she’d agreed to come at all.  She’d had her reasons for moving out, and Rocco’s desire to know all about her while revealing so little of himself topped the list.

      Pain shot through her left leg as she pushed to stand, but she waved off Rocco’s assistance as he leapt to help her.  It happened from time to time, especially when she’d put in a tough session at the rehab clinic, as she had this morning.  And that was before standing for a solid hour at the cemetery and then going out to dinner with her girlfriends.

      “You quit taking your pain meds?”

      This time she did roll her eyes.  “I agreed to come with you.  I didn’t give you permission to play twenty questions.  Now let me pack a bag before I change my mind.”

      Rocco grumbled his irritation, but strode to the sofa and seated himself to wait.  He began dialing his cell phone—presumably for a taxi—so she turned and went to her bedroom, closing the door behind her for a moment of privacy.  The man was blindingly attractive, even in his current state.  It was in her best interest to spend as little time in his presence as possible.

      She walked through the darkened bedroom to her bathroom, flicked on the light, and arranged her essentials in her makeup bag.  After mentally running through her morning routine to ensure she had everything she needed, she returned to the bedroom to change out of her nightgown and grab the clothes she’d already laid out for tomorrow.  Rocco would wonder why she packed a suit, but she’d deal with that in the morning.

      She reached for the bedside lamp at the same time a floorboard creaked behind her.  She spun to see a man step through her bedroom window from the fire escape.   She jerked, her hand halfway inside the lampshade as she reached for its pull chain, and inhaled to scream for Rocco.

      “Don’t make a sound.  And don’t turn on that lamp.”

      Shocked, she let her hand fall to her side.  The man was huge, his voice rough and low.  He remained in the shadows near her window, rendering his features unreadable, but there was no mistaking the dark barrel of the gun he held.

      It pointed straight at her chest.
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      Terror threatened to buckle Justine’s knees.  “Who—”

      “Not.  One.  Sound.”  The accented words were dark, lethal.  The man stepped closer, affording Justine a better view of his face.  Savage scars riddled his left cheek.  The lack of light kept his eyes too shaded for Justine to read, but the set of his broad jaw proved he meant business.  “We are going out the window and down the fire escape.  A car is waiting at the bottom.  You will get in the back seat.  You will move to the center.  You will put on the seat belt.  If you resist at any point” —his shoulders lifted— “you will die on the street and I will throw your bloody body into the car myself.”

      The manner in which he uttered the instructions made it clear he meant every word.  As if he’d done this a dozen times and knew every thought going through her head, could thwart any argument, could anticipate every escape attempt.

      “Do we have an understanding, Mrs. Cornaro?”

      She nodded, then held her hands palms out in surrender before pointing to a pair of sweatpants she’d left on the corner of the bed.  He tipped his head, giving her permission to pull on the pants underneath her nightgown.  Despite the mind-numbing fear that sent tremors through her entire body as he watched her step into one leg, then the other, she forced herself to dress slowly.  The self-defense experts she’d seen on television said to do anything possible not to climb into a car with a potential assailant.  Once you did, your odds of surviving dwindled.

      Not that stalling would help her.  The streets were empty.  No one would see the man shove her in a vehicle.  Her neighbors were likely asleep and wouldn’t hear her on the fire escape.  Screaming was out of the question; she’d be dead before they could react.

      Then there was Rocco.  He wouldn’t hear a thing over the music playing in the living room.  If he knocked on the door to hurry her along, what could he possibly do other than get himself killed?

      She swallowed hard as the gunman angled a look at the window, silently instructing her to climb out.  Was this the danger Rocco warned her about?  Was Rocco responsible for this man’s appearance in her bedroom?

      Justine took a step toward the fire escape, sliding her feet into the moccasin slippers at her bedside without asking.  At least with the moccasins on, she could try to flee when she reached the street.  Two years ago, she could’ve escaped this hoodlum with both arms tied behind her back.  He was gigantic and thick with muscle, but she doubted he possessed her agility and speed.

      That was then.  Now she didn’t have a chance in hell of outrunning him, let alone his bullets.

      If she got out of this in one piece, she’d throttle Rocco.

      “You have thirty seconds to get down those stairs,” the man growled.  For the first time, she pinpointed his accent.  She’d been so petrified at the man’s appearance in her room she hadn’t processed the fact he was Russian.  As she straddled the open windowsill and put one foot on the metal fire escape that led to the building’s back alley, he added, “Make it quiet.  If you alert anyone in the apartments below yours, I will shoot them first, then you.”
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      Rocco plucked an apple from the dish on Justine’s kitchen counter, gave it a quick scrub against his dress shirt, then took a bite.  He’d waited on Justine’s sofa long enough for his stomach to rumble, the gurgling echoing over Justine’s music.  A second, more painful rumble reminded him he hadn’t eaten since yesterday evening.  He hadn’t been able to stomach breakfast this morning and the desserts well-wishers offered after the graveside service didn’t appeal.

      He filched a napkin from an open package on top of Justine’s hip-height refrigerator and swiped it across his chin before taking another huge bite.  Suddenly, he needed food like a man who’d been left to starve on a barren island.

      What was taking the woman so long?  Was she putting on makeup?  He couldn’t fathom it.  When they’d lived together, Justine was always ready in minutes.

      A muffled scrape of wood interrupted his train of thought. Rocco paused mid-crunch, straining to hear.  It sounded like the window being closed, but he’d looked up at Justine’s as he’d approached her apartment building from the alley, trying to determine whether she was awake.  He could swear that window was already closed, and she’d claimed it was locked.

      He tossed the rest of the apple in the trash, then knocked on her bedroom door.  Silence.

      Irritation flared.  He knocked again.  “Justine?”

      He waited for a count of three, then opened the door.  Nothing stirred.  The bathroom was empty.  The window was raised about an inch, as if she’d attempted to close it from the outside.  She was gone.

      A four-letter word slipped from his lips.  He’d grossly underestimated the level of distrust Justine had in him.

      He strode through the darkened bedroom to follow her down the fire escape, but paused before opening the window as his brain registered what he’d seen in the bathroom.  As he backtracked to the bathroom for confirmation, his heart chilled.

      Justine’s pink- and brown-striped makeup bag sat on the edge of the porcelain sink, its sides bulging and zipper pulled shut.  She wouldn’t have packed it and left it behind.

      Covering the room in quick steps, he returned to the window and looked down without opening it.  A black sedan, its headlights dimmed, idled in the alley underneath the fire escape.  He couldn’t see Justine, but he could hear the low clang of the metal steps as someone—no, multiple someones—descended the fire escape floor by floor.

      Even as his mind screamed no, no, no, instinct sent him springing over Justine’s bed, through the apartment, and down the stairwell that led to the street.  Fear twisted his gut as he rounded each floor, using the iron railings to propel himself forward, past the apartments that occupied the floors below hers.  After what seemed an eternity, he reached the front entry and released the heavy lock.

      As he exited to the street and circled the building, Rocco forced himself to slow down, keeping his steps silent.  If he could sneak up behind the car before it left the alley, perhaps he could surprise them.  Give Justine a chance to get away, not that she had speed on her side.  At the final corner, Rocco took a deep breath and waited, ears straining, hoping he could differentiate the sounds of human movement in the alley from the usual nighttime noises of the city.  For a moment, all he heard was the rush of water under a nearby sewer grate and the far-off chug of a train.  Finally, he was rewarded with the click of a car door opening, then the sound of feet against cobblestone.  Twenty, maybe thirty feet away.

      Crouching, he hazarded a look around the building.  Justine was being forced to the bottom of the fire escape at gunpoint.  If Rocco wasn’t mistaken, the weapon was held by none other than the brutal Russian, Anton Karpovsky.

      Terror iced Rocco’s veins.

      When he’d looked his mother in the eye a little over a year ago and noticed a yellow haze there, he’d experienced the same deep fear.  He’d known instantly that her liver wasn’t functioning and that she’d kept her condition a secret from him, which meant it was serious enough to kill her.  Horrified as he was, he’d also known precisely what actions to take. He was able to tap the right experts, call in favors, get her the medications necessary to give her energy and meaningfully prolong her life.

      This battle was more immediate, the enemy far less predictable.  Years spent in design laboratories wouldn’t help him.  He had no weapons, no military training.  Boxing done with his trainer was strictly for fitness, not fighting.  Yet Justine was alone, with no idea what was happening to her or why, and no means to combat a lethal enemy.

      Worse, it was his fault.

      He pressed his back to the wall, mustering his strength.  Resources or no, if he didn’t save Justine, no one would.
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      Unable to delay the inevitable, Justine stepped off the fire escape and moved to the side, allowing the gunman to follow her onto the street.  She refused to look at the black vehicle idling in front of her.  If she kept her focus on the gunman and acted as if politeness was her habit, she might convince him that she planned to cooperate fully.

      The instant he dropped his guard, she’d run, leg be damned.  Better to be shot here than trapped somewhere far from civilization where she had no chance at escape.

      “So deferential, Mrs. Cornaro,” he mocked her.  “You make this easy.”

      “Too easy,” came a voice from the other side of the sedan.  “Get her in the car.”

      Justine swiveled her gaze toward the man standing beside the driver’s door.  Even in the hazy yellow light of the alley, his dark eyes shone like those of a bird of prey.  A lean, curved nose added to the effect.  He lacked his compatriot’s breadth and muscle, but she suspected he made up for that shortcoming with his intelligence.

      A taxi passed by at the corner, then slowed and flashed its turn signal as if headed to park in front of her building.  The gunman put a rough hand on Justine’s shoulder and shoved her toward the rear door on the sedan’s passenger side at the same time the driver said, “Quickly.  No witnesses.”

      “Please, no—”

      “Now, you stupid bitch,” the gunman snarled.

      Panic set in as he opened the rear door.  Justine braced her hands against the sedan’s roof, ground her feet into the cobblestones despite the fiery sensation shooting through her bad leg, and shoved backward into the gunman with every ounce of her strength.  “No!  I’m not leaving!  Shoot me here if you have to!”

      She meant it.  Her neighbors were out of danger.  If she bled in the street, at least she had a chance of making it to a hospital.  Not so if they strangled or shot her in some far-off cabin in the woods.

      The man behind her muttered in Russian and tightened his grip on her shoulder as the driver snapped, “Don’t let her fight.  We need to get out of here.”

      It was the word fight that did it.

      In the back of her mind, she once again heard the crowds that cheered her as she flew down the slopes, heading toward the finish line in a tight crouch at breakneck speed.

      Flyte!  Flyte!  Flyte!

      It was the roar—so like the playground chants spurring kids to fight—that pulled Justine out of her own head during races and sent her hurtling toward the finish line, to hell with the risk of a wipeout.  All or nothing.  Win or lose.  Go big or go home.  It was the roar that drove her to the podium at World Cup events.  It made her who she was.

      She sent her elbow into the man’s gut with no compunction, then ducked, hoping to skirt around him while he was off balance, but the man didn’t move.  He was impenetrable as a wall.  She tried again, aiming lower, even as his bicep curled around her throat, constricting her airway, and the cold steel of his gun pressed against her temple.

      This time, she connected with soft tissue and was rewarded with a gratifying whuumpf.  In the next second, he dragged her to the ground with him.  Knowing it was her only chance, she kicked hard and shoved at his arm, then scrambled to move her body away from his.  A glimpse underneath the car made her realize she had only seconds before the driver made his way around to assist.  Faster than her mind could process it, a second set of feet appeared on the driver’s side of the car, then there were two men on the ground.

      “Justine!  Go!”

      Rocco.  Gratitude flooded through her even as she was hit with the sickening realization he was in danger of losing his life.  She yanked her ankles free of the kidnapper’s grasp and yelled, “Watch out!  They have guns!”

      “Run, dammit!”  A grunt punctuated the order.

      She stumbled to the front of the car, but searing pain in her leg blackened her vision, forcing her to lean against the hood in an attempt to regain her equilibrium.  Her eyesight cleared just in time to see her assailant push up off the ground.  She took two steps toward him and slammed the open car door against his head, then turned and ran straight into a hard, firm body.  Strong hands wrapped around her forearms.  A scream formed in her throat, but died when she realized the man who grabbed her wasn’t the driver, but Rocco.

      She blinked at him in confusion.  “Where’s the—”

      “Run.”  Blood oozed down the side of his face from a cut on his temple, but he seemed unaware of it as he propelled her down the alley.  A shoop sounded near her ear, then a fist-sized section of wall exploded from the building beside her, sending white chunks of stucco flying through the air.

      They were shooting.  Why in the world would someone shoot her?

      She tried to slow as gut instinct told her to surrender, but Rocco’s firm grip on her arm kept her moving forward.  He rounded the corner, then turned onto the street fronting her apartment, pulling her along beside him.  She took an odd step to keep from hitting the curb.  The move sent pain knifing through her leg.

      He guided her across the street, then cut to another alley, one that led to an area filled with popular sidewalk cafés and restaurants.  When Rocco glanced over his shoulder for signs of pursuit, he must have seen her pained expression, because his steps faltered and he released her arm.

      She shook her head and waved for him to keep going.  “It hurts, but better that than to get killed.  They won’t call it a night ’til they find us.”  Bravado fueled her words more than ability.  If it hadn’t been for Rocco’s supportive hold, she might’ve limped back into her apartment to call the police.  An idiotic proposition, given that the men had weapons and had gotten through a locked window easily enough the first time.  They’d be inside her apartment again long before the police could arrive.

      “I’ll get us somewhere safe as soon as I can.”

      “That’d be ideal.”

      Rocco took her hand and changed direction, leading Justine away from the strip of darkened restaurants before steering her toward a familiar stone bridge.  A twenty-something woman in a short skirt sat on its edge, her legs intertwined with those of a man whose nose was pressed to hers.  She clung to the back of his leather jacket and smiled in the way of new lovers before she angled her head for a kiss.

      “The Old City?” Justine’s question emerged in a huff as Rocco hustled her onto the long, wide bridge, which led over a dry moat to Dubrovnik’s famous Pila Gate.

      “They can’t bring their car.  It’s our best chance to lose them.”

      They hurried past the entangled couple, who didn’t glance up despite the odd appearance of two panicked people sprinting across the bridge in the middle of the night, one of whom wore a flapping blue nightgown over a pair of sweatpants.

      Once Rocco and Justine entered the arched gate, they found themselves on the Stradun, the neighborhood’s main pedestrian street.  In the daytime, tourists jammed its length and breadth to window shop, eat ice cream cones, and gawk at the medieval architecture inside the ancient city walls.  At this hour, the Stradun was silent aside from the echo of their footfalls against the cobblestones.  Metal grates covered shop windows, tarps blanketed kiosks, and even the stray cats that frequented the area in search of dropped tidbits had nestled away for the night.  Only the soft yellow glow of street lamps hinted at life.

      As one, Rocco and Justine turned down the first side street, then quickly turned onto another, twisting through the narrow maze until they entered an empty plaza and slowed to a walk.  They kept to the perimeter, away from the street lights.  As with the Stradun, the plaza was quiet as death.  A dog lazing on the steps of a church cracked his eyes at their appearance, but closed them when he saw they posed no threat.

      “Think we’re all right?”  Justine let go of Rocco’s hand and leaned against the wall of a shuttered bakery, taking in lungfuls of air.  She hadn’t run—really run—since her accident.  While she’d known her leg was a wreck, she hadn’t realized how badly her cardiac fitness had deteriorated.  Rehab sessions hadn’t quite prepared her for this.

      Rocco sank to a crouch, resting his back against the wall beside her and planting his forearms on his knees.  His head angled back as his breathing slowed.  “For now.  I don’t think they saw us go over the bridge.  Even if they did, it would’ve been from their car.  They would’ve had to find a place to ditch it.”

      Justine nodded.  Once her breathing finally regulated, she asked, “Where to now?”

      Rocco checked his watch.  “Nearly two a.m.  Odds of finding a hotel are nil.”

      “A hotel?”  She gawked at him in disbelief as he pushed to stand.  “I was thinking more along the lines of the nearest police station.  Those guys were—”

      Rocco’s eyes widened and he reached for her arm to silence her.  A heartbeat later, she heard it, too: a rough voice coming from one of the streets on the opposite side of the plaza, accompanied by the heavy sound of shoes slapping stone.

      “Quick.”  He cut sideways into another tight street, past several medieval buildings and a small fenced garden.  To Justine’s surprise, he stopped short and tested the latch on the garden gate.  When it didn’t give, he interlaced his fingers to create a stirrup.  “Up.”

      “If it’s them, we’ll be trapped—”

      “We can’t keep running.  Go.”
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      There wasn’t time for further argument.  Justine stepped into the pocket Rocco created and let him propel her over the fence so she landed on her good leg.  He followed, pausing for a moment to untangle his pants from decorative ironwork before landing beside her.  They crept to the back of the garden, tucked themselves amongst a darkened row of bushes, and braced their backs against the stone wall of the building that served as the garden’s rear border.  Branches scratched at Justine’s face and arms, but she didn’t care.  All that mattered was that they survive the night.

      Approaching voices made her draw in a sharp breath.  She stole a sideways glance at Rocco.  Shadows made his expression difficult to read, but the tense set of his shoulders as he crouched beside her in the thick foliage proved he shared her fear.  As if sensing her need for reassurance, Rocco turned his head and pressed a silent kiss to her temple before he grabbed her hand and held it against his thigh.

      Frozen in place, they waited.  It didn’t take long to realize the sounds belonged to the men who’d attempted to kidnap her.  The section of the street visible through the garden fence remained empty, but the low, angry instructions hissed back and forth were unmistakable.  The Russians were getting closer.

      “The kids on the bridge,” Rocco whispered in her ear.  “I bet they told the men we went this way.”

      He let go of Justine’s hand and pulled her body to his so she was in a tight ball against the front of his chest, making the two of them as small as possible.  Her leg throbbed and her foot began to cramp, but her position prevented her from moving without making noise.  Tears formed at the edges of her eyes as her body screamed with the need to shake out her foot, but she remained still.  She reminded herself of her earlier statement to Rocco: better to hurt now than be killed.  Because if those men heard her, she and Rocco would both die.

      Bright light pierced the blackness of the garden as the narrow beam of a flashlight swept through the iron fence to illuminate a set of worn wooden benches.  After a pause, it moved left of their hiding place, going stone by stone over the wall of an adjacent building.  Bushes ran along the wall’s base and a statue of the Virgin Mary stood at a break in the greenery.  An unlit candle rested at her feet.

      Rocco’s stomach chose that moment to emit a loud, rolling gurgle.  His arms tensed as the light jerked, then arced in their direction.  Justine’s breath threatened to burst from her lungs as the brilliant beam crept over the bushes, then stopped a few feet to their left.  After what seemed an eternity, it moved again, passing over them and continuing to the wall forming the garden’s other boundary.  A fat calico cat yowled before turning away from the intruder who’d deigned to disturb its sleep.  The light moved the rest of the way around the garden, then returned to a tree near the cat.  The light slid up the tree, spotlighting the large branches one by one.  It remained idle for a moment as the men conversed, then the garden plunged into darkness.  A metallic clang rang through the night as one of the men rattled the gate and found it locked.

      Rocco’s fingers dug into the flesh of Justine’s arm.  They hadn’t been spotted, but they were far from safe.  The men remained near the gate.  Justine couldn’t understand a word they said, but the gist of their hushed discussion was clear.  They’d heard Rocco and Justine fleeing the plaza and knew they were close.  Both thought they’d heard the jolt of a metal gate or fence being touched.  They doubted it could’ve been caused by the cat, but weren’t sure what to make of it.

      Without moving a muscle, Justine strained to see through the gloom.  The scarred man who’d entered her bedroom stood with his back to the gate.  Though Justine couldn’t see his face, he showed no signs of having taken a hard elbow to his privates or being struck by the car door.  He stood tall, shoulders squared, with his gun holstered easily at his hip.  If she and Rocco were forced to run again, he’d have no trouble giving chase.

      The burly man shifted, affording Justine a better view of the driver.  Blood caked the area under his curved nose and streaked across his right cheek, as if he’d attempted to wipe it away.  Given the dim glow of the streetlights, it was impossible to tell for sure, but his nose appeared broken.  He tapped away at a cell phone screen, then angled his head toward the plaza, urging the larger man to follow.

      “Keep still,” Rocco murmured into her hair as the men’s footsteps faded.  “If they suspect we’re here, they’ll double back.”

      She nodded against Rocco’s chest, unwilling to risk a spoken response.  Her leg and foot ached as they hadn’t since she’d awakened from the surgery following her accident.  She closed her eyes and concentrated on keeping her breathing even in an effort to mitigate the pain.  In and out, in and out.

      All it did was make her more aware of Rocco.

      The scent of his warm skin permeating the fabric of his dress shirt.  The faint tinge of Scotch on his breath.  More gurgling from his stomach.  The rapid yet steady beat of his heart near her ear.  The solid muscle of his arm at the back of her waist.  His hand on the outside of her thigh, keeping her from toppling sideways out of the bushes.  The strange brush of his new beard grazing her forehead.

      She’d thought him intoxicated when he knocked on her door.  As he held her now, she realized it was concern rather than inebriation that had caused his agitated hands-in-pockets stance as he entered her apartment and begged her to leave so she’d be safe from a danger he wouldn’t name.

      Questions flooded her brain.  Who in the world were the Russians?  Why did they want her?  Did Rocco know they were coming?  How did he find her in the alley?

      “I know it hurts.  Another minute or two and you can change position,” he whispered.  “We’ll leave soon.”

      She nodded again and continued to breathe—just breathe—two counts in, two counts out.  He tightened his arms around her and lifted so he bore more of her weight, which eased the pressure on her legs.

      This was the Rocco she met all those years ago.  The protective, loving Rocco she married.  The man who didn’t give a rip about her fame, her medal count, or her endorsement deals.  The man who smelled so damned amazing, despite having spent the day burying his mother and the night sprinting through the streets of Dubrovnik’s Old City.

      The man with so many secrets.

      She exhaled in one long whoosh.  If he’d brought this hell upon her, she’d kill him.
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      Wind rustled the leaves of the lone tree in the convent’s rear garden.

      The stray cat nestled near its trunk stretched, yawned, then meandered to the middle of the garden.  It sprang to the seat of a wooden bench and resettled, only to rise again when a discarded grocery bag blew into the fence.  The cat glowered at the flapping plastic, then leapt from the bench, squeezed between the iron rails as far from the ensnared bag as possible, and disappeared into the city streets.

      In front of Rocco, Justine’s shoulders expanded and contracted with the measured rhythm of her breathing.  He marveled that she’d held still for so long, especially given her injury.  A lifetime of elite-level training had given her a mental toughness few possessed.  Still, much as he wanted to wait another ten or fifteen minutes to be certain Radich and Karpovsky were gone, he suspected even Justine’s stamina wasn’t infinite.

      With any luck, Radich had crawled into a small, dark hole to put an ice pack on his face and Karpovsky had gone with him.

      “I’m going to look.  If the coast is clear, I’ll wave you out.”

      Rocco felt more than heard Justine mumble into his shirt.  Taking it as assent, he released her upper body and eased away from her, then picked his way out of the bushes and crept along the grass to the fence.  He saw no movement, heard nothing out of the ordinary.  He leaned over the fence to ensure no one was on the street, then turned to signal for Justine only to discover she was already
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