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    Hello to all my readers, new and old!
I wanted to say thank you so much for reading this book. It is a labour of love for me to work on my craft!
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Chapter 1: The Flight In
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The wheels of the TAP Air Portugal Airbus A330 kissed the runway at Lisbon’s Humberto Delgado Airport with a soft, decisive thump. After seven hours in the air, the sound was music to Brian’s ears. He stretched his long legs into the space under the seat in front of him, feeling the satisfying pop of his knee joints.

Beside him, Lana was already buzzing, a coiled spring of energy in the window seat. She pressed her face to the glass, her brunette hair falling over one shoulder. “We’re here, baby. We’re actually here,” she breathed, her voice thick with a mixture of exhaustion and exhilaration. The morning sun, already bright and warm, painted the wing of the plane and the distant, dusty hills beyond the runway in a golden light.

“We are,” Brian confirmed, giving her thigh a gentle squeeze. “Feels good.”

“It feels incredible,” she corrected, turning to him with a smile that was all brilliant white teeth and glowing brown eyes. It was the smile that had made him fall for her in the first place, full of unspoken promise and mischief. He noticed her leg was jiggling with restless energy.

“Someone’s excited,” he observed, a hint of amusement in his deep voice.

Lana just hummed in response, a noncommittal sound that was more melody than agreement. She turned back to the window as the plane taxied, a world of thought behind her eyes.

The rest of the journey was a blur of efficient airport protocol: passport control, a short wait at the baggage claim where a fat, orange tabby cat in a carrier on the next carousel caused a minor stir, and finally, the hiss of the automatic doors opening to the warm Portuguese air. They followed the signs for ride-sharing, pulling their sleek, dark luggage behind them.

A line of cars waited in the designated zone. Brian consulted his phone. “Black Volkswagen. Driver’s name is Rui. Should be that one.” He pointed to a shiny minivan.

As they approached, the driver, a man in a crisp white shirt with a kind, weathered face, hopped out. “Mr. and Mrs. Holloway? Welcome to Lisboa!” He spoke with a warm, melodic accent, taking their bags and loading them into the back with surprising grace for a man his size.

They slid into the backseat, the leather cool and luxurious against their travel-worn skin. The van pulled away from the curb, merging seamlessly into the bustling artery of airport traffic.

“First time in Portugal?” Rui asked, his eyes meeting theirs in the rearview mirror.

“For both of us,” Brian answered, his arm resting along the back of the seat behind Lana.

Rui nodded approvingly. “Ah, you will love it. The city, it has a soul. A beautiful soul. You are here for a holiday, yes? Relaxing?”

“Absolutely,” Lana piped up, leaning forward slightly. “Just a week of... total indulgence.” She said the last two words slowly, giving them weight, and shot a look at Brian that was pure, undiluted heat.

Brian felt a familiar prickle of excitement. “Lana’s been planning this for months. She’s got an itinerary that would make a military general’s head spin.” He said it with affectionate exasperation, but his eyes held hers, a silent conversation passing between them.

“It’s not all scheduled,” Lana protested, settling back against him. “There’s plenty of room for... spontaneity.” She let the word hang in the air. “But there’s just so much I want to do, so much I want to see. It’s been our dream trip for so long. And now...” She trailed off, her gaze drifting out the window as the city began to unfold around them.

They passed rows of buildings clad in a kaleidoscope of faded Azulejos, the famous Portuguese tiles, their geometric patterns a blur of blues, yellows, and whites. Laundry fluttered from wrought-iron balconies like colorful flags. They swept past the colossal, Moorish-influenced walls of the Museu Nacional de Arte Antiga, and caught a glimpse of the rust-red curve of the 25 de Abril Bridge, a smaller sibling to San Francisco’s Golden Gate, spanning the wide, silver expanse of the Tagus River.

Lana’s commentary to Brian was a running, whispered monologue. “Oh my god, look at those tiles... I want to take a thousand pictures... that café looks so cute... can you imagine us just having coffee there every morning?”

But Brian, attuned to her every mood, noticed something else. Underneath
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