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      All in all, it was a beautiful funeral.

      The 1750 State Coach, a vehicle so massive and laden with gilt it required six horses to navigate the streets on its journey to the Duomo, had gleamed in defiance of the overcast skies. The bishop had expressed the sentiments of the day beautifully, lending the affair a sense of both reverence and optimism. King Eduardo’s four adult children, Antony, Federico, Isabella, and Marco, had performed their roles to perfection, expressing gratitude on behalf of the entire diTalora family to all who’d traveled to attend the service.

      Antony’s eulogy was eloquent, even for Antony, a natural at charming anyone he wished to charm. It was certain to be replayed on television later that evening, and likely in countless documentaries and news clips in the coming years.

      Massive crowds had lined the Strada il Teatro, the streets surrounding the Duomo, and San Rimini’s elegant waterfront before, during, and after the ceremony. They’d even surrounded the palace, all to show their love for the royal family.

      Eduardo felt only pain. A giant, aching hole where his soul had been.

      Now that he’d made it through the procession and the religious portion of the day’s schedule, Eduardo had only the private reception at the palace to endure. A gathering of family, close friends, and the country’s political and cultural elite, it had been termed a “personal” event by the palace public relations office, hence its location in the music room rather than one of the galleries or ballrooms regularly used for entertaining. Despite the affair’s intimate description, Eduardo knew his every move provided fodder for his social and political foes. Even his facial tics could be secretly recorded and disseminated, drawing speculation from both the tabloids and the mainstream press. So he kept his chin lifted and his demeanor that of a dutiful king rather than that of a husband in mourning for his beloved wife, Aletta, and he forged ahead, offering sympathy as often as he accepted it.

      He didn’t miss the irony that Aletta was the one who shone at these events, always knowing the right thing to say and to whom.

      Cancer was an insidious beast to have claimed her. It had no right. Yet with all his resources, Eduardo had been powerless to stop it.

      The head of San Rimini’s parliament approached to offer his condolences. The man was a good statesman, and an influential one. Eduardo appreciated that they generally saw eye to eye on what was best for the country, and they’d developed a good rapport. Their exchange was followed by conversations with the head of the country’s transportation administration, a top military advisor—not that San Rimini’s military did much beyond the occasional international peacekeeping mission—and several members of the judiciary. Eduardo’s siblings, who hadn’t inherited the throne, but who had been raised in the public eye and negotiated social events with ease, maneuvered each of the dignitaries away after a reasonable amount of time, saving Eduardo from dealing with any one person for too long.

      Even so, he felt his pasted-on smile flag as the director of San Rimini’s central hospital approached. He hoped she didn’t notice, as he admired her and would welcome the chance for conversation on another occasion.

      Finally, Aletta’s older sister, Helena, emerged from a knot of aristocrats to come to his side. The hospital director offered her condolences to Helena, then took her leave.

      Her voice low, Helena asked, “How are you holding up?”

      As simple and predictable as the question was, the caring tone nearly broke him, though Eduardo kept his polite expression in place. “As well as can be expected. How long have we been here?”

      “Too long. Less than an hour and you can retreat to your residence in peace. It will go faster than you think.”

      Helena placed a comforting hand on his arm. Cautious as he was, his first thought was that someone in the room would snap a photo and leak it to the press, who’d then use it to extrapolate an entire article about how Eduardo was dealing with his wife’s death. Helena likely knew it, too, but she’d always had a talent for ignoring opinion in a way that Eduardo could not.

      Aside from the three years Helena had been married—a time she referred to as a disaster—she’d lived in the palace since Aletta and Eduardo’s wedding. She kept a private apartment two floors below their own and had served as her younger sister’s closest aide. Over the years, the press had speculated about the arrangement and whether the close relationship between the sisters was a factor in Helena’s failed marriage. In truth, it hadn’t affected it one way or the other. The palace role merely provided Helena a purpose and Aletta a trusted confidante.

      For the most part, the arrangement had worked, though it had caused friction between Aletta and Eduardo on occasion when Eduardo felt Helena used her position to manipulate Aletta. Helena was able to say things to Aletta that a typical assistant could not, both for better and for worse. And, unlike the regular palace staff, Helena had her own public profile, which meant her appearances and Aletta’s had to be carefully coordinated. Fortunately, those difficulties were always ironed out, and any hint they’d occurred was kept behind closed doors.

      Eduardo also knew that Helena had loved her sister.

      “Thank you,” he told her. This wasn’t the place for such conversation, but after ensuring no one was within earshot, he angled his head to keep anyone from guessing his words and added, “I know you are having a difficult day, but if I may lift one worry—”

      “Yes?”

      “So long as I am on the throne, you have a home here. You are, of course, under no obligation to stay. But I wish for you to have the choice.”

      Her fingers tightened on his arm. Only for a moment, however, before her hand returned to her side. “That is deeply appreciated.”

      “As is your presence here. You’ve done a great deal for Aletta over the years, and your niece and nephews are quite fond of you. Now that they are at an age to marry and have children, you could offer the feminine viewpoint they will lack with their mother’s passing.”

      She smiled at that. “Federico did fine on his own.”

      The king resisted the urge to glance at his second son, who had already married and would soon be a father. He and Aletta hadn’t been certain about the match when Federico began seeing Lucrezia, a wealthy socialite. She seemed too rigid, even for Federico, who’d always been a rule follower. But their relationship had stood the test of time and the pair seemed happy.

      “Yes,” he agreed, “but it is good to have someone to whom they can turn with their challenges, someone who understands life in the public eye. Someone they can trust.” He aimed a meaningful look at his sister-in-law, one he hoped would provide her a glimpse of light on a dark day. “Whether or not you choose to remain in the palace, I hope you’ll consider fulfilling that role, should they need it.”

      She dipped her chin, acknowledging both the compliment and the peace established between them. “It would be my honor and my pleasure.”

      The ache in Eduardo’s chest eased as Helena stepped away to circulate. He needed to meet with dozens of individuals and organizations in the coming weeks, both to let them know the esteem in which Aletta held them and to assure them of their continued good standing with the royal family. Helena was the most important of those. He was glad to have that particular conversation behind him.

      “One minute at a time, one day at a time,” came a gentle voice from his left. He shifted to see Queen Fabrizia, whose husband King Carlo ruled the Mediterranean island of Sarcaccia.

      “It shows?”

      “Not at all.”

      He’d greeted the couple briefly at the Duomo. They’d been seated at the front, as befitted both their station and their longtime friendship with the diTalora family, but he hadn’t had the chance to speak with them at any length since Aletta’s death.

      Fabrizia and Carlo had just enough years on Aletta and Eduardo to act as mentors while still being good friends. Their presence provided even more relief than settling the situation with Helena.

      He gave her a warm kiss on each cheek. “It’s good to see you, Fabrizia.”

      “I wish the circumstances were different.” She stood with her shoulders back and brow lifted, every inch the public-facing royal, but her tone was personal. “Aletta would have been pleased with the service. It was both tasteful and appropriate. However, the outpouring of love…Eduardo, it would have touched her deeply. To witness such a turnout in her honor would have meant more to her than any of the speeches or fanfare.”

      “I agree.”

      He waited as Fabrizia considered her next words. When she spoke again, it was for his ears only.

      “We are leaders, Eduardo. Our countrymen expect us to remain calm and clear-headed, even at the worst of times. Especially so at the worst of times. We may express our sorrow or disappointment, but the manner in which we do so matters. I will admit this only to you, but I had to keep my eyes off the people lining the streets in order to maintain an appropriate demeanor today.” She dropped her voice to a near whisper and added, “I mentally named gelato flavors in order to keep my emotions in check this morning. I tallied thirty-eight before I started over with pasta shapes.”

      A knot rose in Eduardo’s throat. As he and his children had walked to the Duomo behind the empty carriage—a traditional, symbolic nod to the loss of royalty—he’d used a similar tactic to maintain his composure. To hear Fabrizia describe it now resurrected the emotion he’d battled since Aletta drew her last breath.

      “She’d be proud of how you are handling the day,” Fabrizia continued, her facial expression the perfect mix of sympathy and calm understanding, should anyone be watching them—which, of course, people were—though her voice was firm, as if bracing him to stand resolute for the remainder of the hour. “Once the public aspects are complete, once the necessary ceremonies and memorials of the coming weeks and months slow, take some time away. You once told Carlo you hoped to see the glaciers of the Antarctic. Go. Or come to Sarcaccia, if you prefer. We shall ensure you have time to be a man, rather than a king. To be completely alone, should you wish, or to relax in the company of friends.”

      He thanked her and meant it. Fabrizia knew that even in private, a monarch was rarely alone. He had security staff, political advisors, and an assistant who accompanied him on trips and remained near at hand even when he and Aletta were on palace grounds. Then there was Samuel Barden, the palace chef who prided himself on making the royal couple happy with his creations, and Olena and Tetyana Roscha, the Ukrainian sisters who’d been responsible for cleaning their private residence for over a decade now. Aletta spoke with each of them daily. They had known and loved his wife, and their access meant they were privy to many of the queen’s personal moments, and now looked to him as an example of how to handle their grief, even if they did it subconsciously.

      No, in San Rimini it was difficult to be a man. He was a king in all but the rarest of moments. Queen Fabrizia’s offer was enough to fortify him.

      “There will be a number of unpleasant tasks in the days ahead,” she continued. “All of the usual duties that fall to next-of-kin. They are never easy, but in your case, the difficulty will be magnified. There will be paperwork only you can complete, of course, personal effects that need to be sorted. She was the patron of many organizations, and they will expect you to bring them closure. Not an aide, you. That, however, is the short term.”

      The queen exhaled, though it would have been imperceptible to anyone watching their exchange. “She is going to become an icon, Eduardo. Both for who she was as an individual and because your relationship was viewed around the world as a storybook example of true love. Vultures will circle, hoping to exploit her legacy. Be ready. And know that Carlo and I will do whatever is in our power to assist, should you wish. You need only make the request.”

      Fabrizia and Carlo had been through this, he remembered. When Carlo’s father had passed away after spending decades on the throne, many in the news and entertainment business twisted the late king’s life story into a drama that never existed. Others used his death to draw customers to their stores or products. To them, it was a means to profit. But to Carlo and Fabrizia, it had been personal.

      Eduardo wondered if any of the vultures they’d encountered had come from under their palace’s own roof. If they’d attempted to steal more than stories.

      “I can handle the public opportunists, but there have been other incidents. Violations involving personal property.” He hated to be blunt, but their ability to speak privately was limited. In this matter, he valued Queen Fabrizia and King Carlo’s input above all others.

      After a moment’s contemplation, she murmured, “I see.”

      “I have only suspicions at this point. I’ve taken steps to improve security in the private residence and hold the status quo until I am ready to address the situation.” Dropping his voice, he added, “When that time comes, there are tasks with which I will need assistance. I will need to go outside the country.”

      He could see in her countenance that she understood what he required. A candidate with no personal ties to the diTalora family, but who could effectively handle private matters and keep them that way.

      King Carlo detached himself from a nearby group of dignitaries to come to his wife’s side. After the king expressed his sorrow over Aletta’s passing, he told Eduardo, “Fabrizia and I couldn’t help but admire the stained-glass windows at the Duomo today. I understand Aletta was spearheading an effort to restore them?”

      “It was one of her pet projects,” Eduardo confirmed, happy to discuss a topic other than death and loss. “They are stunning, even in their current state, but over the centuries, pollution and salt air have taken their toll. Restoring them to their original glory will require artisans of the highest caliber, people who appreciate both the history of the cathedral and the craftsmanship of the glass. A professor from the University of San Rimini who specializes in medieval stained glass plans to study the windows as they’re removed. There’s much to be learned from the narrative, of course, but also from the minute details in their manufacture. Glass layering techniques and even the applied paint could offer clues about the construction of the Duomo. It would be interesting to know if any of the glass was imported, and if so, from where.”

      When he had to take a breath before continuing, he realized he was using stained glass as a means of burning the clock to hasten his escape. Carlo and Fabrizia likely realized it as well, given that they appeared more interested than they could possibly be. And that, he concluded, made him the object of pity. It was to be expected after a funeral, but he didn’t like it.

      He allowed himself a slight smile. “A little more than half the necessary funds have been raised. I anticipate that one of my children will pick up the project once the current crisis is behind us.”

      Carlo glanced at his wife, then told Eduardo, “Fabrizia and I would be honored to match your current funds.”

      For a beat, his tongue refused to work. It was an outrageous sum, even for the Barrali family. “Carlo, I couldn’t—”

      “Consider it a gift to the people of San Rimini, in memory of their queen.”

      “It would mean a great deal to us to see Aletta’s wishes fulfilled,” Fabrizia added, her tone rendering the decision final.

      Eduardo couldn’t imagine a gesture more befitting his wife’s memory. Or more generous. “That is extremely thoughtful of you. Thank you.”

      Fabrizia smiled. “Carlo’s assistant will contact yours to arrange the transfer once we return home. And regarding the other matter, you’ll know when the time is right to move forward. Next month, a year from now, five years from now. I’ll be here when you’re ready. I’m certain I can find the right person for the job.”

      One would have thought that, as the hereditary monarch, Carlo held all the power in Sarcaccia. To believe that was to underestimate Fabrizia’s intelligence and resources. Carlo had married for love, but he’d also married a woman who thrived in her role as queen. A woman who understood his nature both in public and in private. A woman he could trust to support him in both roles.

      Eduardo had also been fortunate in that regard. Though he’d once believed he’d grow old with Aletta, the years they’d shared had been glorious. He hoped his children—and perhaps even Aletta’s sister—would find that depth of love in their lives.

      “It will be some time in the future,” Eduardo finally told Fabrizia. “But when I am ready, I will take you up on the offer.”

      The queen smiled, but it had a cryptic quality. “I’ll be waiting.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 2

          

        

      

    

    
      Daniela D’Ambrosio had used a good portion of her savings to visit a new-to-her country for spring break with the expectation of expanding her horizons, but heat, bruised ribs, and the oppressive odor of coconut, sweaty bodies, and spilled alcohol threatened to drive her from the most popular dance club in Cancun long before last call.

      She’d spent plenty of time on the beach while growing up on the island nation of Sarcaccia. She’d even visited its dance clubs. They didn’t compare. Sarcaccia’s Old World charm and Mediterranean traditions pervaded even its nightlife. Wine, brie, and thick, wheaty crackers were as likely to be shared between sessions on the dance floor as gossip. Cancun, on the other hand, was boisterous. It thrummed with youth in the way only a city carved from the jungle with the express purpose of becoming a vacation hotspot could. Newness infused everything from the menus to the music to the sombrero-bedecked frog and lizard decor of its bars.

      She couldn’t imagine Sarcaccia’s princes and princess socializing here, as they did in the nightclubs of their homeland. They certainly would not use the breaks between songs to tip backward on chairs or lie on tables to have tequila poured down their throats.

      “You can’t go now. This DJ is amazing!” Katja yelled over the music when Daniela waved to indicate that she needed to get some air. “And we’ll never find you again. Stay! Dance! You’ll get your second wind.”

      For another ten minutes, Daniela made the effort, but she was danced out. Tired out. Crowded out. Since their arrival two hours earlier, she’d suffered multiple elbow blows to her back and sides as dancers raised their plastic cups to cheer for the DJ, wave to friends, or call out orders to overworked bartenders.

      At the start of a new song, Daniela touched Katja’s shoulder, then leaned close to her friend’s ear and took care to enunciate so Katja could understand her over the booming bass. “I’m going to take the bus back to the hotel and meet you there. Let everyone know, all right?”

      Katja checked her watch. Her hip sway didn’t hitch. “We have forty minutes until the buses stop running. The last few will be packed. Stay a little longer, then we’ll all get a taxi. It won’t cost much if we split one of the vans.”

      “I need to save energy for tomorrow night. Dance your heart out. Have fun. I’ll be fine.”

      Katja looked doubtful, but then her gaze snagged on a handsome guy in a Red Sox baseball cap and an Auburn T-shirt who leaned against the bar, looking in their direction, and Daniela knew she had her escape route.

      “He’s waiting for me to leave you alone,” Daniela said. “Take advantage.”

      “But—”

      “When will you have this opportunity again? Have an adventure and tell me all about it tomorrow. It’s why we came, right?”

      Daniela knew Katja would have plenty of opportunities—guys gravitated toward the striking, doe-eyed German like children to an ice cream cart—but it was exactly what Katja needed to hear to allay her guilt over remaining on the dance floor while Daniela returned to the hotel. Katja smiled at Daniela, then her expression turned downright wicked before she flicked a long look toward the bar. It was the perfect invitation for Mr. Auburn. He threaded his way through the gyrating bodies, his eyes laser-focused on Katja.

      Daniela took her own zigzagging path through the crowd, heading for the door. She glimpsed two of her friends as she ducked under raised arms and drunken revelers, but they were too caught up in the atmosphere to see her go. A shout would be fruitless given the noise. Unwilling to battle her way toward them, she trusted that Katja would let them know she’d left.

      Eight of them had traveled to Mexico for spring break from the University of Michigan. They were all European, studying abroad for the semester. Katja had come from Germany, Daniela from Sarcaccia. The other six were Dutch and Belgian. None of them had experienced spring break before, nor had any of them visited Mexico, so they’d pooled their funds, scoured the Internet for cheap flights, then crammed into two rooms in one of the massive hotels that laced Cancun’s beachfront.

      They’d known it’d be an adventure. They hadn’t foreseen what kind.

      The strip of land that jutted from the center of town into the water in the shape of a backward number seven hosted thousands of carousing twenty-somethings in its myriad hotels and condos. Daniela’s ideas about spring break came from television; reality was a different beast. She’d enjoyed the daytime, spending most of her hours lazing around the pool and taking long walks along the beach to enjoy the warm wind and rolling surf as she people-watched. But on the third day, while her friends slept late, Daniela had hopped on a tour bus to see the Mayan ruins at Chichen Itza. It’d taken most of her day, but she’d loved the trip. She’d used the last of her limited entertainment budget to enjoy a late afternoon fishing excursion on their fourth day, rather than join her friends for another sojourn to the pool. She’d caught a barracuda, which she happily handed over to the fishermen who owned the boat, and chatted with both the fishermen and the two married Texan couples who’d shared her excursion. Her friends thought she was crazy and accused her of pursuing “geriatric activities,” but a few hours away from blaring poolside speakers and nonstop rounds of tropical drinks had been an act of self-preservation.

      She’d needed respite from the overstimulation in order to handle the nighttime activities.

      Besides, she was in Mexico. She wanted to see what lay beyond the confines of Cancun’s hotel zone. To her, that was a better adventure than experiencing a party scene she could find closer to home, in places like Ibiza or one of Croatia’s music festivals.

      Daniela picked up speed as she maneuvered around the line of students waiting at the door to have their IDs checked. Relief flooded through her when the night air hit her face. It was least thirty degrees warmer than what she’d left behind in Michigan, but compared to the sweatfest of the dance floor, it felt downright cool.

      She took several deep breaths, her lungs free to expand now that she’d escaped the crush. Following the line of the bar’s awning, she located an empty bench near the end of the building. She dropped onto it, stretched her arms along its rear slats, and spent several minutes savoring both the freedom the space allowed and the breeze that skimmed her overheated skin as she watched the stream of spring breakers moving along the Boulevard Kukulkan. It wasn’t quiet outside the bar—not on a street packed with restaurants, beach shops, and dancing venues—but the difference in noise level was as drastic as the abrupt end to a fire alarm, making her aware of her eardrums reverberating.

      She closed her eyes for a moment, imagining how she’d have designed the bar if she’d owned it. The place made its money on volume, which explained the management’s desire to draw in a capacity-busting number of patrons. Daniela’s dream location would have all the dancing, all the excitement, but with half the crowd so people had room to move, to enjoy their food and drinks without spilling, and to hear each other talk. She’d lengthen the bar and round it on the ends so the bartenders would be able to work within the same amount of space, but with better flow for guests as they approached, purchased their drinks, then returned to the dance floor or one of the high-topped tables that ran along the perimeter.

      When she caught herself mentally planning the menu, she sighed and straightened. Owning a bar wasn’t her dream in any way, shape, or form. But when she witnessed a shop or restaurant working at less than peak efficiency—or worse, entered one that was messy—it was her habit to mentally organize it.

      It didn’t take a psychologist to tell her the trait was a knee-jerk reaction to being raised in a house that was anything but organized.

      The thought of her childhood home was pierced by a deep—and deeply pissed-off—male voice coming from her right. “For the last time, it’s called a gap year because it’s a gap in my career trajectory. A planned gap. I have the rest of my life to work, which I plan to do in exactly five months.”

      Daniela didn’t dare look, but the smack of feet against pavement indicated he was moving her way, escaping the noise of the bar as she had. “If it makes you feel better, think of it as a sabbatical. It’s not as if I’m spending this year sitting around doing nothing. I’m just not doing what you wanted me to do.”

      There was silence, then, “I answered your phone call, didn’t I?” followed by more silence, a huff, and, “Cancun, Mexico. A group of us drove here for a long weekend. We’ll be back in Guatemala tomorrow night. And yes, before you ask, I’m perfectly safe. It’s loud because we had a late dinner and now I’m standing on a street with restaurants and dance clubs.”

      Daniela heard more pacing as the guy listened to whomever was on the other end of the phone. She didn’t need to see him to feel the frustration that rolled off him. She wanted to disappear into the bench and give him privacy…not that anyone could find privacy in this district.

      A moment later, in a calmer voice, he said, “I am. I promise, I’m not doing anything that’ll come back to haunt me.” There was a slight pause before he added, “Tell Mom not to worry. I’ll call Monday morning before I go to the field. Will you be available then?”

      Daniela lost the end of what he said as a pack of at least a dozen girls in wispy, spaghetti-strapped dresses walked in front of her. Several had their arms linked. All spoke at a volume more appropriate for shouting over music than strolling down a city street in the early hours of the morning. A bus rolled to a stop nearby and the horde giggled before scurrying to catch it, wedging their bodies into what little space remained once the doors accordioned open to admit them.

      She’d observed earlier in the week that the buses tended to run one behind the other, so she glanced in the direction from where the bus had come to see if another was in sight. When only taxis and a single motorcycle with a pizza carrier on its back appeared, Daniela figured it was just as well. Another minute or two in the cool air would help wash the remnants of sweaty dance bar from her sinuses before she boarded the bus for the suffocating ride to the hotel.

      With the beach less than a five-minute walk from the dance club, it seemed a shame not to stay outdoors and enjoy the warm night air and the scent of the ocean while she could.

      She decided she’d walk a stop or two, then board. Her hotel was at the opposite end of the long tourist strip. If she walked beyond this cluster of bars and restaurants to the nearest of the major hotels, enough people should hop off to make room for her.

      She rose from the bench and dodged a group of roughhousing guys to check the printed chart attached to the post for the exact location of the stop.

      One kilometer south on the boulevard. Perfect.

      “That was the last one.”

      The familiar male voice came from behind her, so close she caught the lightest whiff of his cologne. Or maybe it was his laundry detergent. Whatever it was didn’t assault her senses the same way the mix of scents had while she’d danced in the club.

      Slowly, she looked over her shoulder, then up. Her forehead was square with the center of his chest. He wore a casual yet well-fitted gray T-shirt. His face was clean shaven, but the highest part of his cheekbones appeared slightly darker than the rest of his face, as if he’d spent time in the sun sporting both a hat and light facial hair, and the sun had caught the exposed area. The color wasn’t edged in pink, as with most other guys prowling the bar area, which spoke to months spent outdoors rather than a few days.

      “I don’t mean to be intrusive,” he said, raking a hand through his wavy, sun-kissed brown hair, “but I don’t want you stuck waiting for a bus that isn’t coming.”

      “That’s kind of you, but I was looking at the stops, not the times.” And he was wrong. Her glance at the schedule indicated there were at least two more buses.

      “Stops are every half-kilometer, but that won’t help you unless you’re going downtown, in which case you need to be on the other side of the road.”

      “I’m not.”

      “Good, because you’d have to run to catch that one.” His dark eyes went to the opposite side of the wide street, where a near-empty bus slowed to a stop. The only people on board appeared to be hotel employees and restaurant workers heading out of the tourist zone after a long day, most with headphones in their ears and half-asleep expressions on their faces. “If you want to split a taxi or ride share, I’ll call one. What kilometer is your hotel? I’m near the end, so it’s no problem to let you out at yours.”

      She swallowed. He didn’t say anything, but she knew he’d seen the involuntary movement. “Thanks for the offer, but it feels so nice out, I think I’ll walk to the stop at kilometer eleven and catch a ride there.”

      A ride on a bus.

      The edge of his mouth quirked as if he’d read her mind. He held a slip of paper in his hand that looked like a charge receipt from the bar. He wadded it, looked at a garbage can three bench lengths away, then fired it into the top as if making the shot were no big deal.

      “I’m Royce. Royce Dekker.”

      He extended his now-empty hand. Large, masculine, and attached to what she now realized was an arm with a rather firm bicep, one that suited the athletic chest.

      Royce Dekker was extremely fit. Smiling at her. And waiting.
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      She ignored her nerves and accepted his handshake. “Daniela.”

      He looked at her expectantly after she released his hand, which compelled her to add, “Daniela D’Ambrosio.”

      She didn’t know why, but it made her uncomfortable giving strangers any more information about herself than necessary. Katja had groaned when Daniela skirted the issue a few weeks earlier, when they’d gone out for pizza in Ann Arbor and group of law school students joined their table. After a few minutes of animated conversation, Katja had shared her full name, phone number, and major as easily as she’d shared napkins from the dented chrome dispenser, while Daniela had only given her name.

      “What was that all about?” Katja had asked later that night. When Daniela explained that she didn’t like giving up her privacy, Katja’s eyes widened in disbelief. “What do you think they’re going to do? Steal your identity? They’re in law school.”

      Daniela had shrugged, unable to give a more specific answer.

      “Mind if I walk with you?” Royce asked. He angled his thumb toward the bar. “After an hour inside that place I need a break from crowds. The volume is unreal.”

      She hesitated, a lifetime of caution warring with her gut instinct that Royce Dekker was a decent human being.

      A sheepish grin brought out a devastating dimple in his cheek. “If you’d rather not, no problem. You don’t know me from the plaster frog sculptures. I just thought it’d be—”

      “No. Let’s go.” She wasn’t sure why she said it. Maybe it was remembering Katja’s criticism. Or maybe it was that she’d had a week of doing things she didn’t ordinarily do, like visiting Chichen Itza on her own and staring out across the jungle canopy from atop one of the ruins. Either way, if she were to take a chance and do something adventurous on her vacation, walking with Royce seemed like a step in the right direction.

      His brows lifted. “All right.”

      She glanced at the garbage can as they passed it. “That was a nice shot. You play basketball?”

      “Only with my trash.” He directed a look behind them. “Need to tell your friends you’re leaving?”

      “I already did.” She frowned. “How’d you know I have friends inside?”

      “No one goes on spring break alone.” He lifted a shoulder, then added, “I saw you dancing in there earlier. You looked about as happy with the place as I felt.”

      She mentally set aside the fact he’d noticed her for later consideration. “You didn’t like it?”

      “The music was great. Crowd was great. Dancing, however, is not my thing. All I do in a place like that is bounce up and down and look like an idiot while I try not to spill my beer.”

      That made her laugh. “That description applies to most people.”

      They passed a convenience store, then waited for a white van bearing a soda company logo to exit the alley that ran alongside it before continuing.

      “So where do you go to school, Daniela D’Ambrosio?” he asked. “You and your friends aren’t American.”

      She cast him a sideways look. “My English can’t be that bad.”

      “It’s fantastic. But there’s a lilt to your voice that tells me you aren’t American. The girl you were dancing next to—the tall one—stood next to me at the bar to order a drink earlier. She sounded German. You don’t have the same accent she does, though.”

      That explained his curiosity. She offered Royce a smile and said, “Katja’s from Dresden. I’m from Sarcaccia, so my classes have been in both Italian and English since I set foot in kindergarten. If I don’t speak English well now, I’m in trouble, since I expect any job I have will require it.” She explained that she and her friends were study abroad students at the University of Michigan, then asked him the same question he’d asked her.

      “You didn’t hear me lose my temper with my father?”

      “Sort of.” She grimaced, though if that was losing his temper, Royce had a better handle on his emotions than most people. “I was trying very hard not to listen.”

      A rumble of laughter echoed from him. “I was trying very hard not to be angry. In answer to your question, I’m currently living in Guatemala. My parents are in San Rimini.”

      She looked at him in open surprise, not expecting that answer. Sarcaccia was located off the west coast of Italy, a short ferry ride from Naples. The tiny country of San Rimini lay on the opposite side of Italy, a stone’s throw from Venice, at the northern end of the Adriatic.

      “My mother’s American, born and raised in Tennessee. My father’s Dutch and British. He runs a private security company that does contract work with embassies. And that,” he continued, “makes me a mutt who was raised all over the world.”

      “My guess is that it makes you someone who’s comfortable in a variety of situations.”

      “I suppose it does.” He slid a look at her. “The first thing most people say when they hear about my upbringing is that it must’ve been difficult not to have had a permanent home.”

      “Was it?”

      “No.” He circled a finger in front of his face and faked a scowl. “It’s always said with this expression and a voice filled with concern, as if I were stripped of some essential element of childhood by moving every few years. But it’s all I’ve ever known.” Mischief made his eyes dance. “Sometimes, I’ve been tempted to ask if they felt deprived by staying in one place.”

      “Not sure you’d get a good reaction.”

      “Probably not, but it might make them think.” He sidestepped a palm frond that had fallen on the sidewalk. A moment later, he said, “My father’s job requires him to understand a number of cultures. Etiquette, history, habits, religion, even the food. He always says that you can’t secure a location until you understand those who occupy it. Before we moved anywhere new, he’d bring home books or show us videos about where we were going. My mother and I didn’t do the in-depth study my father did, but it was enough to make us excited for the move. My parents both enjoy traveling, simply to expand their world view. They encouraged me to have that mindset, too.”

      “They fostered your curiosity. I’d say that hits one of the most essential elements of childhood.”

      He smiled as he considered that. “Did you move very often?”

      Daniela suppressed the shudder the idea prompted. Her mother wouldn’t move if her life depended on it. “No. But as you say, it was what I knew.”

      To steer the topic away from her childhood, she said, “When you came out of the club, I assumed you were American. Though that’s likely because everyone else in Cancun this week seems to be, rather than the way you look or sound.”

      “I have dual citizenship in the UK and the US. Whatever that makes me.”

      “A mutt,” they said at the same time. The look of amusement they exchanged sent a shot of warmth through her.

      Royce—wrong as he was about the bus schedule—was interesting. She was glad she’d taken the risk and agreed to walk with him, though in retrospect, it wasn’t much of a risk. Between the students walking to the nearest cluster of hotels and the occasional policeman or bouncer eyeballing the crowd, there was plenty of foot traffic. Every so often, a bicycle passed them, headed in the opposite direction. As with the locals she’d seen on the inbound bus, the cyclists appeared to be returning home after shifts at hotels and restaurants.

      It made her wonder about Royce’s family. The call she’d overheard didn’t mesh with his description of travel-loving parents.

      They approached the entrance to a beachfront condo complex. A security guard sat in a booth at the gate with the door open and his feet propped on an overturned milk crate as he read a newspaper. He raised his head at the sound of footsteps. Realizing that they weren’t heading into his area, he returned his attention to the paper.

      She waited until they were out of earshot of the guard before saying, “So tell me, Royce Dekker, what are you doing in Guatemala?”

      He explained that he’d graduated from college in San Rimini the previous May, then said, “I wanted to take a gap year before starting at university, but my parents were firmly against it, so I decided to take one afterward, before I start a full-time career. I found an organization that does year-long environmental projects around the world and applied to their Guatemala program. The group I’m with works to improve access through the rainforest. Most of the roads are over fifty years old and weren’t designed with the environment in mind. Some cause runoff that negatively affects tree roots and other vegetation, some are constructed along routes that keep wildlife from moving from one area to another safely. Others are simply dangerous, so people take shortcuts that disturb the forest.”

      It sounded like hard work. Necessary, but hard. “Do you enjoy it?”

      He raised his face to the sky. Daniela tried not to stare at his profile. Royce had an intriguing face. Strong, handsome, but not classically so.

      “I do. I like being outdoors. Mostly, I like Guatemala at night. We’re in an isolated area, so there’s minimal light pollution. We have an observation tower near our current camp that sits above the tree canopy. I can see the stars from there in a way I can’t at home. Or here.” He exhaled. “This is my first visit to civilization in months. At least, civilization that includes fast food restaurants and hotels. I’d have left the dance club soon even if my father hadn’t called. It’s a lot of stimulation after months of quiet.”

      She found herself smiling at that. “I went to the beach with my friends last night after dinner. We tried to find a spot to sit and look at the stars before going out to the clubs, but the hotel lights made it difficult.”

      “You go stargazing in Michigan?”

      She shook her head. “Not many places to do it on campus. Plus it’s freezing this time of year.”

      Music blared from a taxi as it passed them with its windows down. Laughing students had piled into every possible space, squishing onto each other’s laps. She couldn’t imagine it was legal to have so many people crammed inside. Then again, it was spring break in Mexico. She supposed people got where they needed to go however they could.

      Which reminded her that she hadn’t seen a bus in a while.

      Daniela turned to look behind them, but saw none. The boulevard wasn’t as busy now that they’d passed a few smaller hotels and the condo complex. She’d have heard one if it passed. Beside them, metal security grates covered the windows of several souvenir shops. In their midst was a restaurant with both indoor and outdoor seating areas. The exterior tables had been cleared and the heat lamps extinguished. A lone worker could be seen inside, flipping chairs and setting them on top of tables so he could sweep the floor. Another minute of walking and she and Royce would be at one of the biggest hotels on the strip, the one the map had indicated had its own bus stop.

      “We’re nearly to the stop,” Royce said, as if reading her mind. “You can check the schedule when we get there.”

      “I thought you said they were done for the night.”

      “They are. But you can check the schedule.”

      His grin was smug without being obnoxious. “You’re certain about this.”

      “We’ll see who’s right when we get there.”

      True enough. She stepped off the curb as they crossed a street. When they reached the other side, she asked, “What do you plan to do after your gap year? Go back to San Rimini? Study the stars?”

      “I’m leaning toward joining the military. Perhaps intelligence, if I can get a spot.”

      “British or American?”

      “Good question. I have some decisions to make.”

      The way he said it made her believe there was a deeper issue underlying the one of citizenship. Then she understood. “Your parents don’t approve.”

      “What makes you think that?”

      She gave a breezy shrug. “Just a guess.”

      Despite the ease of his tone, the edge of his mouth had twitched as he asked the question. She’d poked a sore spot.

      After a few steps in silence, he said, “Well, it’s a perceptive one. My mother worries about my safety. She wasn’t keen on having me work for a year in Central America, but she knew it’d be temporary and that the program has been operating in Guatemala for a long time without incident, so she didn’t argue. My father, on the other hand, wanted me to start work right away, preferably for his firm. A military obligation upsets both their wishes.”

      “Parents are hardwired to worry,” she said, sidestepping the issue of Royce working for his father. She suspected that topic was akin to putting one’s foot squarely on a landmine. “My mother wasn’t excited when I told her I wanted to visit Cancun for spring break, even when I assured her I was traveling with friends. I think she had a better sense of what goes on here than I did.”

      “You weren’t expecting the upside-down drinking contests or people hooking up around the hotel pool in broad daylight?”

      “Oh, I was,” she admitted, “just not so much of it. I also miscalculated my friends’ willingness to spend a day visiting Mayan ruins. I’m the oddball who loves learning about ancient cultures.”

      “Culture rarely outranks clubbing on the spring break priority list.”

      “They don’t know the fun they’re missing.”

      She infused her statement with self-effacing humor, but Royce gave her a look that said he understood more than she’d guessed. “Sounds like climbing around old temples is as much fun for you as hiking or ziplining is for me. Nothing wrong with pursuing what you like.”

      “As long as you’re willing to do it alone. Luckily, the more I do my own thing, the more comfortable it becomes.” She slipped a glance his direction. “Like working in the middle of the Guatemalan jungle.”

      “Just like that,” he said, and the warmth in his voice made her heart do a tumble.

      They crossed a hotel ramp with a drop bar and keypad that enabled access for delivery trucks. A moment later, they reached the wide, curved driveway to the hotel’s front entrance. Spotlights illuminated the lush tropical plants near the doors, signaling that the hotel was open for business, but no taxis stood under the building’s portico, only two empty vans bearing the hotel logo. A bellhop lingered nearby, aimlessly patting his pockets as though searching for a missing pack of cigarettes. Voices echoed from balconies high above, and music drifted from the direction of the beach, at the rear of the hotel, though Daniela couldn’t identify the song.

      Royce moved toward the curb, where a post topped with a metal bus sign held a framed schedule. “Here you go. Can you see it?”

      She pulled her phone from her shorts pocket and aimed the flashlight toward the bright white paper. Once she’d read it, she checked the time, then looked at the schedule again. “Two more buses. One in about a minute, one in ten minutes.”

      Royce’s hand moved over hers. The contact startled her, but he didn’t seem to notice. His eyes stayed on the framed paper as he guided her phone light to a section of boxed text. “You’re reading the weekday schedule. Today is Saturday. Well, technically Sunday morning. That’s in this column.”

      She opened her mouth to argue, then closed it. Every other spring break traveler left campus as soon as class let out last Friday and planned to return tomorrow. Sunday. But she and her friends had booked their trip from Monday to Monday to save money.

      She’d mixed up her days. She was certain Katja had, too. Royce was right. The packed bus Daniela had watched the horde of girls race to catch was the last one of the night. Now she’d have to shell out for a taxi when she’d already paid for a week-long bus pass.

      Her awareness of Royce sharpened as he rested his hands on his hips and studied her. All at once, she felt both crowded and very alone. “This is the part of the night where some jackass says, ‘I told you so.’ But he’ll make up for it by calling a ride. Sound like a plan?”
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      Daniela said nothing. She blinked at him through long, soft lashes—once, twice—then studied the schedule again, her brow furrowing as if she could change the timetable through willpower alone.

      Royce cursed inwardly. He really was an ass. Given how much taller he was than Daniela, he likely intimidated her, though she didn’t act intimidated. The set of her shoulders as she stared at the schedule reflected a mix of caution and defeat.

      He offered an easy smile as he touched a spot well above the scoop of her back, skimming the fabric of her lacy white tank top in an effort to temper any apprehension. “If you’re staying at this end of the strip and you’d rather not share a ride, I’m happy to walk you there. At this hour there are too many drunks trying to find their rooms for anyone to be safe walking alone. Once we get to your hotel, I’ll get a taxi to take me to mine.”

      Prominent markers alongside Boulevard Kukulkan indicated the distance from the center of Cancun. Hotels routinely gave their address according to their kilometer number. Royce and his coworkers had chosen accommodations at the far end of the hotel zone, away from the majority of the trendy restaurants and bars, both because the rates were lower and because they’d be closer to the outdoor activities they’d hoped to arrange.

      For Royce and his friends, Cancun—and the drive each way—seemed as good an escape as any for one of their rare long weekends. The area offered deep sea fishing, snorkeling, ziplining, and the ability to rent off-road vehicles to explore the jungle. Most in their group were a few years out of university—Royce was the youngest, having graduated the previous spring—and had spent the last seven months in rural Guatemala, so the influx of spring breakers hadn’t been on their collective minds when they’d made the decision to visit. Not that the students’ presence was a bad thing. It gave the town vibrancy. While they’d traveled to Cancun expecting to spend their days pursuing outdoor activities and their evenings catching up on sleep, the unexpected opportunity to listen to modern music, visit bars, and generally relive their college experience was welcome. Last night, they’d even gone to a karaoke bar. It wouldn’t have been fun with only the four of them and a smattering of tourists, but with college students packing the place, it’d been a raucous night.

      Tonight, after dinner, they’d split up to peruse the souvenir stalls and explore. Royce imagined his friends were still out, either investigating the bars or joining one of the parties on the beach. Royce hadn’t expected to end up at a dance club, but the upbeat music and two-for-one beer deal lured him inside.

      Since his arrival in town, he’d learned that college students stayed closer to this end of the hotel zone so they’d have easy access to the bar scene. The beach at this end of the boulevard also offered gentler surf than where he was staying, making it more appealing for those who wanted to spend their afternoons bobbing in the waves or walking at the water’s edge. Given those facts, he was willing to bet Daniela’s hotel wasn’t far away. Walking wouldn’t be so bad.

      Daniela’s expression changed, as if she’d made a decision. “That’s kind of you to offer, but I’m at kilometer twenty, all the way at the end.”

      Now it was his turn for surprise. “The Westin?”

      “The Sun Palace, just before The Westin.” A muscle flicked at her jawline, making him realize that in addition to being an ass about the bus, he still had his hand at her back. Slowly, he let it fall. He’d been raised never to touch a woman without her permission and feared he may have made her uncomfortable, despite their easy conversation since leaving the club. If so, sharing a taxi would make it worse, putting her in a confined space with a relative stranger.

      Boisterous laughter came from behind them. Royce glanced back to see a knot of eight or nine students making their way up the driveway toward the main entrance. They were unsteady on their feet, but it didn’t appear caused by intoxication, so much as by a night of dancing followed by an unplanned walk back to the hotel. The group quieted when they reached the cover of the portico, listening as a reed thin guy in the back said something and made hand gestures as if he were about to climb a ladder, then they broke into gales of laughter as they stumbled into the hotel.

      Royce caught a whiff of sweat laced with booze and changed his earlier assessment. Unless a few of them had bathed in tequila, they’d had more than he’d guessed.

      “I can get us a ride, no problem,” Daniela said, her gaze following the group. Then she surprised Royce again by adding, “I can drop you at your hotel on the way. You shouldn’t walk alone. It’s dangerous with so many drunks about.”

      The teasing note in her voice made him grin, the awkwardness between them dispelled as if it’d never existed.

      When Daniela checked her phone and the ride share services all showed long wait times, Royce pulled a business card from his back pocket and tried the phone number of the driver he and his friends had used earlier in the evening. The man answered on the fourth ring, then apologized and said that with the bars closing, he had other fares and that it would be at least forty-five minutes before he could make it to Royce’s location.

      Royce shot a questioning look at Daniela, who shook her head. He thanked the driver, then hung up.

      “You know another company?” he asked.

      “No, but with everyone at the clubs heading into the hotel zone, maybe we can jump in a car as it lets out passengers.” She cast a look at the hotel where they currently stood. “This one’s too close to the clubs. Anyone staying here will walk when they discover the wait for a ride is forty-five minutes. There’s another condo complex after this hotel, but then there’s a Le Blanc hotel. After that, I think I saw a Gran Caribe and a Hyatt. I can’t remember how far they were, exactly, but they’ll have taxis. The drivers might be happier to take us south than to drive back to the clubs. They’ll see us upright and sober and know we’re less likely to cause problems.”

      “Good idea. It’s worth a try.” Certainly better than waiting the better part of an hour. Besides, he liked walking. He imagined when he was old, he’d be one of those gray-haired men who shuffled around the neighborhood, telling everyone he was “getting air” while they looked at him in concern and asked each other if they should call a family member to retrieve him. It was one reason he’d enjoyed his time in Guatemala. He’d spent nearly every waking hour on his feet.

      Daniela, though, probably wasn’t used to hiking around a jungle, even the concrete variety. He made a show of looking at her sneakers. They were the trendy, white canvas type, their pristine laces an indication that she’d bought them for the trip. “Those are comfortable enough?”

      “I’ve worn them all week, no problem. I can handle another kilometer or two. More, if necessary. At home in Sarcaccia, I walk three kilometers each way to university, and that’s with a heavy backpack. This is easy.” She swung an arm to indicate that they should get going, and they fell into step on the wide sidewalk. “Plus, this is flat. Sarcaccia isn’t.”

      “Sarcaccia is one of the few European countries I haven’t visited,” he admitted. “Closest I’ve been is Naples. I’m fascinated by the royal family and the island’s traditions, though. Not many true monarchies left, but the Barrali family have made it work. I saw an article a few weeks ago that ranked Sarcaccia as one of the happiest countries in the world.”

      Her expression lit. “I do love it. The food is amazing, it has a rich history, and the government does a lot to encourage preservation of the old buildings. The area around the university in Cateri is an architect’s dream. Leave the city and there are wineries, hiking trails, isolated swimming holes…the water is a stunning shade of blue. It’s gorgeous.”

      “I can only imagine.”

      “Have you ever been to Corsica? Sardinia?”

      “Corsica.”

      “Then you have a good idea. The interior of Sarcaccia is a lot like the interior of
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