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        To my extended family.

        There are too many of you to list,

        but you know who you are…

        Thank you!
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      To Katie life was simple. She wanted a little house in upper Boston, and four kids fathered by her best friend Jason, who she’s been infatuated with since she was eight. After a devastating family secret is exposed, all she wants now is to escape the media hype that follows her everywhere she turns. Leaving her family, friends, and Jason behind, she travels to places she’s only read about, to find a father she’s never known.

      Jason is on a mission and he’s come halfway around the world to complete it. Despite his feelings for Katie, he won’t let her resistance deter him, even if it means she’ll never trust him again. As their world spirals out of control, their relationship will be tested and changed forever. If he can keep them alive and out of harm’s way, he may have a chance to make everything right.
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      Katie Derby sat across from Jason and wondered why she had agreed to meet him at the coffee shop. She’d been embarrassed since Lynda’s party several weeks ago when she’d gotten drunk and admitted to him all the years she’d had secret feelings for him. Then she had topped it off with a stupid kiss. One that he had held still through, very still. It had been apparent to her that he didn’t feel the same way about her. Now she sat fidgeting with her napkin in her lap, wishing to be anywhere else on the planet.

      “It’s not that… Well, it’s just that… I had never…” He was mumbling, and she could tell he was terrified. His beautiful blue eyes were searching her face.

      “Jason,” she interrupted him, trying to explain before he said something that would rip her heart out, “I don’t want you to think – well, I was very drunk. It was just a mistake. I don’t want there to be any weirdness between us.” A little part of her heart broke off and floated to the floor when he looked almost relieved.

      Before he could respond, her cell phone rang. Seeing her brother’s number, she hit ignore. Not two seconds later, she saw her father’s number and she hit ignore again.

      Looking back at Jason, she noticed the fear in his eyes and could already tell the weirdness between them had settled in. She took a deep breath but wanted to pound her head on the table.

      “Katie, I don’t know…” Her phone rang for a third time. Looking down she saw her mother’s number.

      “I’m sorry, Jason, I better…” she nodded to her phone.

      “Sure.” He looked like he wanted to bolt for the door.

      “Hello, Mom, what’s so important?” she answered, stepping away from the table and walking towards the back of the almost empty coffee shop.

      “Katie, oh thank God you answered. I wanted to talk to you before you heard a bunch of lies from anyone else.”

      Her mother cleared her throat and then continued on. “Well, sweetie, first of all, I wanted to tell you something, because I know it’s going to come out very soon, and I thought you would want to hear the truth instead of the lies that are going around on the news or hearing something completely false from the police.”

      Katie waited, knowing that she wouldn’t be able to interrupt her mother once she had started.

      “Twenty-six years ago, after your father and I had a huge falling out, I went to Italy to recover from the pain your father had caused, and … well… I had an affair with a man named Damiano Cardone. We had a son. I left them in Italy to come back and divorce your father, but he… well, we didn’t get a divorce. Anyway, I kept in touch with them, and in a roundabout way, Damiano and I are married. Well, that’s not the important part. Four years later I visited them and when I returned back home, I realized I was pregnant again and … well… this time I had you. Obviously, it was too late to keep it from your father, since he had already found out I was pregnant. He was just so happy about it.”

      Katie felt herself starting to hyperventilate.

      “I just couldn’t break your father’s heart, so I made him believe you were his. Damiano Cardone is your biological father, honey, not Rodrick. I’m sorry I had to tell you over the…” Katie dropped her phone. Her ears were ringing, and her vision grayed around the edges. Jason was beside her, yelling at her to breathe. The last thing she saw before she passed out were Jason’s blue eyes, hovering over her.
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      Katie sat in the soft sand on the beach and thought about her life as the sun was setting. A strong and independent woman, she thought she knew what she wanted out of life. But then last year her mother had thrown a wrench into her carefully laid out plans. It had been a year since she’d seen or talked to anyone from her past life. The only thing that she still wanted, and had always wanted, was Jason.

      Jason Keaton had been her best friend, and for one wonderful year, her roommate. He was the only man Katie had ever wanted to be with.

      Now as she watched the sun setting over the water, she knew she had been naive. She had spent years of her life trusting people, only to find out that they had all been using her. Her friends had quickly turned on her, her mother had lied to her, Jason had even… well, that was more complicated. She didn’t want to think about Jason. She’d tried and tried not to think about him for the last year.

      Now she was sitting on a beautiful beach in a foreign country watching the bright colors of the sunset, and all she had to her name was the small backpack of clothes on her back. No apartment, no furniture, no friends, no one to tie her down.

      She’d been to more places than she could count since leaving the states, from Paris to Madrid, and Berlin to Athens. She had spent the last year crisscrossing Europe and enjoying every minute of her venture.

      The next day she had plans to meet her biological father, Damiano Cardone, for the first time. She didn’t know who to trust anymore, so she had kept to herself since her mother’s big reveal.

      She didn’t know if she would keep her meeting with her real father, or as she liked to call him, her biological daddy, or BD for short. The meeting was scheduled for the next day in his Athens office building. He owned one of Europe’s largest businesses, New Edges. There were even branches of the business in the US run by his son, her biological brother Dante. Katie didn’t quite know what the company did. Export, she thought, but she knew he was as powerful as the man who’d raised her was.

      Rodrick Derby, the man she still thought of as her real dad (RD for short) had been just as deceived as she had. Believing his wife had been faithful to him for almost thirty years, he had raised Katie, not knowing the secrets his wife had been keeping.

      Turning her thoughts to the other man who’d been lied to for years, she thought of what she could possibly say to Damiano. What could he say to her? They had both been robbed. Robbed of time and knowledge of each other’s existence by a woman she no longer wanted to call her own flesh and blood.

      Just then she heard a noise and quickly looked over her shoulder. The beach had grown darker and she couldn’t see anything or anyone around her. The quiet beach was deserted. She could hear the surf hit the soft sand and enjoyed the mellow rhythm. She sat near the edge of the tall grass and looked to where the noise had come from, behind her, near the tree line. She realized this part of the beach was too far off the pathway for it to be another tourist. It might have been a local, or a deer or some other kind of animal.

      She realized she was sitting alone in the dark, so she quickly stood up, dusted the sand from her jeans, and picked up her backpack. She started to walk back towards civilization and a row of hotels that she knew were just inside town. The tall buildings were lined up along the horseshoe-shaped beach and were no doubt full of tourists. Instead of stopping and getting a room when she’d gotten into town, she’d walked by them, straight to the beach, which had called to her. She’d walked right by all the happy families and couples enjoying the warm water and hot sun on the beach until she’d felt satisfied she’d worked out a few things in her mind. She’d ended up on the deserted part of the beach, alone.

      She was desperately trying to find some answers to who she was, what she now wanted out of life. It had taken just over a year for her to contact Damiano. He was her biological father, and she was curious to meet the man.

      When she had contacted him, Katie had been insistent that she didn’t want her mother, Kathleen, there when she met him, so they had arranged a meeting at his Athens office. Damiano’s voice had been strong, deep, and rich, and even with his accent, his words were easily discernible. He sounded eager for the meeting and she could tell he was just as nervous as she was.

      She’d traveled to Athens via train and bus in under a week. But when she’d arrived, she had continued southwest until she’d hit the coastal town of Alimos. It was just a quick twenty-minute drive to Athens and Damiano’s office, but she felt a little more level-headed staying outside the larger city, in a smaller, more secluded area.

      Walking out of the tall grass area, she hit the soft, smooth sand and heard a twig snap right behind her. When she turned around to look, there was nobody around. Turning and picking up her pace a little more, she tried to keep her mind occupied by remembering the multiple day train ride south she’d taken. It had been a very nervous trip for her.

      When she had left Denmark, her heart was light, her pulse pounding with adrenaline and excitement. She couldn’t wipe the eager look off her face. A few days later, by the time she’d reached Greece, her feelings of excitement had been replaced with nervous dread. Her palms were sweaty, her face flushed, and she couldn’t sit still in her seat. The beautiful scenery that passed her by in the train’s large windows just didn’t hold her interest anymore. She would sit and stare out at it, unseeing. Instead, visions of the meeting to come flashed before her eyes. What would he look like? Did she look like him? Would he be kind? How would she greet him? Should she give him a hug? Would he cry?

      Several times, she had felt like everyone on the train had been watching her. After all, her face had been on every news channel last year in America. She’d had a hard time going anywhere without people pointing at her. When she’d gone to classes, the kids would make fun of her. Even at the grocery store, people in line would see her face on the tabloids and then look at her. Sometimes she would see a mix of pity and amusement in their faces. It wasn’t as if she’d asked for all the attention, unlike some of the other women she’d seen on those same tabloids. She’d been thrust into overnight stardom thanks to her mother’s infidelity and her family name.

      Being the daughter of Rodrick Derby, the second of the prominent New England Derby’s, was big news on its own. But when it turned out that she was actually the daughter of Damiano Cardone, entrepreneur of New Edges, a multimillion dollar company, she became even bigger news.

      On the train trip there, she’d thought about getting off and heading someplace else. But she had never chickened out before in life and wasn’t about to start now, so she had continued on her path. She didn’t consider leaving the US as running away; instead she chose to think of it as a necessary break.

      She looked back down the beach to where she’d just come from, trying to see if someone or something was following her. She couldn’t see anything except the water reflecting off the dark sky. Since it was a new moon, the clear sky was filled just with stars which, although bright, were not bright enough to light up the dark beach. It was too dark to see if there was anyone around. She felt the cool breeze hit her face and smelled the salt water and sand in the air. Although it was warm, she felt a shiver travel up her spine. She pulled her jacket closed and tried to keep her eyes and mind focused on the bright lights ahead of her.

      Maybe there was a journalist following her? After all, the media had been almost unbearable back in the States; she’d been followed, photographed, and questioned every time she’d left her small dorm room back in Boston. They had exploited every detail of her life, including her friends, her party habits, and even the classes she was taking. They especially focused on the fact that she’d been going to school there for five years with no real end in sight. She had felt like her whole life was under a microscope.

      The betrayal of her close friends had been immediate. For weeks after, they could be seen on every news station telling her life story and every detail of their friendship to anyone who would pay them enough. Even Brenda, her very best friend since second grade, had been seen on TMZ, exposing Katie’s party habits. She had even told them that Katie didn’t know what she wanted to do with her life. But it had taken seeing Jason’s face on the television to make her pack a small bag and buy a one-way ticket to Europe.

      That night, she had watched as he exited his car outside his dorm room, his dark sandy hair looking like he’d just run his hands through it. He hadn’t shaved that morning, which always gave him a rough, boyish look Katie loved. He had been walking to the door when a swarm of reporters started yelling questions at him.

      “How long have you and Katie Derby been seeing each other?” one shouted.

      “When are you and Katie getting married?” another one could be heard.

      “What is your relationship with Katie Derby?”

      She could tell that the questions had taken him by surprise. Instead of keeping his head down, he looked into the camera. It seemed to take forever for him to start answering. Katie had gotten so upset when she heard his reply.

      He had looked so dumb-founded, his blue eyes searching the crowd like he didn’t know what was happening.

      “Katie and I are just fr…”

      He stuttered, almost as if it had taken all his conscious thought to try and figure out their relationship. She knew what they were, she could easily shout it from every roof top. How hard could it be to say it to a bunch of strangers? They were best friends.

      She’d been hurt, so hurt, that when she had slammed off the television, interrupting his statement, she had pushed the button so hard that it had caused the small set to fall off the stand. The set had wobbled at first and she thought about trying to catch it, but then she watched as it fell forward and landed hard, shattering the display in a million pieces. Glass and plastic had fallen all over her black-and-white polka dot rug, and she realized she didn’t care.

      Several girls stopped in the hallway and looked at her, then continued on their way, giggling, and no doubt talking about her.

      That was the last time she had seen anyone she knew -- her friends, her family. She hadn’t even officially dropped out of school.

      She packed her small backpack, leaving everything behind: her new iPhone, her laptop, her designer clothes and shoes, everything. She took a cab to the airport and booked the next flight out, which just happened to be to Paris.

      She had spent the last year of her life traveling around Europe, spending her savings, not once touching the credit cards from her old life.

      She’d seen places she had always wanted to visit. Even though she kept to the smaller towns, the cheaper hotels, and the inexpensive restaurants, she had still been enjoying herself. And the main thing was, she’d kept her mind off her problems, at least when she’d kept busy.

      Every time she had had some downtime over the last year, she had always reverted back to thinking about the betrayal, about her mother, her friends, and most importantly, Jason. She tried not to think about her problems too often. She wasn’t really wallowing in pity, more like taking a break from reality.

      Looking around her, she felt a little relieved that she’d hit the main pathway back into town. Here the wood planks of the walkway creaked under her feet. She could barely see the path leading to the lights and safety of the small city and couldn’t even see her own feet in front of her, causing her to stumble a few times on uneven planks jutting out from the path. She thought she heard a board creak behind her and turned quickly to look. Seeing nothing, she quickened her pace. Was someone following her? She felt like she was being toyed with. In all her time being alone in Europe, she’d never felt threatened or scared. Now, however, she would have done anything to have a friend with her.

      She could feel her fear vibrating throughout her entire body. Her hands shook as she held onto her backpack, and her breath was coming in quick bursts. She felt like running but didn’t want to seem like one of those crazy women who went running and screaming because of a small noise.

      When she reached the clearing of the first street and could finally see her own feet in the light, she started to relax and released a large sigh of relief. She had no time to scream as a black bag was tossed over her head, and she was grabbed by several large hands.
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      As Katie watched the sun sink lower over the waters at Alimos, Jason watched her from the shadows of a small cluster of trees a few yards away. It was a quiet, peaceful night and the warm day had finally cooled off, leaving a slight chill in the air. He had been curious when she’d walked right through the town and straight to the beach. When getting into a new town, she normally would get a hotel room before she went exploring. This time, she had walked to the beach almost like she had a purpose. He had wondered if she’d spotted him several times during the short bus trip there.

      He’d been only a few seats back. Since leaving Denmark, she’d been too preoccupied to even look around her. If she had, she would have easily spotted him on the trains and buses.

      He remembered last year when he’d arrived back at her dorm room. Her place had looked like someone had broken in and gone through it. Katie was a huge neat freak and he knew instantly that something was wrong.

      Her television was laying on the floor in pieces, her closet was ransacked, with some clothes missing and others tossed about the room. Half of her drawers were opened and empty.

      They had been roommates two years ago and he had never heard the end of her complaints about his stuff lying around. Finally, she had just given up on him and started picking everything up herself. She had eventually moved back into the dorms because of his messy life style. But shortly after she had left, he had become somewhat of a neat freak himself. He supposed it had taken her not being around to realize how sloppy he was, so he changed.

      When he had walked into her dorm room that first day, he had been sure that something bad had happened to her. Then the girl that lived down the hall had walked by. The busty blond had been trying very hard in the last two years to get his attention. He’d never given her any, which had only made her work harder.

      “It’s too bad Katie left. We’ll sure miss her around here.” She leaned against the open doorway, and when she smiled at him, Jason almost felt his skin crawl.

      “Left? What do you mean left?”

      “Oh, yeah. She was watching you on TV and then went a little crazy and did that.” She pointed to the shattered set and continued, “Looks like she didn’t like seeing you get some of her spotlight. She packed her bags and left less than ten minutes later.”

      When the girl finally left, he stormed out of Katie’s room and headed to her parents’ house just outside of Boston. No one was there and their live-in maid told him that she didn’t know where Katie was, or where she was going.

      It had taken him less than a day to call both of her parents and her brother. When a month had gone by and no one from her family had heard from her, he started to panic. He remembered hearing her tell him once that she wanted to travel to England, but he didn’t know if she would actually do something like that.

      Before he could make a decision about what to do, he received a call with some important information on her whereabouts, which had helped him make up his mind. So, he had purchased a ticket and set off to chase her across Europe.

      When he had finally tracked her down, he had been only three days behind her. He had been so close, but then, she had dropped off the face of the earth again.

      How could someone who had failed geography in high school -- twice -- move around a foreign country like she was born there?

      He had known her forever and not once had she said anything about being interested in traveling like this. When she had talked about traveling, she had mentioned five-star hotels, the best restaurants, and expensive shops.

      But instead, he had been following her through small towns, country roads, and small hotels. He had noticed she was keeping away from the larger cities and staying away from too many people, most likely trying to avoid the spotlight he knew she had hated in the states.

      It had been just under a year since he’d followed her across the big pond, as the locals liked to call it. He’d spent nights in hotels, dives, and bed and breakfasts. Sometimes he had ended up sleeping in the small tent he had purchased.

      But now he had finally followed her to Greece, where he knew her biological father, Damiano, was visiting one of his many business offices. He followed her south to Athens, always keeping out of sight on the train. If she’d known he was there – well, he didn’t want to think of what she would have done. She might have run; she might have been mad. He didn’t know, but he knew he couldn’t chance it yet.

      Once, in a small cafe just outside of Barcelona, she had almost seen him. It had been the first time he’d been that close to her in almost a year. She’d looked good, very good. She’d cut her dark curly hair shorter and had short spiky bangs that accented her face and highlighted the fact that she’d lost a few pounds since the last time he’d laid eyes on her.

      He had watched her walk across the street and purchase a few items in the small boutique. He swore to himself he’d never get that close again. It was too hard on him, seeing her, hearing her, smelling her. So he’d kept his distance from then on, following her farther back.

      Until the night before she was supposed to meet her father. He’d been watching her from the darkness of the trees that sat a few yards away, as she sat on the beach. She looked so lonely, he had thought for a few seconds about going over there to comfort her. He’d thought about doing that a lot over the last few months. He knew her, she needed her space to work things out on her own. It was just killing him not to spend time with his best friend. He missed talking to her, missed being with her, missed her laugh.

      Then he had heard something. He listened as two men approached slowly, whispering as they watched her, and he knew he had to come up with a plan quickly. So he’d done what he’d been training his whole life for, and acted as quickly as possible to save her.
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      The bag smelled of rotten potatoes. The hands were rough and grabbed her in places she’d never let anyone touch her before. Screaming had been met with a mouth full of dust and cobwebs, so she’d quickly shut her mouth. She decided instead to try kicking out blindly, which she hoped would give her a chance of fighting them off. She was satisfied when she heard a loud grunt as her foot connected with something solid.

      She was thrown down on the rocky ground and when she landed on her backpack, her head snapped back and hit a rock. She could taste blood in her mouth. Someone was sitting on her chest and she found it hard to breath. Her hands were yanked above her head while someone tried to tie her feet with something, possibly a rope. She kicked out with renewed energy, making sure to never put her legs too close together so they couldn’t get a rope around them. The man above her had slipped something cold over her hands. Were those handcuffs? When she heard the small click of them sliding into place, she knew she was in trouble.

      The cold metal dug into her wrists and she was finding it harder to breathe through the dusty bag. She kept her eyes closed because grit was getting into them, causing them to tear up. She was panicked, and she could feel her heart beat so hard that she could hear it in her ears.

      Suddenly the man’s weight was lifted, and her hands were freed from above her head. She could hear grunting and shouting but didn’t stop to figure out what was happening. Removing the bag with her cuffed hands, she threw it on the ground. Sitting on the cool ground, she could see three figures fighting. One man stood in the middle and was kicking out at two larger men. She got up and started to run towards the lights, screaming at the top of her lungs.

      She made it several feet when arms came around her from behind, grabbing hold of her shoulders and spinning her around. She didn’t have to think, she spun around and struck out. Catching the man off guard, she watched as he stepped back a full step, holding his chin in his hands. Then he stared at her with the lightest blue eyes she’d ever seen.

      “Damn it, Katie,” he rubbed his jaw and stared at her.

      “J – Jason?”

      He recovered quickly and grabbed her hands, then started pulling her towards a darkened side street.

      “We need to get away from those two men. Damn it, Katie, pick up your feet and run.”

      Several people had come out of their small houses on the outskirts of town to see what was going on. Katie just stared at them as he pulled her down a dark alley.

      “I am!” At least she was trying to. It must have been the lack of oxygen that was causing her head to swim. She felt like she couldn’t really focus on anything. It seemed to her that they had been running for miles through the streets and she started having a hard time keeping up. They had passed all the houses and entered the main part of the city. Here the buildings were taller and closer together, and the street lights lit up the darkness. She looked at Jason’s back as he pulled her down street after street. His hair was longer, and it looked like he’d gained a little muscle since the last time she’d seen him. He had always been skinny, but now he looked like he was built.

      Finally, after they had gone over a dozen more blocks, she pulled her hands free of his hold. They were standing a few feet away from the corner of two streets in a busier section of town. Cars zipped by and she noticed people walking all around them. The night life of Alimos was busier here.

      “Jason, stop! W-what are you doing in Greece?” She looked down and realized she still wore the shiny pair of handcuffs.

      “It appears as though I’m saving your ass, again,” he said, smiling down at her.

      A memory flashed in her mind. It had all started the summer when she turned eight and had gone to the country club swimming pool with her mother and brother, Ric, something they did almost daily during the hot summer days in Boston. This particular day, she’d been stuck swimming in the kiddie pool because her mother was too preoccupied to watch her in the larger pool.

      If her mother would just let her take swimming lessons like her brother had, she could enjoy the large green slide that twisted in loops and sat on the large side of the deep pool.

      The slide was something Katie had always wanted to try out. Ric was constantly going down it or jumping off the diving board. That day it had been easy to escape her mother’s attention. She was flirting with the lifeguard and wasn’t keeping a close eye on Katie.

      She remembered focusing on the large slide as she walked over to it. She can’t remember making it up the stairs or what she had thought about while sitting at the top. But she did remember the thrill of falling and spinning as she jetted down the slick surface towards the cool, clear water.

      Jason hadn’t been much older or bigger than her, but he had been an avid swimmer already. His light blue eyes had been the first thing she had seen as she lay on the side of the pool.

      Her mother and the lifeguard had also hovered over her, but she paid them no attention and just looked at the boy who had saved her. His worried eyes focused on her and when he noticed she was okay, he smiled the nicest smile Katie had ever seen. His sandy dark hair was slicked back away from his tan face, and he had the cutest dimple right above his mouth on the right side.

      Jason’s mother had rushed through the growing crowd at that point and a dramatic scene had ensued. Everyone pawed and oohed over Katie, but her mind was totally focused on Jason, much like it had been focused on the slide just a few minutes earlier.

      Finally, everyone had settled down, and Katie was forced to sit in the shade the rest of the day while her brother played in the cool water and her mother went back to socializing. Jason had sat next to her for a while, and she had fallen in love right there, under a large oak tree by the kiddie pool at the country club.

      For the remainder of the summer Katie trailed Jason around at the pool. She spent every moment of her time at the club hunting him down and following him, until finally, instead of trying to ditch her like he’d been doing, one day he started looking for her instead. He taught her to swim and she enjoyed the game of sneaking away from her mother to be with him.

      After that summer, Katie didn’t go anywhere without Jason; they were inseparable. It was the same all throughout school as slowly they became best friends. If anyone dared hint that they were anything but friends, they would set them straight quickly. And for years and years, Katie had kept her infatuation to herself.

      “Not that again.” She blinked her mind clear and frantically started to pull at her wrists, trying to get the tight cuffs off. “I’ve told you a million times, I was swimming just fine. If you hadn’t jumped on top of me, I would have made it to the side of the pool all by myself.” It was an old argument that no one ever won.

      He grabbed her wrists and quickly unlocked the handcuffs, then dropped them and the key on the ground. Katie wiped her face and eyes clear, but she felt like she was covered with dirt and was beginning to feel as if she was in shock. Her mind was foggy, almost like she’d spent the whole day running. Her breath was still shaky, and she tried to level it by taking deep breathes.

      “Where did you get the key?” She walked over to retrieve the keys and cuffs, looking at them with wonder. She was trying to keep her mind off the fact that she’d almost been kidnapped.

      “Leave them, Kat.” He reached for her hand again. “We better keep moving.”

      “No, I’m not going anywhere until I get some answers.” She pulled her hand out of his warm fingers as she started to shake. “Why are you in Greece? Have you been following me? How did you get this?” She held up the key and looked at it.

      She watched him look around and then he shook his head in frustration. She finally got a good look at him. His face was scruffy with a few day’s growth, giving him a more dangerous, mysterious look, something she had never thought about him before. He was almost unrecognizable.

      His faded jeans hung low on his hips and his dark jacket had sand all over it. He had a dark pair of running shoes on and she noticed the dark straps of a backpack hanging on his broad shoulders.

      She hadn’t seen him in a year and looking at him now was like seeing heaven. She’d missed him but looking at him also stirred questions deep inside her. She wondered how their relationship would be now. Would it be changed? Had she changed too much? Had he changed too much for her to recognize?

      When he ran his hands through his hair in frustration, she saw her old Jason and was very glad.

      She was relieved that he had come along when he had. She’d been in trouble, a lot more than just getting in too deep at the swimming pool. She dumped the handcuffs and key and waited until he focused on her face again, thinking about what could have happened if he hadn’t come along.
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      How much more could he take? He’d been punched in the gut and his fists hurt from knocking one of the guy’s teeth loose. Then Katie had given his jaw a good whack, and she might just have given him a loose molar for all his trouble.

      Looking at her standing in the dark alley, he was actually proud that she’d knocked his jaw loose. She must have paid a little attention to some of the self-defense classes he’d forced her to take in junior high. Now he could see her starting to shake and her face looked paler than normal. What they needed now was a place to stop and think, so he could regroup. Looking around, he saw a cafe a few blocks away and tried to pull her in that direction.

      “I grabbed the keys from the guy I left spitting out his teeth back there,” he said, nodding in the direction they had come. “I’ve been trailing you since Bristol, and it appears it was a good thing, too.”

      She stopped dead in her tracks. “Bristol?” He could see her mind working, calculating.

      She’d been in Bristol for the New Year’s celebration. He’d lucked out when he had caught up with her there. It had only taken him five months to track her down after she had left her dorm room

      She’d attended the masquerade ball at Flamingos. His heart had stopped when he’d seen the silver dress she’d been wearing. That’s when he’d noticed she’d cut her hair shorter. He’d easily gotten close to her with his mask on and she hadn’t even noticed he was standing next to her. He had kept silent, hoping that she wouldn’t notice it was him, but ended up the evening just following her back to her hotel room. It had been so good to see her again. He’d gone to sleep that night dreaming of her.

      Upon her empty stare now, he grabbed her hands again and started to pull her towards the cafe and the lights.

      “Come on.” He checked over his shoulder as they walked, and when they passed under a bright street light, he noticed that her hair was a mess of wild tangles and she had dirt on her face. Stopping at the corner, he pulled her close and tried to fix her hair with his fingers. She swatted his hands away and took off her backpack and handed it to him. Pulling out a brush, she tried to straighten the tangled mess herself.

      He had always admired her dark hair, it seemed to always be shiny in any kind of light. Now he could see a hint of red streaks he knew she’d gained from all her time outdoors. Her skin was glowing with the extra sun she’d taken in, as well. But it had been especially wonderful to hear her voice again; he had missed hearing it for so long. Over the last few months he’d been so focused on watching her that he had almost forgotten what she sounded like.

      “Why are you trailing me, as you put it?”

      “I’ll tell you everything if we can just get inside.” He pointed to the cafe.

      There were over a dozen people crammed in the small place and he knew that they could easily hide in a back, dark corner somewhere.

      “Fine, but then you’re going to give me answers to all the questions I have.” She pushed her brush back in her bag and took the bag from him. Then she stormed across the street and walked through the doors, leaving him smiling behind her. That was his old Katie-Kat, doing everything her own way, on her own terms.
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      Katie watched Jason scratch his face as they sat in the crowded cafe. He looked at her over his cup of tea and she could see the worry in his eyes.

      “When was the last time you shaved?” she asked, trying to break the mood. Leaning forward, she sniffed in his direction. “When was the last time you bathed?” She waved her hand in front of her nose, making fun of him.

      He laughed and sipped his tea. “Are these some of the important questions you want me to answer?” She’d always loved that smile. It was quick and heart-stopping. His white teeth flashed, and so did the little dimple on the right side of his mouth.

      She smirked at him and nibbled on the scone she’d ordered. The food and tea was doing wonders to help calm her nerves. The place was crowded and loud with chatter. They had found an empty booth near the back hallway and she started to really think about what had happened. Had those two men meant to rape her? She shivered at the thought. She’d been so naive, wandering a foreign country all by herself for the last year; she’d felt safe until tonight.

      “You didn’t stop in one place long enough for me to enjoy the scenery, let alone grab a hot shower,” he joked, but she could tell that he instantly wished he hadn’t said anything. The laughter in his eyes stopped, and she watched as his face reflected the dark thoughts she now had.

      “Katie…” He reached for her hand but she pulled it away and started to play with the strap of her bag. She knew what was coming next; she had prepared herself for it since setting the meeting with her biological father. The family wanted her back, and no doubt, someone had called him to bring her back. Her family knew her one weakness was Jason. The question now was, who had exploited it, and him?

      “Jason, I know why you’re here. You might as well tell me who it is.”

      “What are you talking about?” He tried to give her an innocent look. She wasn’t buying it.

      “Don’t play stupid with me, just go ahead and rat out whoever it is. I’ll find out sooner or later. Is it Ric?” She leaned forward. “My dad?” She laughed quickly. “My other dad?”

      He looked at her and she knew he could see the hurt masked in her eyes.

      “Katie…” He started to explain, but just then there were two loud pops and the front glass of the cafe shattered. Glass shards scattered everywhere, raining down over people. The loud noise had caused everyone in the cafe to hit the floor or start running towards the doors. There was a lot of screaming and running, and Jason grabbed her arm and started pulling her towards the back door.

      “Wait, my bag!” she screamed as he rushed them down the narrow hallway and out the back door.

      “Leave it!” he yelled over his shoulder holding onto her tightly. She tried to pull him to a stop, but he was almost a foot taller and more than fifty pounds heavier than her. She had no choice but be dragged down the dark alley.

      They ran down a couple more side streets, and Katie was totally turned around now. It was dark and the streets all started looking alike. For all she knew they could be just around the corner from the cafe. But she trusted him; he had a great sense of direction, always had.

      As they ran down the dark streets, she remembered that he’d always been the one to drive anywhere they had gone back in Boston. She’d lived in the city her whole life and still didn’t know how to get downtown. The one time she had driven, they’d ended up in Brighton instead of downtown Boston. She’d argued they were only thirty minutes late that night for the party they’d been going to. It wasn’t as if she’d ended up driving to New York or anything. But for months she hadn’t heard the end of jokes about the whole ordeal. She kept trying to blame him, since he was supposed to be her navigator, but he wasn’t buying it. He’d given her directions and she’d just kept driving on the freeway instead of following what he was saying. He’d just laughed and had sat back to enjoy the drive.

      Her mind snapped back now, and she looked at him. He kept looking over his shoulder like they were still being chased, but every time she looked back all she could see was darkness.

      “Who--” she started to ask, only to be hushed by him as he pulled them into an opened door. He quickly closed it and she heard a small click. “Are we--”

      “Shh.” He placed his hand over her mouth and pulled her back against the wall. She felt cold bricks at her back and his warm, hard body against the front, pressed tightly up against her. They were both breathing hard and with his larger hand over her face, she was slowly hyperventilating and felt a wave of dizziness come over her. Reaching up, she pulled his hand away from her mouth and glared at him in the dark.

      It was all becoming too much for her. She’d had an exhausting day and now they were hiding out in someone else’s… looking around she realized they were in a small storage closet.

      With her mouth and nose free, she could smell his musky scent that she’d always enjoyed. He was still pinning her to the brick wall with his other hand, and she instantly felt that familiar flutter that always overtook her when she was around him.

      She remembered the first time she’d ever felt that way about him. They’d gone to a party in junior high and had played Twister. She’d been winning, and it was down to just three people left: Katie, Jason, and Maggie Travis. Two moves later Maggie lost her footing on the blue circle. Since Katie had taken gymnastics, the game had been very easy for her. She could easily bend and twist her small body around to fit on any colored circle.

      But then Jason had made a move that had put his chest right in her face, and she had made the mistake of inhaling his scent. He’d worn cologne that night, something she knew he had done on purpose because he’d wanted to impress Maggie. Instead, it had turned her knees weak and she’d ended up losing the game, with him hovering over her, smiling down at her.

      Ever since that night, every time she got a good whiff of him, her knees turned to Jell-O. She thought how unfair it was that he had that power over her.

      Looking up at him, she noticed that his blue eyes were focused on the doorway. He held very still and was breathing slowly. Looking over his shoulder, all she could see was a dim street light coming from under the locked door. She couldn’t hear anything, and she was glad he was holding her up against the wall, keeping her from sliding down the cold stones to the colder floor.

      There were a million questions running through her mind. First and foremost, had those been gun shots? Were the shooters the same guys that had just tried to kidnap her? Why her? What were they after? She didn’t have any money on her. She remembered leaving her pack. If they wanted anything from her, they had just gotten everything she owned, except her backup credit card.

      Wanting to bang her head against the wall, she looked at Jason again. He must have thought that whoever shot at the cafe was after them. Otherwise he wouldn’t be acting like they were being chased. Maybe he knew something she didn’t? Is that why he was here?

      More questions ran through her mind. Finally, after what felt like forever, she could feel Jason start to relax. His breathing changed, his stance changed, and even his hand on her shoulder dropped away. She instantly missed its warmth.

      She held still, realizing she had gripped his jacket and she was holding him to her. She thought about letting go, but instead just held on to him, looking up into his face. He was beautiful. She’d always loved his smile; it was the second thing she’d noticed about him, after all. Now she looked at his mouth and wished she knew what it would feel like on her skin, on her lips, and she felt a shiver run down her spine. Could she make him want her like she wanted him?

      One thing had been clear over the last year and especially now in the face of danger. If she ever got another chance with him, she wouldn’t let it slip by like she had back in Boston. Even if that meant she’d have to seduce him, she knew she had to grab what she wanted, and she would just have to prove to him that she was what he wanted.

      Slowly, so he would see, she licked her lips and lowered her eyes to watch his mouth.

      “Where are we?” she whispered. In the dim light she could just see his eyes as they heated, then he blinked and pulled away, leaving her breathless.

      He started pacing the small room, and then she heard him digging around in his bag. He pulled a small flashlight from one zipper. If he’d allowed her to go back for her bag, she would have her own light, and her hair brush, tooth brush, and toothpaste. She was growing more agitated by the minute, thinking of everything she’d lost.

      When the small pen light hit several large brown sacks, Jason walked over and tested them by kicking them with his shoe. She heard him mumble something.

      “What?” She walked over to him and stood next to him, wrapping her arms around herself.

      “It’s flour,” he said as he turned and looked at her. “We can sleep here tonight.”

      “What!” she stared at him in shock. Sleep in a broom closet on bags of flour? No way! Sure, over the last year she’d roughed it in small bed and breakfasts and dingy hotel rooms. She’d even spent one night on the beach, lying under the stars. But it had been almost ninety degrees out that night and the stars and moon had been bright enough that she’d felt safe and warm. Besides, it had been only a few feet away from one of the swankiest resorts on the south of France, just outside of Nice. She’d lain there and watched the airplanes land at the small ocean-side airport and wondered where Jason was. It had been one of the best nights she could remember, but with all her travels over the last year, she never once wanted to sleep in a drafty, spider-infested broom closet while two large thugs waited somewhere outside to bag and tag her, so to speak.

      

      “Listen, Katie…” he ran his hands through his hair, causing him to almost drop the small flashlight. “We are not going back out there tonight. Those two men will be looking everywhere, at every hotel, every bed and breakfast, for you. We’re safer staying here for the night. Then early tomorrow, we’ll sneak out of town.”

      “So, it was them? Who are they anyway? What do they want with me?” She stood there waiting for his answers.

      “I think they’re after you, possibly to ransom you off to your father. I heard them talking before they jumped you and they knew your name and mentioned a ransom.” He handed her the flashlight.

      “Point it in the corner.” He removed his jacket and as he started to move the large bags of flour around, she watched his t-shirt stretch over the muscles in his back. She longed to know what he would feel like, to run her fingers across every tight cord. Then her eyes roamed downward and she noticed how nice his faded jeans looked stretched over his butt. She had always loved his butt and wondered how it would feel under her hands as well. He had gained a few pounds of muscle since she’d seen him last. He looked leaner, but he was more defined all over, including his backside. How would it feel to grab it and hold on as he…

      Realizing where her thoughts were leading her, she shook her head and focused her eyes and the light back on his task, instead of his backside.

      She watched as he made a palette of six large bags. She kicked one with her toe and watched as a small plume of smoke rose up from it. Come morning, they would both be covered in white powder.

      When she looked back up, Jason had rolled his jacket up and handed it to her.

      “Use it as a pillow.” He took the light from her and motioned to her bed for the night.

      When she just looked at him, he said, “Listen, Kat, I can see how tired you are. Just lay down and I’ll take the first watch.”

      She crossed her arms, still waiting for answers.

      “I promise I’ll answer any questions you have in the morning.” She could always tell when he was telling the truth and this time, she knew he meant it.

      Trying to get comfortable on a pile of flour bags was no easy task. Every time she moved, white flour would smoke out from the burlap bags. By the time she settled down, she was positive she looked a lot like Casper the Friendly Ghost.

      She watched as Jason folded his tall frame and sat with his back to the door, then crossed his arms over his knees.

      “You aren’t going to lie down?”

      “No, I’ll keep watch. Go ahead, get some sleep. Goodnight, Kat.”

      Using his jacket as a pillow, she closed her eyes and smelled his scent and flour. She trusted that he would sit there all night watching over her. Her mind kept racing with a million questions and she didn’t think she would be able to fall asleep.

      Then she started thinking of him, and how it had felt with his body up against hers, what it would feel like to run her hands over him, giving him and herself pleasure. Maybe she needed to step up her game and make him see that she was right for him. She wasn’t opposed to stooping to seduction. She’d never tried it before, but how hard could it be? At least she knew it would be easy with him.
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      Jason had his back to the door and watched Katie tossing, trying to get comfortable. She’d been so soft and her smell was a memory he couldn’t help but feel comfortable with. He’d actually felt aroused when her body had been pressed tight against his. He hadn’t thought about Katie in that way before, at least he’d tried not to. He’d tried for years to think of her as the little sister he’d never had, but to be honest with himself, ever since they’d been roommates he had struggled with it. Watching her walk around their small apartment in nothing but a silk robe or towel, he’d had a hard time keeping the sister thought in his mind.

      He had thought she didn’t think about him that way, but that kiss at the party had awakened more desires than he knew what to do with. It had been hard that night, holding still through a kiss, when all he wanted to do was lock the door and take her against it.

      Then everything had been taken out of his hands. When they had met at the coffee shop, he was trying to build up enough nerve to tell her how he felt. But she just kept saying it had been a mistake, and he didn’t know what to do. Then her mother had called and, well, everything had changed.

      Now as he watched her sleep, something he’d done plenty of times over the years, he couldn’t help but wonder why he hadn’t done something about it earlier.

      He remembered getting upset at several of his buddies when they’d tried to hit on her. He’d made it clear that she was off limits. Now he wondered why he’d done that, if he’d had other reasons than simply protecting her like a sister, like he used to think. Maybe it was his way of keeping her to himself.

      He remembered the one boyfriend she’d had in college. The relationship had been short lived, thanks to him. Ken had been a good friend, and when he’d asked Katie out, Jason had been visiting his mother in Maine that weekend. When he’d returned on Monday morning, he’d walked into their apartment to see Ken walking out of the bedroom. Katie was in the shower and Ken had a look on his face like he’d planned the whole thing for while Jason was out of town. Jason had thrown him against the wall and told him to leave and never return.

      He told himself all that next month that it was for the best. Katie had been sad and upset that Ken hadn’t called her back, but after a few weeks, she returned to her normal self. Ken was an okay guy, but Jason knew that he was stringing along two other girls at that time. Katie deserved better than that.

      Back then, Katie had always kept her dark hair longer and she had worn the finest clothes. She’d been the type of girl who had never really left the house without looking her best. Now he looked over and noticed she didn’t have a drop of makeup on, and her hair, he chuckled lightly, was coated with a dusting of flour. Her clothes looked worn and very comfortable, and he couldn’t remember her looking better.

      Shifting his weight and trying to get more comfortable, he remembered the one kiss he had shared with her. He remembered the softness of her lips and remembered how soft she felt just a while ago, against the wall, as he held her there. Closing his eyes, he remembered feeling her chest against his as they gasped for breath. She was small and had always felt just right in his arms. He used to chalk it up to friendship, that they had known each other forever, but he knew it was more than that.

      He wondered if he had acted differently back at the party, if they would have ended up somewhere else, rather than hiding out in a storage closet, sleeping on flour bags, and running from thugs who probably wanted him dead, and Katie for ransom.

      It was the only explanation he could think of and he itched to step outside and make a phone call, but he knew that Katie was a very light sleeper. He didn’t want to explain who he was calling and why, so he would just have to wait until he heard the light, little snore he knew so well before sneaking out to give an update on their predicament.

      If she knew that her mother was the person he’d been checking in with, he was sure she wouldn’t follow him to Rome. Which was where he was sure they needed to go now that there were men after her. She needed the protection of her family and her closest family was in Rome. He didn’t know Damiano and didn’t want to take the chance of trusting him. He started thinking of how they’d get to Rome in the fastest way possible.

      He knew she was upset at her mom. Hell, he’d been upset at her to begin with. But things had changed when she had opened up to him one day over lunch. He’d actually sat and listened to her and he could see the changes Kathleen had made. She was different, and he couldn’t deny that she’d changed for the better. So, he’d gone on this journey with her backing him the entire way. It wasn’t that he needed her money; he had plenty himself. But he was going to look for Katie, anyway, and if he didn’t have to touch his money while doing it, why not take the extra help. Besides, the only real cost had been hotel rooms.

      Looking at Katie asleep on the pile of bags, he remembered seeing her for the first time. He had watched her walk across the hot cement around the country club’s pool. She had walked towards the slide with her head held high, like she owned the place. He’d been intrigued then, so he’d watched her, and seen her laugh, seen the joy she’d experienced falling down the slide. Then when she’d hit the water, he’d watched her struggle to swim to the side of the pool.

      It had just been luck that he’d been watching her that day, but he still didn’t know why his eight-year-old mind had locked onto her.

      He still didn’t know why she was the one person he still cared more about in this world than anyone else. At first their relationship had just been friendly. Actually, she’d annoyed him at first. He had tried everything to get rid of her at the country club. He’d begged his mom to not go every day or at least at different times. But it had never failed. Every time they drove up, she’d been standing there, waiting for him.

      He remembered one time trying to go in through the back gate, just to avoid her. It was like she had a radar. She’d been there at the back gate that day, waiting. It wasn’t until almost three months later, when a few other boys he’d been hanging out with made fun of her, teasing her about something, that he’d finally started looking for her each time. He didn’t like having a little girl following him, but he hated bullies even more.

      Two years later he realized how much she’d come to mean to him as a friend. He’d tried out for basketball in junior high; he’d made the JV team and was upset that he hadn’t made varsity. When he’d gotten back to his locker, there was a small note from Katie. He still had the note tucked away in an old shoe box in his mother’s attic. She’d told him how proud she’d been that he made the team, and he’d felt like a fool for not being happy about what he’d accomplished. Thirty-six other boys hadn’t made the cut. She’d always grounded him like that, letting him see the things that had been truly important, instead of just the things he had thought had been important.

      When he’d started looking at girls in a different way, she’d been there and never once had he thought of her in that way. He thought she’d treated him like she’d treated her brother. Looking back at it now, he could see the differences. He must have been blind to the fact that she’d held him higher than she held her brother. She’d had something more for him, just like he’d always had something more for her. He’d just never had a name for the feeling.

      Now he realized that she had always been more than just his best friend, she was the only person he had ever completely trusted in his entire life. He felt terrible for keeping things from her, but he knew he needed to in order to get her where he wanted her. What he was struggling with now was that where he wanted her was starting to change in his mind. He had been thinking about wanting her in places he’d never imagined before.

      Shaking his head clear, he tried to close his eyes and his mind and get some rest. They were going to have a very busy day ahead of them.
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      Katie woke when she heard the door click shut. Sitting up quickly, she coughed at the plume of flour that followed her, and then she heard Jason laugh from his seat against the front door.

      “What was that?” she asked between coughs.

      “What was what?” he looked across the room at her, smiling.

      Looking around the room, she noticed her backpack was leaning against the opposite wall.

      How? When did you go get this?” She started to grab for it.

      “Hang on, Katie. Before you…” It was too late, she noticed it then. The bag had been cut open and half of the contents were missing, including her hair brush. Rummaging through it, she took stock of everything that was missing. Her gray sweatshirt, her other pair of shoes, the hair brush and the tube of toothpaste she’d just purchased were all gone.

      She still had her shorts, another pair of jeans, and thank goodness, all her undergarments were still accounted for. The secret money she had tucked in the inside zipper was gone. That was okay with her, it had only been fifty euro’s. She had kept the means to her real money on her, just in case she ever lost her backpack.

      “How did you get this back?”

      “You aren’t upset?”

      “Upset at what? That you snuck out of here without me to retrieve my bag, or that you forced me to leave it in the first place? No.”

      He shook his head, “Katie, they took your passport, your wallet, everything.”

      She started to laugh, “Jason, I can replace my passport. Actually I’ve had to once already on this trip, shortly after I arrived in England. I think I left it on the bus to Munich.” She looked off in the distance trying to remember.

      “Who are you and what have you done with my Katie?” When she just looked at him, he chuckled at her. “Well, I hope you’re not very hungry. All I could get was a couple apples and some rolls.” He pulled out a brown bag. “But we will have to eat on the road. The sun is already up and we need to make sure those men aren’t around to see us leave.”

      Katie stood up and dusted herself off, causing such a large cloud of flour that Jason had actually stood outside waiting for it to dissipate.

      She used this private time to change her shirt and finger comb her hair to look somewhat normal. Her skin felt like there was a light coat of flour all over her, and her head itched. She wanted a shower badly.

      When she walked outside, the warm sun and the wonderful sounds of the town greeted her. She smelled freshly baked goods from down the street, and the town felt like it was coming alive.

      She started walking towards the bus station, knowing she had only a few hours to get to the New Edges building before her meeting with the father she had never met. She still needed to stop at a clothing store and buy new clothes, then check into a hotel and shower before she met with him, so she picked up the pace as Jason walked beside her.

      “Where are you going?”

      “I’m heading to the bus station.”

      “Good idea,” he said, easily matching her pace.

      When they reached the bus station, she was about to walk to the counter to buy her ticket, when Jason pulled her to a stop and yanked her back out the door.

      “What?” She tried to pull her arm free.

      “He’s here!” he hissed and continued to try to pull her away. She looked around, and seeing nobody she knew, tried to pull her arm free again.

      “Damn it, Katie, will you just trust me. Look.” He pointed across the sidewalk, and through the glass window she saw a large man in a dark green shirt. His nose was broken and he had a black eye. She’d never seen the man before in her life. Looking back at Jason as he continued to march them across the street, she asked.

      “Is that the man who attacked me last night?”

      “Yes, one of them. Hopefully he didn’t see us. Come on, we need to get out of here.”

      “Why don’t we just…”

      “No, I’ve got a new plan. We’re getting out of town.”

      She stopped dead in the middle of the road. “No, I’m going to go met my BD, across town. You can do whatever you want.” She started to pull her arm free.

      “Your BD?” He held onto her arm.

      “Biological Dad, you know Damiano Cardone.”

      “Listen, Kat…” He ran his hands through his hair, looking like he was going to pull it all out. “He isn’t in town anymore.”

      She turned to look at him. His eyes were downcast, and she would have sworn he was lying to her, but Jason had never lied to her, ever.

      “How do you know that?”

      “I’ll answer your questions, if you just follow me now; we need to get out of town quickly.” He pulled her to the outskirts of town.

      She stood there on a dirt road, watching him almost panic.

      “We could rent a car? I think I saw…”

      “No, we can’t chance going back in town. There has to be --”

      Just then, a large bus turned the corner and started heading towards them. Jason smiled at her and started waving his hands and walked to the middle of the road.

      To say the bus was rusty was an understatement. It was packed with people, chickens, and even a few goats.

      A few minutes later, she sat on the old bus in the hardest bus seat she’d ever experienced and shared her breakfast roll with the large hen which sat on her lap in an old wire cage. She smiled slowly at Jason who was sitting across from her, looking very uncomfortable.

      A large Billy goat was getting a little too close to his crotch with its horns. Jason’s hands kept snaking down to cup and protect himself, and Katie found this all too funny. She tried, really tried, not to laugh out loud, but the little boy who was holding the leash of the Billy goat was not paying attention and it kept putting its nose and horns where they didn’t belong.

      Jason had always been really good around kids. After getting his millionth black belt in Judo back in high school, he’d started teaching some of the classes himself. She’d taken his class one year and had fallen even more in love with him. He’d been so patient with her and the other kids in the class.

      She’d been the only grownup in a room full of ten-year olds and she’d enjoyed watching him interact with the younger kids. He didn’t talk to them like most teenage boys did, just trying to impress a girl and acting like they were somehow very stupid. Instead, he’d talked to them like they were little adults, and he was careful to explain everything in an easy and fun manner.

      She’d learned a lot that year in his class, enough to help her escape those two men last night. She knew Jason was the only reason she’d gotten away. If he hadn’t been there… she shivered thinking about it.

      When they had been on the bus for a little over two hours, Jason got up and walked over to her. “Come on.” He nodded towards the front of the bus.

      “Come on, where?”

      “We’re leaving.” He grabbed the hen and handed the cage to a little girl who sat on the next seat, then he took Katie’s hand and pulled her up. They started to make their way to the front of the crowded bus where Jason tried to communicate to the local driver. Katie leaned over and looked at the landscape just as the bus slowed down.

      “We’re getting off here.”

      “Here?” Katie looked out the window again. She didn’t see any signs of a town, houses, or any other buildings. As far as she could tell, there was nothing within miles of where Jason had just asked to be dropped off. They stepped off the bus, and when the doors closed, she felt a little abandoned. She watched as the bus coughed a big puff of black smoke as it left them behind.

      She looked around the beautiful countryside and would have enjoyed the scenery if she wasn’t worried about being stranded. The rolling hills were very green and she noticed they were full of wild flowers of almost every color. She could even smell the freshness in the air, like some of those flower plug-in’s she used to buy for her bathroom.

      “Well.” She turned and looked at him with her arms crossed.

      He smiled back at her, “Well?”

      “What are we doing out here in the middle of nowhere? I walked several miles yesterday after being dropped off by a bus, and let me tell you,” she stepped closer and pointed her finger into his chest, “I’m in no mood to walk that far again. We were perfectly fine on the bus; no one was following us. There was no danger. It was taking us to --” he silenced her by tugging on her hand.

      “Jason!”

      “It’s better to show you than to stand here listening to you.” He smiled at her and kept tugging her hand until she gave in and walked with him towards a small hill. She was steaming mad by the time they reached the top of the hill. What was wrong with him? He’d never talked to her like this before. Looking out over the hill, she saw that they were within a short walking distance of a small city.

      “How did you know that was there? Why did we have to leave the bus?” She tugged her hand free of his, missing its warmth instantly.

      “I used GPS,” he said, pulling his iPhone out of his pocket. “Whoever is after you could be watching the bus routes into town. We’re going to wait here until evening, then walk into town.” He looked around, and after grabbing her hand again, started walking in the opposite direction.

      “Stop!” She pulled her hand away and stopped walking. “I’m tired of you yanking me around by my arms.” She started to cross her arms, but then realized it might look childish.

      They were on top of a small hill in a very large, green field in the-middle-of-nowhere Greece, and she could see for miles as a light breeze cooled her face. Small houses with red brick tiles for roofs lined the countryside. Katie noticed that there was another small town just back down the hill from where they stood.

      “Katie --”

      “No! You promised me answers and I’m not going anywhere without getting some.” She dropped down in the soft grass and crossed her legs. She didn’t even look up at him as he hovered over her. She hadn’t gotten a lot to eat that morning and the apple and the half a roll she had eaten had worn off over an hour ago. She was hot, tired, and in need of a shower and a good night’s rest. She watched as several cars drove by on the road below them, not caring if anyone could see or not.

      Jason sat next to her and pulled her hand into his own. “I’m sorry, Katie, for pulling you around.” He tugged her hand lightly until she turned and looked at him. She could feel the tears stinging the back of her eyes and tried to blink them away.

      He reached up and gently wiped away a tear that had started to roll down her cheek.

      “Katie…”

      “Don’t!” she started to pull away.

      “You want answers, but I need you to listen to me first.”

      “I know that look in your eyes. I saw it that day at the coffee shop, when I explained that the kiss was just plain stupid…” she tossed her hands up, not knowing what else to say. It had been stupid back then; now, however, she wanted nothing more in the world than to kiss him again, right here, right now.

      “I never did get to explain that.”

      “Jason, you didn’t have to explain anything to me. It was written all over your face and was there in your eyes. I was drunk that night. God!” She closed her eyes and pulled her knees up to her chest, laying her forehead on them. “How many times must we go through this?” Part of her wanted to cry, knowing that he didn’t think that way about her or that maybe their friendship had been ruined.

      “Just once more, because you have yet to let me tell you my side of things.”

      Taking a deep breath, she sat up straight, looked at him, and prepared herself for the worse.

      “That night at Lynda’s party when you kissed me…” he started, and she held her breath and tried not to scream that they had to rehash one of the most embarrassing moments of her life over and over again.

      “It’s true, I was caught off guard. I hadn’t thought of you, well, okay, I had, but I tried not to think of you in that way. I talked myself out of thinking of you that way. Then you were there and your lips were there…” He looked at her lips now and something shifted inside her, her stomach fluttered for reasons other than hunger. He was looking at her like she’d always wanted him to. “And I froze. My mind didn’t catch up with what had happened until after you had already stormed from the room. Then that day in the cafe, I was trying to explain when you received the call from your mother and, well, I never did get a chance to explain before you left to hike around the great unknown.” He was looking at his hands now and she realized she was still holding her breath.

      “Jason, what exactly is it that you’re saying?”

      He looked at her and for the first time since she’d met him, she couldn’t read what he was thinking. She’d never seen him looking so, so…what? Lost?

      “I just need to try something out.” He started to lean closer to her, but before he got the chance, she pulled his head down to hers and placed her mouth on his. She couldn’t have stopped herself if she had tried, and she didn’t want to.

      For the first time since that night at the party, she understood what it must have felt like being surprised at the contact. Instead of him just sitting there, unresponsive, he was actually pulling her closer as his lips moved slowly over hers. She couldn’t move, couldn’t think. His hands fisted in her hair and then he moved lightly, and on a moan, she closed her eyes and let the feeling of Jason kissing her take over.
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      How could she not get this? He was showing her everything he’d felt for her, his entire life, all wrapped up in one kiss. He didn’t want to lose her as a friend, he could never lose her, it would kill him. She smelled and tasted as good as he remembered, and he wanted more of her. No, he needed more of her. Her hair felt so soft under his fingertips, and her skin was like silk. He ran his hand lightly down her cheek, running lower to the soft spot on her neck, then down her shoulder as he pulled her closer.

      She melted against him and he heard her moan softly, almost making him lose complete control of himself. Pulling back slowly, he watched as her dark eyes focused on his face.

      “I’ve tried not to think this way about you, tried not to want you for years.” He took her mouth again, this time running his hands up and down her back as she bowed and flexed under his touch. She was soft and when he pulled her farther down to the ground, a moan escaped his lips as he trailed hot kisses down her slender neck. Her hands were fisted in his hair and he could tell she had totally lost track of where they were, because she was moving under him, holding onto his hair, and the noises she was making sounded loud in the large field. He wondered what she would be like when he finally touched her, skin to skin.

      My God! What would it be like when he took her? Would she scream? The thought made it almost unbearable to stop running his hands over her. But he slowly pulled away and looked down into her eyes. Her short dark hair was fanned out in the soft grass underneath them, her cheeks were the color of honey with a hint of pink, her lips… closing his eyes, he tried not to think about her lips again.

      “Katie,” he opened his eyes to see her watching him cautiously, “we need to have that talk.” He sat up, removing himself from her soft body; he could get used to feeling it under his own.

      He avoided looking at her to better control himself, and when he finally did look at her, he could see the hurt in her eyes. Putting his fingers under her chin, he pulled her face up until she looked at him.

      “Don’t,” he said, softly. “I’m not sorry about the kiss, I actually want to do it again. But we have some things to talk about first, and I don’t know about you, but I’m starving. I was going to take us down the hill to that small town and see about getting some lunch.” He pointed off towards the left where she could see the small town.

      “Can you wait to get your answers until after we eat?”

      She nodded her head as Jason stood up and pulled her up behind him. Instead of letting her go, he pulled her into his arms and held onto her for just a minute. She smelled like flour with a hint of grass and heaven, which made him smile.

      It was a short walk into the town, which sat on the side of a steep hill. The very old stone buildings were clustered within a three-block radius. each well maintained and housing their own little shops.

      They quickly found the town’s deli and ordered some freshly made spinach leek pie. Jason had always enjoyed trying new foods; for the most part he hadn’t found anything that he hadn’t liked so far.

      “Why is it that the food here is so much better than what I remember back home?” Katie said after swallowing a large mouth full of the crispy crust.

      “Back home all you ever did was eat cheese pizza and drink mocha. How is your mocha addiction going, by the way?”

      “Oh, I stopped drinking it except for special occasions. It took almost a month for the shakes to stop.” She smiled up at him.

      “Well, what do you say about having some diples pastry for desert?”

      “Oh, I love diples, as long as I can have two.”

      The diples were the best he’d ever had; the large honey roll was still warm and tasted like heaven. Katie enjoyed them so much, she tried to steal several bites of his. He swatted her hands away lightly, laughing at her face as she pouted.

      He had been impressed when she had spoken Greek and placed their order to the older women behind the counter. He’d been in the country less than a month and had only picked up some basic words. She must have guessed his thoughts from the way he was looking at her.

      “So, I bought a translation book. It’s not like I expect everyone to speak English.” He’d actually found out that a lot of people did speak English everywhere he’d gone. So far, he’d only had to learn a handful of useful words in French, Spanish, Italian, and Greek.

      Sometimes Katie was the same old Katie he’d known forever. Other times he saw that the last year had done something to her, changed her. He would see her eyes cloud over and she’d become distant, and he could see the sadness overcoming her. He understood the betrayal she’d suffered; it’s not everyone that finds out their mother was married to someone else while they were married to your father. To be hit double with the knowledge that the man who’d raised you wasn’t actually your biological father, Jason had seen firsthand what it had done to her.

      After she found out via the phone call from her mother, she’d passed out cold on the floor of the coffee shop.

      Once she’d woken, thanks to some smelling salts from an emergency kit in the bakery, he’d driven her home. She had looked like a ghost and hadn’t said a word during the short drive. Her eyes seemed hollowed out, her skin, which was normally a light tan, had been pale and clammy. He’d hated seeing her that way. Less than a month later, she’d taken off and left the country.

      He knew it was in part due to her friends turning on her. Even he had felt betrayed by some of the things everyone else had said about Katie and his relationship, none of it true at the time.

      Now, as she excused herself and headed to the back of the place towards the bathrooms, he watched the busy room to make sure no one watched them. He’d been cautious walking into town, and he figured the place was small enough that he could spot anyone who appeared out of place.

      Taking this moment, he pulled out his cell phone and decided instead of a lengthy call he would just text his message instead.

      – Made contact – someone tried to grab her – she’s safe

      – Where are you?

      – Just outside Patra – change of plans, coming to you – taking a plane tomorrow – should be there soon

      – Be careful

      He tucked his phone back into his jeans and waited for Katie to come back out of the restroom.
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      “I told you they’d be trying to make it back here.” The accent was so thick; it was hard for him to make out what the voice was saying over the disposable phone he’d been given. “They are in Patra, heading to the airport. Find them. I don’t have to tell you how important it is that she doesn’t make it here.”

      The man rolled his eyes and squinted in pain when he remembered the black eye and broken nose he’d received the night before. He’d been hearing how important it was that Katie Derby didn’t make it to Rome ever since he’d been hired two weeks ago. So far, the only chance he’d gotten to grab the girl had ended badly and now he had a broken nose and two chipped teeth to show for it.

      “I know where she is, and I told you I’d get her. She’s with a man and he knows how to fight. It may end up costing you double because of him, and I might have to hire a couple more guys.”

      “Do what you must, just stop her from getting to Rome.”

      He heard a click and felt like tossing the small phone through the window of the moving car. He knew how to do his job, and he’d be damned if he would sit by and let some little girl slip through his fingers, especially considering the amount of money he was about to make. He looked over at his partner and saw the large lump on his forehead that he’d received last night. He’d been doing jobs like this his whole life and knew who he could trust and who he couldn’t. Watching his partner, he knew the man was one that he trusted completely. They’d been working together since they’d been kids.

      “Raul, they’re in Patra. I told you that tracking device would come in handy.” He watched the small screen of the device that was showing him exactly where Katie Derby was. “Damn thing is not very reliable, keeps cutting out.”

      “I told you we should have bought the more expensive one,” Raul said.

      Maybe he was right, but he didn’t want to explain that he’d blown through most of the advance they’d gotten for the job. After all, the van hadn’t been cheap, and they still had a lot of traveling to do, so he’d set some money aside for his expenses. Now he thought he’d have to hire a few other guys to help watch the ports, maybe send them ahead to Rome. He still had a few other methods of getting his hands on the girl again; he’d be damned if he let her slip through his fingers next time.
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