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      One night. That’s all they’d had together. After being torn apart by their parents, Ella faking her own death, and Rome being drugged and taken overseas against his will, they’d spent one night together in a hotel in Italy before having to face the realization that they were still on the run, that Rome’s father was certain to have his men after them, and there was nothing they could do to guarantee their safety except for run as fast as they could and try to get lost in the nameless, faceless world Rome had never been a part of.

      The morning light was just beginning to seep between the curtains when Ella pulled herself from bed. Rome was in the shower. She could hear the water running. Since she’d taken a shower the night before, she decided to skip that and stared at the costume Bart had dropped off for her the night before. A curly red wig, some darker, larger sunglasses than the ones she’d been wearing, and a fake mole. Could she work with this?

      When Rome emerged from the bathroom, he also quite look like himself, though she could still recognize his strong chin and perfect nose. His hair was bleached blond, and he had a tuft of a beard in a similar shade attached beneath his bottom lip. She wanted to laugh at him but was pretty sure she would look just as ridiculous in her getup so she stifled it.

      Once she had the wig on and the mole strategically placed, Rome stood behind her in the mirror, trying to hide his own laughter. “We don’t look anything like those two crazy kids who got hitched in Vegas a few weeks ago,” Rome said, his eyes fixed on hers in their reflection.

      “No, we don’t,” she agreed. It seemed like that had been years ago when in fact it had been less than a month. So much had happened since that day. So much had happened because of that day.

      When Bart and Mary joined them later, her friend who used to clean her house didn’t look like herself either. Mary was wearing a black wig with a blunt cut and thick reading glasses. Her makeup was way over the top as well.

      Bart, on the other hand, looked more like Rome than her husband currently did. He had his hair styled the way Rome usually wore it and was wearing clothing that was very similar to an outfit Rome wore often. “I sure hope this works,” Rome said, looking Bart over.

      “Me, too. At least the hotel staff has agreed to help. Having the three of you sneak out the back door and get into a private car should make it very hard for your father to track you, even if he does have eyes on the hotel.”

      “If he does, it will be great if they follow you to the airport,” Mary said, still staring at Bart.

      “Unless they try to kidnap him.” Ella didn’t like the idea of Bart putting himself into harm’s way--again--trying to help them escape from Rome’s father’s men.

      “I’ll look different when I get out of the car. I won’t look like myself, but I won’t look like Rome either,” he assured them.

      “Bart is a master of disguise,” Rome said, chuckling.

      “Clearly. He did a great job of making you look like someone else,” Mary noted.

      “Well, I am heading to the airport now,” Bart said. “You guys have thirty minutes. Go downstairs, and ask for Gia. She’ll help you out.”

      Ella had tears in her eyes as she stepped forward to hug Bart. “Thank you so much, for everything. We could’ve never done this if it wasn’t for you.” If it hadn’t been for Bart, she never would’ve considered faking her own death, and she certainly wouldn’t have been able to pull it off. She’d either be in California, held hostage at her father’s house again, or she would’ve been forced to go to France to marry Henry Caron, her father’s work associate’s son.

      “You’re welcome, Ella,” Bart said, hugging her back. “Call me on the burner phone if any of you need anything.”

      She let him go and watched as Rome wrapped his arms around what was clearly a lifelong friend.

      Mary said her goodbyes to Bart, too, and then Rome’s look-alike disappeared out the door, hopefully leading anyone who might’ve been watching far away from the rest of them.

      “Okay--so we are headed to Madrid, right?” Mary asked Rome, going over the plan again.

      “Yes. This car will take us to the train station. From there, we’ll make our way to Madrid. We have a few changes to throw anyone who might be following us off. Then, once we get to the airport, we’ll fly to Budapest, then take another train. Eventually, we’ll end up in South Korea and then on to Mindoro. I can’t imagine my dad would ever think we’d be headed there.”

      “How did you decide that’s where we’re going?” Mary asked him.

      Ella stifled a giggle. “We chose randomly,” she replied, thinking about how fun it had been to chart their course with random blind pointing at Google Earth the night before.

      “I guess that’s one way to make sure they won’t guess where we’re going,” Mary agreed.

      “Once we get to Budapest, I’m going to call my aunts,” Ella reminded both of them.

      “And I’m going to call a lawyer. Bart gave me the name of a guy he trusts.” Rome’s jaw was set, and Ella knew then that he was going to do whatever he could to reestablish them in LA so he could continue to pursue his dreams. It was an unsettling idea to say the least. She had no idea how she’d go about doing graphic design again. She might have to start her own company, but she definitely wasn’t ready to give up her dream either.

      “I think we should head downstairs,” Mary said, gathering the bags she’d brought over when she’d come from her room.

      “I sure hope this works.” Ella felt nervous tangles forming in her stomach.

      “If my father’s men try to take us, we have to fight and scream,” Rome reminded the girls. They both nodded. “We can’t let them take any of us to a different location. There’s no one else here to save us.”

      “I sure hope Bart knows that,” Mary said, shaking her head.

      “Me, too,” Rome admitted. Ella could tell he was also nervous for his friend. She prayed they heard from him soon, that he was at the airport, through security, and safe.

      For now, she had to worry about herself and Rome. They both knew his dad wouldn’t just let him go without a fight. Even though Milan was a big city, and there were plenty of hotels to be watching, she wouldn’t relax as long as there was a chance they were being followed.

      “It’ll be all right,” Ella, Rome assured her. “We’re back together, and I won’t let anyone ever tear us apart again. Ever.”

      She nodded, believing him. Rome would die before he let anyone come between them. That was exactly what she was afraid of.
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      Mary went to speak to someone at the counter about meeting Gia while Rome and Ella hung back. He could see the lobby well from their position, and there were a few muscular men in suits milling around. One had a newspaper in his hands which seemed odd to Rome because not many people actually read those anymore, did they? Maybe Rome was just being paranoid.

      A few minutes later, Mary headed back with a woman dressed in a hotel uniform black slacks, a black jacket, and a white button-down shirt. The brunette seemed nice enough, with a relaxed smile. Rome didn’t know exactly what Bart had told her--if she knew who she was helping, or if he’d just paid her off to help special guests get out the back door--but he was going to keep his mouth closed as much as possible.

      Once she reached them, Gia said “Hello,” with a thick Italian accent. “Right this way.” She led them through a door marked “Staff Only.” Rome went last, carrying most of the bags.

      They went down a long hall and then through another door before stepping into a garage. A sedan idled nearby. Behind the wheel, a young man dressed in the hotel uniform sat waiting. He gave a wave from behind the wheel and then popped the trunk.

      Quickly, Rome tossed the bags inside the trunk as the girls got in the back seat. He thanked Gia and slipped her a few bills Bart had procured for them. She gladly accepted and wished them good luck before ducking back inside.

      Rome got into the front seat and hooked his seatbelt, his eyes glued on the rearview mirror. If they were being followed, he wanted to know sooner rather than later.

      “Ready?” the young man behind the wheel asked.

      “Ready,” Rome agreed, and the car took off, headed toward an exit that would take them out into the back alley.

      The car was silent. Rome watched out the back glass carefully, but he also kept an eye on the driver. The fellow didn’t seem nervous, which was a good sign. If his father had gotten to the hotel worker, he would probably be anxious about the situation. Unless he was a damn good actor.

      They pulled out of the alley and headed down a side street. No cars fell in behind them. It seemed to Rome as if they were headed the right way, too, away from the apartment where his dad had been keeping him. Pulling into a place where his father could be waiting would be enough to make him punch the driver in the face and force him out the other door, so he wanted to be ready.

      Mary’s phone buzzed, which was a distraction Rome didn’t need. His eyes continued to flicker around, looking for any signs that they were in trouble.

      “It’s Al,” Mary said. That was their code name for Bart. “He was followed to the airport. He paid the driver to lose them, and they did. He’s at the airport now, his new disguise on. He’s not through security yet, though.”

      Rome didn’t like the sound of that. If his father had discovered what hotel he was at, there was a chance he’d gotten to the driver. He searched the man’s face for any nervous tension and saw none.

      “Everything all right?” the driver asked, narrowing his eyes slightly at Rome.

      “I hope so,” he said. “I’m just trying to decide whether or not I can trust you.”

      “You can,” he said with a nod. “Your man pays more than that other guy. Besides, I’m a big fan of Axes and Blades.”

      Rome’s eyes bulged. Not only had this guy been approached by his father’s men, he knew who he was. While it seemed like a good thing that he’d chosen to be paid off by Bart and not Rome’s dad, that might not last. Depending upon what they’d asked, he may have helped them more than he realized. They might be back. The fact that this guy liked one of his movies was nice but not necessarily a guarantee.

      Ella must’ve caught all of that, too. “So once we get to Portugal, we’ll catch our flight to Australia from there, right?”

      “Yes, and then we’ll head to Belize,” Rome replied, catching her eyes in the mirror. Mary looked confused, but Ella reached over and squeezed her hand.

      “Great. Because I’m tired of dressing like a woman,” Mary chimed in, almost making Rome and Ella laugh.

      “Don’t worry. We’ll be on a beach in South America before you know it.” He turned and smiled at her but then resumed his mirror watching. There was a car a few back from theirs he wanted to keep an eye on. Something about it made him suspicious. He didn’t trust anyone right now, save the girls in the back seat and Bart, and he wasn’t even sure he could completely trust all three of them. He certainly didn’t trust the driver.

      He let out a deep sigh and kept his eyes moving, looking for signs that they were in trouble. How long would he have to live this way? How long would he be able to?
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      The airport was crowded, and Bart couldn’t walk two steps without looking over his shoulder, afraid he was about to be snatched from the thoroughfare and carted away somewhere by giant thugs who were about to beat his ass.

      He had on a disguise that should’ve made him unrecognizable to anyone who’d followed him from the hotel, but he’d have to take it off before he went through security so that he would match the picture on his passport at least a little better than he did now. He’d gotten in the car looking like Rome and gotten out with red hair and freckles. He had no idea if Rome’s dad would have people looking for him, too, or just Rome, but he didn’t want to find out.

      Bart scoped out the line to get through security and saw that it wouldn’t take him too long to get through since he had no baggage and had pre-check to go through the shortest line. He found the bathroom closest to the line and looked around one more time before heading to the door.

      He almost bumped into another man heading into the same room. He looked a lot like Rome. Clearly Italian, with the same build, his hair a similar shade of light brown. “Excuse me,” Bart said, gesturing for him to go first.

      “No, excuse me. Please,” he said, his thick Italian accent letting Bart know he was a local.

      Thanking him, Bart went into the bathroom first and headed for a stall where he could take his disguise off in relative seclusion. He’d just walked into the stall and locked the door when he heard a commotion outside of the door.

      “What are you doing? Let go of me!”

      It sounded like the same man Bart had just encountered on his way in. A nervous anxiety bubbled up inside of him. Afraid to peek out, he listened intently to the kerfuffle, wondering what was happening.

      “Free ride is over, Verona. You’re going home now.”

      “Verona?” the man repeated. “You are talking to the wrong person. My name is Marco Rossi. Let go of me!”

      “You feel that piece of cold steel in your back? Shut up, or you’ll be feeling a bullet instead.”

      “I no want any trouble,” Marco said, and the next thing he knew, Bart heard them dragging the man out of the bathroom.

      Sweat beaded up on Bart’s forehead as he thought about what he’d just escaped. Would they have nabbed him instead if he’d still been dressed like Rome? Probably. With any luck, Marco would be set free before they could get him out of the airport. He felt horrible for the man but wasn’t sure what to do.

      Fortunately, he heard another man on the phone in the stall next to him, and though Bart’s Italian wasn’t very good, he understood that the man was calling the police, letting them know he’d just overheard someone being kidnapped in the bathroom at the airport. Maybe they’d catch up to Marco before he was harmed. Certainly, Rome’s parents would recognize the error when they saw that the person their thugs had brought in was not their son, but that didn’t mean Marco wouldn’t get hurt. At this point, Bart wasn’t sure what Monty Verona was capable of.

      Bart tore his disguise off and rushed out of the stall, washing his hands as if he’d used the bathroom, and shoving the plastic bag he’d carried in his pocket that now contained the costume deep into the trash can. He ran his damp hands through his hair, trying to style it slightly different so he’d look similar to his passport picture but not exactly the same in case some of Verona’s thugs were still hanging out at the airport and might be looking for him.

      Satisfied it would do, he took off for the security line, thinking he’d need to hurry and get through before the thugs realized their mistake and came back after him. His scheduled flight wasn’t supposed to leave for two more hours. He’d wanted to give himself plenty of time in case he had to do a bit of running around like a wild goose so that he could be chased, but once he finally got through security and everything else he had to do to get to the plane, he decided to see if he could get on another flight. He didn’t care where it was headed to, as long as it was North America and it was leaving soon.

      It cost him a pretty penny, but ten minutes later, Bart found himself standing in line to board a plane to Chicago. He was just about to board with the other first class passengers when he saw two large men in suits walking through the boarding area, closely looking at every face. With a deep breath, he turned and looked straight ahead, handing his boarding pass over to be scanned and then thanking the pretty Italian woman who ushered him in saying, “Enjoy your flight.”

      He would enjoy his flight, once it took off. Landing, on the other hand, would be another story. He prayed no one would be waiting for him at the airport. Surely, Rome’s dad wouldn’t be checking to see if Bart landed in Chicago.
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      From the back seat, it seemed as if something was bothering Rome, and Ella could only assume that it was the fact that he thought someone was following them.

      She couldn’t see the mirrors as well as he could and didn’t want to turn around and stare out the back of the car the way that he was, but she was nervous. What would happen if they got out of the car at the train station and Rome’s father’s men were there waiting for them? She could see herself throwing elbows and screaming, doing her best to get away from them, her red wig coming off. People might see her face and recognize her. If that was the case, her dad would figure out that she was still alive, and then he’d be after her, too.

      “We’re about two blocks from the train station now,” the driver said. “I see that car back there. I am hoping we are just headed to the same place, but just in case, I’m going to go around the block and see if he follows, okay?”

      “Thank you,” Rome said, but his shoulders were still up, indicating he wasn’t relaxing due to the man’s offer to do his best to lose the other car.

      Ella couldn’t help but look out the back now as they went past the main entrance to the train station. She saw the car now. It was a black sedan, which probably made it look more ominous than, say, a light colored minivan. The driver headed past their intended target, and the sedan stayed with them.

      “Great. Now what?” Mary asked, having observed the same thing.

      “Now, we lose them.” The driver had a bit of a glimmer in his eye as he spoke, as if he had always wanted to be in this sort of a situation.

      He hit the gas and changed lanes quickly before darting over into the turning lane and hanging a left on a yellow light. The sedan must’ve run a red because it followed.

      “They’re definitely following us. Damn,” Rome muttered. “How do they know where we are?”

      “They did a lot of asking at the hotel,” the driver said with a shrug. “Maybe someone said more than they should’ve.”

      “You said my guy paid more,” Rome reminded him.

      “Paid me more. By the way, I’m Octavius, but my friends call me Gus.”

      “So what should we call you?” Mary asked, leaning up to look at him through the space in the seats.

      “Gus, of course,” he said with that twinkle in his eye again. “Don’t worry. I won’t let them get you, pretty lady.”

      Mary’s cheeks turned a little pink as she sat back, and Ella almost smiled, but the serious expression on Rome’s face wouldn’t let her.

      “We need to come up with a plan,” Rome said. “Eventually, we are going to have to get on a train.”

      “I can drive you to a different station, once I lose these assholes,” Gus suggested. “If they heard that was the one you were leaving from, they might not figure out that you’re actually going to another one.”

      “Where?” Ella asked.

      “I don’t know. I can drive you to Grenoble.”

      “But that will take you hours,” Mary reminded him.

      “Yes, but they will not expect it. Besides, I made plenty of money today. Who wants to go back to work? It’s boring there. This is an adventure.”

      “First, you’ve got to lose them,” Rome reminded him.

      “I’m working on that.” He checked his mirrors, and then Gus said, “Hold on!” He cut across three lanes of traffic and caught an exit just before he passed it. The sedan didn’t have the chance to do the same and had to continue on to the next exit.

      Ella kept her eye on the sedan for as long as she could. “Now what?”

      “Now, we do the thing they’d least expect,” he said. “We get back on.”

      “Won’t they take the next exit?” Mary asked him.

      “Yes. They will be in a hurry to get there, to come back this way, so we will go slowly at first until I am certain they have had the chance to double back, and then I will get on and drive like lightning to Grenoble.”

      “Are you sure you haven’t done this before?” Ella asked with a smirk on her face.

      Gus laughed. “Only in my dreams.” He crawled through the intersection and then sped up, getting back on the speedway they’d just exited. Ella held on, praying she didn’t die--again.
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      When Gus came back onto the freeway, headed out of town, there was no sign of the car that had been following them. Rome kept his eyes glued to the mirror anyway in case they reappeared. He didn’t think his dad would think of sending people to Grenoble. It wasn’t a station that would’ve been on his dad’s radar, especially not if he thought there was a chance his father thought Bart had been Rome going to the airport.

      Thinking of Bart made him want to call his friend and see if he’d gotten through security yet, but he didn’t want the distraction of having his phone out, even though he was extremely worried about Bart. Gus had slowed down to a manageable speed now, and they were headed out of town. The urge to relax was tempting, but he still couldn’t take any chances.

      They were a few miles out of Milan when Rome’s phone started buzzing. He pulled it out. “Yeah?”

      “Hey. I’m on the plane. Getting ready to take off. I think I’m clear.”

      Rome let out a sigh. He was certainly relieved to hear that from Bart. “Good.”

      “Listen, man. Something awful happened in the bathroom, though.”

      “What’s that?” He felt the hairs stand up on the back of his neck.

      “Two men in suits jumped a guy who looked a lot like you. They thought he was you.”

      “Seriously? Are you sure?”

      “Yeah, they called him by your name. I guess they followed me, but when they saw the guy who looked more like you, they grabbed him instead.”

      “Damn. Thank God they didn’t get you.”

      “I heard someone else calling the police, so hopefully they got to the guy before he gets into too much trouble.”

      “I hope so.”

      “I felt bad for him, but I didn’t know what to do. Trying to help him would’ve just ended up getting us both into trouble.”

      “No, I don’t blame you. I wouldn’t have done anything either”

      “I gotta go. We’re taking off. Be careful.”

      “Let me know when you land.”

      “Will do.”

      Rome hung up and turned to look at the two girls. “He’s on the plane.”

      “Thank God,” Ella said. “And he’s okay?”

      Rome nodded. He’d tell them what happened with the other guy Bart had encountered in the bathroom later, not now, not in front of Gus or anyone else.

      They drove on, and Rome went back to staring out the window, looking for anything suspicious. Mary and Gus were chatting, and the more they talked, the more trustworthy Gus seemed to be, but he still couldn’t be certain his father and his goons wouldn’t show up back at the hotel later and try to make Gus talk.

      “Listen, Gus, there’s something you need to understand,” Rome said. “These guys that are after us are bad news.”

      “I sort of figured that out,” Gus said with a nod.

      “I mean… they could show up at your work and mess you up, man. I don’t want that.”

      The driver turned and looked at him for a second, his eyes widening, before he looked back at the road. “I hadn’t thought about that. You think?”

      “I know.”

      “I thought it was just your father, and he wanted you to stay at home--or something.”

      “More or less, but he’ll do just about anything to figure out where I am and make me come back.”

      Gus swallowed hard. “A little danger is a bit of fun, but now I am worried.”

      “Do you have family back in Verona?” Rome asked, even though he was pretty sure he’d just overheard Gus telling Mary his family was in a different town, a smaller one near the heel of the boot.

      “No, just a roommate. He is a, uh, what do you call it… douche, though.”

      Rome couldn’t help but laugh. That wasn’t what he was expecting the young man to say. “You wouldn’t happen to have your passport with you, would you, Gus?”

      Gus was contemplative for a moment. “What are you asking me, Rome Verona?”

      “I’m asking you if you want to come with us?”

      “To the Caribbean?”

      “I think we both know that’s not where we’re going.”

      “Where are you going?” Gus asked, and Rome could see him considering his options.

      “I’ll tell you if you want to come with us. But only once you’re on the train.”

      Mary leaned forward and put her hand on his shoulder. “Come on, Gus. Come with us. It’s a crazy trip. But you only live once.”

      It didn't take too long for him to be convinced after Mary’s statement. “Hell, you got it. I’m in.”
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      The train station wasn’t too crowded, which should’ve made Ella feel more comfortable because it meant it would be easier to see any of Verona’s thugs coming after them. It would also mean that there were less places to hide, though. It would be harder for them to try to blend into a crowd.

      “What about the car?” Mary asked as they got their luggage out of the back. “Whose car is it?”

      “It belongs to the hotel,” Gus explained. “I will call Gia and let her know where it is. There are more keys. I will lock this set inside.”

      “God, I can’t believe you’re coming with us,” Mary said, putting her hand on their new friend’s arm.

      “Me neither. I must be crazy! I don’t even have a change of underwear.”

      “But you do have your passport?” Ella asked, slinging her lightest bag over her shoulder.

      “I do. I never leave home without it. You never know when you might need it.”

      “Do we have everything?” Rome asked, taking the heavy bags. Ella was so glad to have him there to handle her oversized rolling bag.

      “I think so,” she said. Mary agreed, so Gus put the keys in the glove box and locked the doors. As they all swung closed, Ella hoped they hadn’t just made a huge mistake. If Rome’s dad or his men were there, they’d be in trouble.

      The four of them hurried to the ticket counter and bought what they needed to make it to their next stop. A train was leaving in twenty minutes, which should work out well for them. The less time they spent standing around the train station where they could be spotted, the better. They checked all of their luggage so that it could be loaded on for them, except for Mary’s purse and Ella’s handbag. Then, they decided to split up. They wouldn’t be sitting together on the train either, so if the Verona henchmen showed up, some of them might have a chance of getting away. The only other person in the world who might be checking on them was Bart, so if something happened to all of them, it would be very difficult to get help in a timely fashion.

      “I feel like I shouldn’t stand so close to you,” Ella said to Rome as they waited on the platform, far away from Mary and Gus who were chatting each other up far down the line.

      “I know, but it’s awfully hard to stay away from you.” He winked, and she felt herself melting inside.

      “I’m so happy to be back together with you, but I don’t feel like I can relax at all.” She continuously scanned the station, including the parts of the parking lot she could see from where she was situated.

      “And it’s never gonna stop,” Rome noted, sort of under his breath. She wasn’t even sure he was talking to her.

      “What do you mean?” Ella asked, glancing back at him but not for long until she was forced to look away again so she could continue to scan the crowd.

      “I mean… we’ll always have to be looking over our shoulders. Until he’s dead.”

      She didn’t like to think of it that way but supposed he was right. They’d talked about that fact already, and they were getting a huge taste of what it was like not to be able to relax. Ella didn’t like it, but their choices were limited.

      The train pulled into the station a few minutes early, which was great, except it made Ella extremely nervous that she could no longer see what was happening around them with the train in the way.

      “Let’s go,” Rome said, taking her hand.

      An uneasiness settled around her, like something was wrong. She took his hand, but she wouldn’t feel comfortable until the train pulled away, and even then, she wasn’t sure she’d be able to relax.

      They got on, had their tickets punched, and looked for their seats, all the while checking their surroundings. The train itself seemed fine, but then Ella looked out the window.

      The sedan they’d seen following them earlier pulled into a spot in the parking lot. Two large men in suits got out. “Rome--look!” she said.

      “Shit! We’ve got to make sure they don’t see us.”

      “But we can’t take our eyes off of them either!” she reminded him.

      They didn’t seem to be in a huge hurry, so Ella hoped that meant that they didn’t suspect they were already on the train. The two thugs sauntered over to the ticket booth and pulled out a picture. The man behind the counter started shrugging, like he had no idea what they were talking about. Then, one of the men slid something across the counter. Ella couldn’t see what it was, but she thought it might have been money.

      The man behind the counter suddenly started singing a different tune. Had the ticket salesman actually recognized Rome in his disguise?

      Now, it was Ella’s turn to curse. “Shit,” she muttered.

      The train started slowly rolling forward. “Are we leaving?” Rome asked, looking around for the attendants.

      One was coming their way. “Have a seat please. The train is leaving,” she said in Italian.

      Ella sat down closest to the window and turned her face away from it so Rome could look through her long red hair. “They’re buying tickets and trying to get the train to stop,” he said.

      The train didn’t seem to be slowing. “Now what?”

      “One is running, signaling for the train to stop, pushing people aside.” He leaned over her and looked back, and Ella couldn’t help but turn her head and look, too.

      She saw two men running after the train as it continued to head out of the station. “Please, don’t stop,” she said. “Please, please, please don’t stop.”

      The train didn’t seem to be stopping, but it also didn’t seem to be gaining speed either. Could It be the engineer was getting ready to apply the brake and wait for the two men to catch up? Ella had to pray they wouldn’t stop, but until the train picked up speed, she wouldn’t be able to breathe.
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      After what seemed like forever, the train began to speed up and shot out of the station, leaving the two men in suits behind. Ella finally sucked in air, leaning back in her seat and trying to get her heart to stop beating out of her chest.

      “We lost them for now,” Rome said, taking her hand in his. “But this isn’t over yet.”

      “I know. Do you think your dad will have people waiting for us when we get to the next station?”

      “It’s a very real possibility. If he thinks there’s a good chance that I’m the one on this train, then, yeah, he won’t stop until he has me back under his lock and key.”

      She swallowed hard, wondering what they could do. “If we pull into the next station, and some of his thugs get on, we could just get off.”

      “But we won’t have our stuff. And besides, what would we do then? It’s just a game of cat and mouse, and we’re the mice.” He shook his head in defeat.

      Ella couldn’t think of anything to do either. The train they were on would take them into France. They’d have to get off at the stop after next to switch trains if they decided to go on with their initial plans. Otherwise, they’d have to purchase additional tickets to stay on, and they’d eventually end up back in Italy, which probably wasn’t a good idea at all.

      “Maybe they will give up, since they probably think you’re the one at the airport.”

      “Maybe.”

      She could tell by the way he said it that he didn’t mean it, though. He didn’t think his dad would ever give up.

      They sat there for a long time holding hands and contemplating what to do when Mary and Gus came back and sat down across from them. “Are you two all right?” Mary asked.

      “No. Did you see the two henchmen at the station, trying to chase down the train?” Ella asked.

      Mary nodded. “Yes, but Gus has an idea.”

      “What's that?” Rome asked, perking up for the first time in a long time.

      “Well, I was just thinking, we could use your fame to build up some hype and throw your father off of your tracks.”

      “How can we do that?” Ella asked, praying this was a good idea that would work.

      “I have a friend--Jacques. He is French but I try not to hold that against him.”

      “Hey!” Ella said, and Gus chuckled.

      “Anyway, despite his heritage, he looks much like you, Rome, my new friend. I thought I could give him a call, get him to go out to some public place with a bunch of his friends who could take some pictures and start posting them, try to build up a viral video, break Twitter and IG, that sort of thing, so that maybe it will get back to your father that you’re in Italy.”

      “That’s a good idea,” Ella said, nodding. “But you should have him go to the train station where we saw the car following us so that they’ll think we never left.”

      “And have him wear a similar outfit to Rome’s--jeans and a white shirt,” Mary added. “Just in case some of those guys in the hotel lobby were working for his dad.”

      “Yeah? You want me to try it, Rome?”

      “Sure,” Rome said with a nod. “It can’t hurt, right?”

      “Not unless they grab Jacques and do him some trouble, but I will have him bring big, strong friends.”

      “Do you think he’ll be willing to do that, though? What will he get out of it?” Ella had to ask.

      “Are you kidding? Jacques is a big, big fan of Rome’s. He will be so happy to help him out. Also, he will be so happy to get to pretend to be his idol for a few hours. I will give him a call.” Gus pulled his phone out of his pocket.

      “Thanks, Gus. I appreciate it.” Rome reached over and shook his hand.

      “It’s no problem. But as soon as I am off of the phone, I would like for you to tell me how it is that your wife is still alive.” He looked at Ella and winked, and she realized for the first time that he had no idea what he’d truly gotten himself into.

      Gus stood and walked down the aisle. The train wasn’t very crowded, so he found a secluded spot and started talking to his friend.

      “You didn’t tell him?” Ella asked Mary, a small smile on her face.

      Mary shrugged. “No. I wasn’t sure you’d want me to. He asked me if you were who he thought you were, and I asked him who he thought you were, and he just laughed.”

      “I suppose if we can trust him with everything else, we can trust him with this. Did you tell him where we are going?” Rome asked her.

      “I told him our initial plan but not the whole thing. I figured we could just do this one step at a time. He seems fine with it and very trustworthy.” Mary had spent the most time with Gus of the three of them, so Ella was willing to trust her.

      A few minutes later, Gus was back. “He is so excited. He can’t wait to make a big stir at the train station. He said he’d keep us posted on how it goes. I told him not to get kidnapped.”

      “Solid advice,” Rome said with a nod. “Hopefully, we’ll be able to take that advice ourselves.”

      “Hopefully,” Gus said. “This is not what I had in mind when I got up this morning, but it is an adventure, so I am happy for it.”

      “That makes one of us,” Ella said, shaking her head.

      “Yes. Now, Mrs. Verona. Tell me how it is that you’re alive.”
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      They were approaching the first stop, and Rome was out of his seat pacing. He knew the attendants would tell him he had to sit down soon, and he would when they asked, but he was nervous. Not only did he have to take care of his wife and make sure nothing happened to her, he had two other innocent people with him as well.

      Ella had filled Gus in on how she had faked her death, though he noted she’d left out some of the details, like how they’d gotten the coroner and the police involved. Gus had thought it was hilarious and clapped his hand on his leg in glee. Now, Gus was busy giving them updates as to what was transpiring back at the train station in Milan. Jacques was doing an excellent job of impersonating Rome, and they’d already gotten thousands of likes, shares, reposts, and other attention. With any luck, the news had gotten back to his father, and he had his goons concentrating on that train station instead of the one they were about to stop in.
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