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Chapter one



Light flickered and bounced off every surface as dusk fell upon the city. Amanda Hopkins moved through the twilight streets of Rome with an effortless grace, her auburn hair catching the golden rays of a setting sun as it cascaded in soft waves past her shoulders. A few freckles dusted the bridge of her nose, barely visible after years of cockpit sun exposure. She dressed effortlessly—linen pants, a fitted pale pink button-down with the sleeves rolled up, and a light sweater that she draped through the strap of her oversized bag, hinting at a woman who valued fashion with a touch of elegance. 

This wasn’t Amanda’s first time in the ancient metropolis, but it certainly felt like one of the most magical days of her life. Her soft sandals tapped lightly against the cobblestones, their simple design a nod to someone accustomed to movement, not standing still. Tonight, she blended into the city’s ancient charm, not as a tourist, not as a woman searching for something, but as someone who was learning to belong wherever she landed. 

Amanda was finally content with her place in the world—no longer concerned about achieving more, meeting that perfect someone, or the clanging noise of her biological clock reverberating its dreaded tick-tock like an overpowering gong. She had let that all go. She was finally thirty-five. Not old by any means, but hopefully old enough that perhaps her family would stop asking her relentless probing questions. 

“Mandy, darlin’, when are you gonna hang up your wings and come settle yourself here on the ground with the rest of us?” Uncle Ron would ask with a wink at nearly every family gathering. 

She hated that he and Grandpa still refused to call her by her full name. The three syllables of her given name made Amanda feel like she wasn’t a bumbling kid anymore, and she wanted her transformation to be recognized. She was, after all, a decorated pilot with more flight hours on her flight log than most of her colleagues of the same age. She had given up the nickname Mandy during high school, and she wished her whole family—and anyone who knew her before the year 2009—would let her grow past it.

Mandy was a kid, but Amanda? At fourteen, she was already spending her weekends in flight school, trading teenage drama for airspeed calculations and crosswind landings. By seventeen, she had racked up enough hours to take her first solo flight, and less than ten years later, she was constantly in the skies, effortlessly slipping between private jets and packed passenger planes.

Not that her family cared. They barely acknowledged her time in the sky, too busy obsessing over things like her uterus.

“You’re not getting any younger, honey!” Aunt Melissa would say, abandoning any attempt at subtlety, “I had three kids by the time I was your age.”

The truth is, Amanda didn’t yearn to settle down, have two-point-five kids, and live what most people would label as a conventional life. But she always carried a weighty guilt for not being able to tap into those expected desires, and that was almost as bad as not having the prescribed spouse and children at her age—or maybe it was worse. She used to hate herself for not feeling maternal or overly romantic. But now, she’d finally done it. She’d reached an age where she hoped people would assume that she was always going to be single. She had no cats but considered getting a few, just for the optics.

“It’s not real,” said a curt voice in a distinctly British accent, fracturing the reverie of a quintessential Roman moment that had been peaceful up until that second.

“I’m sorry, what?” Amanda turned to see the face of a woman in her sixties.

Elegant silver hair slightly brushing her shoulders as she spoke, the woman continued. “The statue. It’s not the real one. The original stands in the Vatican. This is just a replica.”

The woman wore a pinstripe summer dress with a belt tied around her waist; her figure was perhaps not as slender as it was in her youth, but she was visibly active and fit. She had a navy blazer draped over one arm—everyone knew to be prepared with light layers when traveling Europe in the early summer. She wore desperately impractical shoes for the cobblestone streets, with a wedge heel that Amanda herself wasn’t brave enough to don on a leisurely stroll, so she immediately respected this woman, even if she did find her way of striking up a conversation a bit strange.

“Oh,” Amanda said awkwardly. “That’s… interesting.” She wasn’t sure why a complete stranger was speaking to her in English while on the streets of Rome, but Amanda likely still stuck out as a foreigner even now after all her travels. 

“Yes, it is interesting, isn’t it? There are others scattered throughout the world. Mere imitations of greatness. Why do you think that is?” The woman asked, but Amanda gave no reply, assuming the question was rhetorical. 

They both stood for a few more seconds as the sun crept lower, and Amanda reached for the cardigan draped over her oversized handbag. It wasn’t cool enough yet to require it, but she thought it would be a good way of moving herself along and saying goodbye to the stranger who had no appearance of menace but for some reason made her altogether uneasy. 

“Well, you have a nice evening,” Amanda murmured as she clutched the cardigan in her hand, stepping in the opposite direction of where the woman was standing.

“And you, Amanda, have a lovely evening and a very happy birthday.”

Amanda stopped, slowly pivoting on her heels and turning to look the woman in the eyes. “Who are you?” she asked.

“My name is Katherine,” smiled the woman, holding her arm out and offering a handshake introduction.

“And how do you know me?” Amanda placed a palm on her chest, reluctant to extend a hand to the woman.

“I can’t say that I know you, but I do have your dossier,” Katherine dropped her hand to her side, abandoning any further formalities.

“My dossier?” Amanda’s voice remained steady, but her pulse kicked up a notch. She studied the older woman, searching for some indication of what game she was playing.

“Yes.” Katherine nodded once, her expression unreadable. She offered no further explanation, meeting Amanda’s gape with an unsettling steadiness.

Amanda exhaled slowly. “Look,” she said, keeping her tone level, “this whole interchange has been a little odd, and I’m not in the habit of entertaining cryptic conversations with strangers. If you have something to say, say it. Otherwise, I won’t feel obligated to keep up the niceties.”

“Niceties,” Katherine grinned. “Something we’ve come to expect from a girl from White Pine, Tennessee. You don’t disappoint, Miss Hopkins, I must say.”

Amanda’s eyes widened. It was true. White Pine was the small town where she was born, raised, and ran from as soon as she got the chance. She wasn’t ashamed of it, but United States residents probably couldn’t point to it on a map, much less people around the world. Everyone in the area claimed to be from Knoxville, Tennessee, when meeting new people, even though White Pine was more than a forty-minute drive from the big city. 

Even Amanda introduced herself to new people as a Knoxvillian, but she had a more legitimate claim to it. During her junior year of high school, she had convinced her parents to let her commute to Knoxville for a more robust education, and it was there that she felt her world—and her heart—crack open. She thrived in the challenge, pouring herself into her studies with the same intensity she devoted to her flight hours. 

Learning and flying were her twin lifelines—the only things that kept her from sinking into any emotion she wasn’t ready to face. Keeping still meant confronting feelings she wasn’t sure how to articulate. So, she stayed in motion, soaring through the sky, devouring books, finding time to be occasionally involved in music and theater programs, and chasing knowledge as though it could shield her from everything she didn’t want to feel.

And now, with this stranger invoking the place where the roots of her lineage grew long, wide, and deep, she felt an unease settle in her chest like a pressure drop before a storm.

“I don’t understand,” Amanda managed to say after pushing the lump in her throat down to her chest.

Without uttering a word, Katherine handed Amanda a small photograph, her eyes immediately welling with tears. 

“Who are you?” Amanda asked again.

“According to your confidentiality agreement, we retain the right to contact you at any point in the future.”

“We? Who is we?” Amanda pressed, but Katherine remained nonplussed.

“Consider this the future, Amanda. Starting today. You’ll receive instructions once you reach your room, and I am available to answer your questions as I receive clearance to do so. There’s a phone in your room with my number. I look forward to working with you.” Katherine nodded without explaining further. 

She was the one to turn and walk away this time.

“Wait!” Amanda protested. “That doesn’t explain anything. I… I didn’t agree to this… whatever this is!” she exclaimed.

But Katherine’s gait hadn’t slowed as she progressed further and further down the open-air piazza, and Amanda stood gripping her cardigan in one hand and the faded picture in the other. She jostled her head as if to shake herself back to reality, tucked the photograph into the front pocket of her bag without glancing at it, and began jogging towards her hotel room. 

Nearly out of breath, Amanda rushed up the staircase from the main road onto the terraced entry of her favorite Italian boutique hotel. 

“Hi, Bianca!” Amanda greeted the concierge before she paused to catch some air, breathing deeply. “Did someone come by for me today? I’m expecting something, but I wasn’t sure if it came,” she said, trying to keep herself from appearing panicked. 

“Oh, yes, Miss Hopkins,” Bianca replied. “Why did you not tell me it is your birthday? I would have brought you breakfast with champagne!”

“Oh, thank you, Bianca. That’s not necessary. This is the first birthday I'm intentionally spending alone,” Amanda declared with much emphasis, remembering her precise game plan for the day. “And you’re supposed to call me Amanda, remember?” She glared at the employee with teasing wide eyes.

“Oh, Miss Amanda,” Bianca corrected herself. “But alone? Amanda, I don’t like that idea at all!” She declared as her chestnut eyes twinkled. “Perhaps you may change your mind after you see the gifts that are waiting!” she smiled.

“Gifts? Plural? They left more than one thing?”

“Yes, it’s supposed to be your birthday surprise. A lovely woman came, but I think she was on a mission for a man.” Bianca leaned in closer. “Roses that beautiful can only mean love,” Bianca gushed.

“Well, that certainly would be a surprise to everyone, Bianca—including me!” Amanda laughed, allowing some of the oddness of her afternoon to melt away. 

“A woman so beautiful as you must find love!” Bianca admonished. “It is not always paradiso, but in our youth, we must be open and grateful to love and be loved,” she explained.

“I am happy to be open, but I am not very hopeful,” Amanda winked. “I’ll go check my room, regardless, okay?” She smiled, feeling less stressed about her chance meeting with Katherine.

“Va bene, va bene. I will see you later,” Bianca smiled.

Amanda made her way to the staircase, contemplating. Maybe it was all a joke. An elaborate ruse set up by her siblings because she hadn’t come home—yet again—on her birthday. She wouldn’t put it past them. The whole family had grown weary of her finding ways to avoid being around them for milestones and celebratory events. It wasn’t just that they missed hers, but she was missing their birthdays and special occasions too. Amanda now had two nieces and a nephew, whom, she could admit, stole her heart. But even that wasn’t enough to keep her grounded. The skies kept calling.

She rotated the key to the antique wooden door, something she found ridiculously charming about being in a city thousands of years old. Turning keys was something that made her feel connected with humanity. As if an ancient ritual like jostling metal through a lock to unseal a portal into a previously unseen space linked her with souls of the past who had never scanned or swiped anything.

As she glanced around the room, Amanda saw that Bianca wasn’t exaggerating. She, too, was taken aback by the beauty the massive roses brought to this space. One vase overflowing with cascading buds and different varieties of the flower of romance filled a table in front of the balcony doors. Another, stuffed with bright red blooms, sat on a sideboard at the entrance. Coming in after an evening flight and grabbing a bite before collapsing into bed the previous day hadn’t allowed Amanda to appreciate the charm of this room until the sun peeked through velvet curtains. But the morning light was no match for the golden flecks of dusk that now caressed the corners of the room and made each square inch feel mystical. 

Every time Amanda had a multiple-day layover in Rome, she booked this hotel, known for its unique decor in each room. She had made her way through five of the eighteen rooms and was determined to spend at least one night in them all. This suite might now be her favorite. 

She walked to the bed and saw a long, white box tied with an emerald satin bow, a basket with snacks and drinks, and an oversized blue envelope with her name written in gold calligraphy, sitting on the nightstand next to it. She hoped to find a note from her brother and sister, laced with their sordid sense of humor, which explained away the weird encounter she’d had next to the Trevi fountain. But as she opened the envelope and revealed its contents, her hope was dashed. Amanda lowered herself onto the bed to read.

“The dress is for this evening’s dinner, and a mobile phone is under a small partition in the bottom of the basket. Please phone once you are dressed and ready. There’s a card with the restaurantʼs address in the basket. Your reservations are at 8 p.m. You’ll need to leave the hotel at least twenty minutes before. I look forward to our first mission together. ~ Katherine”

Amanda left the basket, turning to the box on the bed, and pulled at the fringy edge of the oversized ribbon, unraveling a knot and opening the rectangular box to reveal a floor-length gown. She had worn similar dresses for galas and award ceremonies before, but never for an evening dinner.

Her mind was a train going full steam ahead. What the hell was going on here? She hated not having answers. She had no interest in being a pawn in someone else’s game. Every instinct told her to demand clarity, to push back against whatever cryptic path Katherine was leading her down. And yet, with no better option presenting itself, she exhaled sharply and reached for the gown.

She suddenly felt self-conscious about her appearance. Amanda Hopkins was the type of woman most people assumed would never have a moment of self-doubt, but thanks to the obligatory awkward middle school phase, she had never fully outgrown her insecurities about trying too hard.

Once the soft rose-colored satin caressed her body, her apprehension eased, at least slightly. Maybe it was just a prank. The sense of glamour dulled her nerves about Katherine’s intentions as Amanda focused her gaze on the bathroom mirror and smiled. “Thirty, flirty, and thriving,” she said with a smirk.

Ever since she could remember, she would sit and watch her mom’s favorite movie, Thirteen Going on Thirty, not fully understanding the decade or references her mom related to, but connecting wholeheartedly to Jennifer Garner’s character—an awkward young girl longing to be a woman. And now, as she stood there, she truly saw herself. It was her birthday, after all—the perfect occasion to appreciate the woman she beheld in her own reflection.

“Let’s do this, I guess,” she said, bolstering herself for what may lie ahead, leaning her hands on the porcelain of the bathroom sink. 


      [image: ]As Amanda made her way through the floral archway of the rooftop bar, a rich scent of espresso and aged whiskey curled upward into the crisp Roman air. A low hum of conversation, clinking of glasses, and the warmth of candlelight surrounded her. She glanced around, scanning for the birthday dinner she had been mysteriously instructed to attend.

She spotted them before they saw her—a small eclectic mix of friends she hadn't expected to see in Rome, all gathered around a table, mid-laughter, wine glasses at each setting. Gold balloons swayed on a chair in the middle, marking a spot for the birthday girl. Her heart skipped a beat.

"Amanda!" someone called.

Suddenly, chairs scraped against the floor, and her closest friends sprang to greet her, wrapping their arms around her as they laughed, their stuttered felicitations filling the air.

"What… how?" she gasped, overwhelmed by the surprise. "How are you all here?"

Amanda’s best friend, Lyla, grinned as she poured her a glass of wine. Always the planner, always the one who could pull off the impossible with an effortless wave of her hand. It had been her doing, Amanda thought. 

Lyla was pretty much everyone’s bestie—fun-loving and hopelessly romantic. She had spent her high school years trying to get Amanda to loosen up, dragging her to school dances, and occasionally matchmaking her with boys Amanda had zero interest in. Now, she was a powerhouse in the photography world, running one of the most successful film labs in the country, coaching aspiring photographers online, and traveling the world doing what she loved. But despite her success, she had somehow managed to stay untouched by life’s harsher edges. No major heartbreaks, no real troubles. Just the kind of charmed existence that made people think of her as the luckiest person they know. And if anyone could pull off a grand surprise like this, it’s Lyla. Amanda let a long sigh escape her lips.

“A little birthday magic, you could say,” Lyla said with a wink as if their last-minute Roman rendezvous was completely normal.

Amanda took the offered seat, shaking her head in disbelief. She was about to demand answers when her glance landed on a man seated directly across from her.

He was handsome in a way that stirred something deep in her memory—his eyes a hypnotic swirl of gold and hazel, an easy, knowing smile, and the confidence of someone who had, perhaps, just stumbled upon fate itself.

"Amanda," he said, tilting his glass towards her. "Happy birthday… again."

She blinked, then squinted her eyes inquisitively. "Again?" Amanda was almost afraid to ask.

"You don't remember me, do you?" He chuckled, shaking his head.

Amanda frowned, studying him. There was something… familiar.

"Chicago. Four years ago. A little restaurant on Michigan Avenue. Your birthday, just like tonight. A group of friends, a lot of laughter. And me—the guy you bumped into on your way to the bathroom." He paused, watching her reaction. "Except it wasn’t just a bump, was it?" he winked.

A forgotten memory churned in Amanda’s mind. The dim glow of a bistro, the clink of champagne glasses, the warmth of a fleeting touch. She had turned the corner too fast, and instead of a quick apology, she had found herself caught—his hands had steadied her, fingers lingering just a second longer than necessary. They shared a quick joke—a familiar movie quote—and had laughed it off, but later, when scrolling through birthday photos, she had spotted him in the background of a candid shot, looking straight at her. The moment had stuck with her for a while, but had since become a ghost of curiosity that faded with time, and now came flickering to life again.

"Wait." Her breath came faster. "That can’t be real."

He grinned. "Go ahead, check your old birthday posts. I've already checked mine."

Fingers trembling, Amanda scrolled back through years of pictures, her pulse hammering. And there it was. There he was, faintly silhouetted in the background—just as she had noticed all those years ago. He lifted his phone, showing his own proof: a photo of himself at that same restaurant, a friend beside him, and in the background—her. June, four years prior.

She looked up, stunned. "This is insane."

"I know." Tristan Montgomery leaned forward, lowering his voice until the rest of the table faded into the background. "I’ve called you the 'Chicago birthday girl of my dreams' ever since. And now, here you are. Again. I knew it was you when they showed me who we were meeting for dinner. The surprise was my idea."

Amanda’s stomach flipped. She barely had time to process the uncanny twist of fate—the déjà vu—before Kyle’s voice slid into the conversation with a hearty pat on the back, explaining their connection, why Tristan was invited, and the plans the best friends had made for the evening. But Amanda’s thoughts remained stuck in the past, her mind flickering back to that night. To that moment. To him.

"Well, hello. How’s that for serendipity?"

Before she had a moment to make sense of it all, a woman appeared beside their table, placing her palm on Amanda’s shoulder as though they were lifelong confidants. Amanda stiffened. The woman was familiar, but not in the way old friends were. More like a passing shadow in a dream.

"Amanda, darling, happy birthday," Katherine cooed, smiling like she knew every secret Amanda had ever kept. "Aren’t you just thrilled?"

Amanda glanced between Tristan, her friends, and the woman who knew more than anyone at the table could have imagined.

"Hmm, thrilled," Amanda murmured, feeling the pull of something bigger than coincidence wrapping itself around her.

“I asked you to phone me before you came,” Katherine continued, voice decidedly smooth.

Amanda hesitated, then pushed back her chair, feeling inquisitive glances as she rose. “Excuse me,” she smiled somewhat awkwardly at her friends, pushing herself from the table and following Katherine towards the restaurant’s exit and into the hallway that led to the building below.

Katherine stopped abruptly, folding her arms. “Where is the phone I left in your hotel room?”

Amanda blinked. “The phone? I… I’m sorry… I just didn’t think…”

“This isn’t a joke, Amanda.” Katherine’s tone sharpened, her patience visibly thinning. “I told you to check in.”

Amanda exhaled through her nose, feeling stirrings of unease coil in her stomach. “I forgot to check for the phone after getting dressed. It must still be in the basket. I’m sorry. When I saw my friends, I really just thought you were part of a ridiculous ploy to get me here.”

“I am not.” Katherine stepped closer to Amanda, lowering her voice. “Tristan Montgomery is not some casual acquaintance, a stranger whom your friends randomly decided to include in todayʼs festivities halfway around the world. He is your mark, and I needed to speak with you before coming here.” She paused, considering. “Perhaps it is better this way.”

Amanda’s blood ran cold. “What? Lyla said…”

Katherine’s eyes flicked to the dining area before landing back on Amanda. “Now that we’re here, a little background. Montgomery is a tech mogul, suspected of espionage, selling cybersecurity trade secrets under contract with the U.S. government to foreign entities. And we need eyes on him.”

Amanda shook her head. “This… this can’t be right. I was told…”

“You were told exactly what you needed to be told.” Katherine’s voice softened, but only slightly. “This birthday party, the meet-cute, the charming conversation—it’s all a setup. For him.”

Amanda swallowed hard. “And what exactly do you want me to do? My friends cannot be in on this.”

Katherine paused, taking a long breath as if to communicate that her patience was wearing thin. “No, they are unsuspecting pawns. Your friends know nothing. None of them know anything for a good reason. But you have orders.”

Amanda scoffed. “Orders?”

“Yes. You’ll be the flight attendant on his private jet in three days. This is your initial introduction. Get close. Gain his trust. And don’t, under any circumstances, let him know we’re watching.”

“His flight attendant? The least you can do is let me fly the damn plane. Are you serious?”

“Deadly,” Katherine responded without elaboration. 

Amanda pressed her lips together, glancing towards the restaurant’s main floor where Tristan sat, laughing, oblivious. Then, back at Katherine.

“Welcome to the real game, Amanda.”

“What if I don’t want to play your games, Katherine?” Amanda sneered.

“You and I both know this isn’t my game or yours. We’re both in a position of weakness here. To what lengths would you go in order to protect yourself and those you love, may I ask?”

A tear bubbled up in Amanda’s right eye as she swallowed the lump she felt crawling up her throat. “Anything,” she whispered.

“Precisely. We both have collateral hefty enough to keep us tethered to their game. We’re not all that different, you and I,” Katherine smirked, walking to the elevator doors and disappearing behind the gliding metal while Amanda stood frozen—paralyzed by the realization that this state of confusion might be her new reality.

“Everything okay?” Lyla’s voice jolted Amanda out of her reflection and into the space again.

“Oh, yes,” Amanda grinned.

“Who was that?” Lyla asked.

“Just a woman I met earlier. I scheduled a few days for myself here, you know, the lonely cat lady on her thirty-fifth birthday trip,” Amanda tried to deflect, keeping a friendly banter with her friend playful and unmysterious. 

Lyla snickered, tugging on Amanda’s arm, steering her towards the birthday party table again. 

“We spent some time appreciating art together today, and she told me to call her again. Like, you know, she said we should meet up as if we’re lifelong friends, and I couldn’t possibly be enjoying myself alone. Anyway… I’m not opposed to talking to new people… I just don’t know why everyone objects to my being alone so much, even strangers.” Amanda continued without fully finishing a thought, unable to shake her uneasiness completely.

“Well, she is a little weird,” Lyla agreed, “but she may just need a little company. She looks like the type who could use a friend.” Lyla widened her grin. “Besides, do you ever think that people may just want to be around you? Is that so bad?” she grinned.

Amanda pulled her best friend’s arm close. “It is not, not at all,” she beamed. “I’m glad you’re here.”

“See?” Lyla said. “Bestie knows best,” she giggled.

“I don’t think that’s how the saying goes,” Amanda smiled.

“It’s exactly how it goes,” Lyla quipped. “Besides, how else would you have gotten to meet a perfectly gorgeous stranger on your birthday?”

Amanda stopped in her tracks. “Yeah, Lyla, but what the heck? Please tell me—how in the world did this work out?” 

“Okay, so I get this crazy deal in my inbox, you know. Flights and hotel with limited dates, and I see it’s during your birthday week. Plus, you had just told me that you’d be here in Rome! Like, what are the odds?”

“Super low, I think,” Amanda hesitantly replied, eyes widening.

“Right?” Lyla chuckled. “So I jumped on it! And Kyle wanted to come too because who can pass up a plane ticket under fifteen hundred dollars these days? Anyway, we hopped on a plane, and here we are!”

“But… you didn’t tell me to come here!” Amanda insisted, still trying to piece the puzzle together.

“No, that was all Tristan!” Lyla laughed.

“What?” Amanda leaned back against a bar stool, as the two friends paused on their walk back to the party. 

“Yeah, he said he’d have something sent to your room as a surprise and guaranteed you’d show up. He told us all about recognizing you from Chicago, and we were like, ‘What?!’ Totally hooked. Like, can you imagine the love story that could come from this?”

“Lyla, I love you. I have loved you since the first day of our stupid high school speech class. But stop. I am not the romantic you are, and how do you even know this guy?” Amanda’s voice was tense and strained.

“Hey, why are you freaking out about this? You heard Kyle talking about Tristan at the table. They have known each other for years. Kyle even knew the story of the dream birthday girl before I did. How could we have known it was you? And when we found out… wow. We thought maybe it’s some kind of destiny, you know?” Lyla insisted.

“So you’re saying Tristan Montgomery sent me flowers, the card instructing me to meet you all here, and…” Amanda tugged on the tiny bit of slack that was in the fabric clinging to her body, “this dress?”

“That dress was in your room?” Lyla sounded impressed. “Nice.”

“Lyla, I’m serious.” Amanda leaned in to whisper. “That lady you just saw… she’s the one who told me there would be instructions in my room. She scared me with crazy ideas of blackmail and weird cryptic messaging.”

Lyla bit her lip. “Man, he’s good.” She stifled a laugh.

“Okay, well. If you think so,” Amanda snapped, pushing herself away from the bar and heading towards the exit.

“Wait!” Lyla protested, barely able to grab Amanda’s hand as she caught up to her near the elevator. “I’m sorry. When Tristan said he’d handle it, we thought it would be romantic. Kyle happened to be chatting with him, and when he told us he’d be in Rome this week too, we just thought it would be a chance to finally have two of our closest friends meet. Since neither of you ever stays in one place long enough to cross paths, it sounded like… fate. We didn’t think he’d use a scare tactic with some crazy old lady. I promise he’s such a nice guy.”

Looking at her sweet friend pleading in front of her made Amanda soften. 

“And… he’s rich, if that helps,” Lyla raised her eyebrows facetiously. 

“Always.” Amanda grinned. “And you’ve known him for how long exactly?” she asked.

“I’ve known him for three or four years!” Lyla said. “But Kyle went to school with him.”

“A Cambridge grad, huh?” Amanda could at least be impressed with that.

“I didn’t say he graduated,” Lyla laughed. “Tristan started his first company while they were there and left early. He’s in AI or something. You know me, I don’t listen to their shop talk much. They barely ever see each other, but Kyle does enjoy his calls with Tristan. They’ve reconnected and it’s been so good for them, but I kind of keep to myself—busy just running my own little empire,” she laughed.

“Okay,” Amanda grinned. “At least I know I can trust you. If nothing else,” she said, not fully accepting the whole situation. 

“Of course, you can,” Lyla replied, linking her arm to Amanda’s and pulling her into the heart of the restaurant again. “Now, let’s finish drinking the night away! You’re officially up the hill, my friend.”

Amanda threw her head back in an open-mouthed laugh. “Why, because my next stop is over the hill?”

“Yup,” Lyla confirmed.








  
  
Chapter two



“Hello?” Amanda spat out a groggy whisper. Her sleepy eyes twitched open as she answered her cell phone, and the afternoon sun spilled into her room. 

“Hey, sleeping beauty!” a voice on the line greeted her. “Are you up yet? It’s half past noon!”

“Oh, gosh, yeah. I don’t usually party like I’m twenty anymore,” Amanda chuckled.

“Twenty-one, you mean, right?” Tristan joked.

“Um, sure, yeah…” Amanda said without a hint of guilt. 

“Well, I for one am glad we partied like rock stars last night. I had a wonderful time getting to know you.” 

“Thanks, Tristan. Me too. It was a weird… and wonderful evening,” she sighed.

“Even better than the first night we met,” Tristan affirmed.

“I wouldn’t call bumping shoulders on the way to the bathroom an introduction,” Amanda grinned. “But I am glad we have now officially become friends,” she said, hugging the phone close to her ear, not realizing the butterflies in her stomach had more to do with Tristan’s voice than Italian wine. 

“Mmm, I like that. I’m glad we’re friends.” Tristan’s voice was alight with sarcasm, tinged with suggestion. “So, what are your plans today?” he asked. “You’re in town for a few more days, right? You never told me what work has brought you here to Rome, and a couple of hours surrounded by your friends was great, but I’d love to have you all to myself for a little while.”

It had been years since a man had been so straightforward with Amanda. She wasn’t sure if she found it attractive or pushy. But there was such smooth gentility in Tristan’s voice that disarmed and practically disoriented her.

She chuckled. “Well, I don’t know if I’m ready to be alone with you, Tristan Montgomery,” she bantered flirtatiously, “But I do need some coffee,” Amanda said, stretching her arms and legs for the first time that day. “I could meet you somewhere.”

“Why don’t I come to your hotel? They have a nice restaurant with perfect crepes.”

“Oh gosh, nothing sweet,” Amanda grimaced. “I need protein.”

Tristan laughed, “Okay, then protein it is. They have lovely omelets.”

“That sounds great,” Amanda agreed. “But, how do you know…” her voice drifted off. Of course, he was the one who sent the gifts and the card. So, he knew exactly where she was. A flash of fear sent a chill down her back, but she shoved the fear to the endmost part of her mind without ever becoming conscious of it. 

“How do I know what?” Tristan sounded genuinely curious.

“Oh, I was going to ask how you knew which hotel Iʼm staying at, and then I remembered the birthday gifts,” Amanda explained.

“Gifts?” Tristan hesitated. “I did choose the most luxurious bunch of roses I could find, but I think it’s generous to call it a gift,” he hesitated before continuing, “I think I’d spoil you with showers of gifts if I could, though.”

The way he spoke to her both took her breath away and made her skin tingly and not necessarily in a good way. It was dizzying. For Amanda, there had barely been a second thought of the handsome stranger she nudged in a narrow hallway on her birthday four years ago. For Tristan, there was almost an obsession that he may one day meet the girl he swore was the prettiest woman he’d ever seen. So, was this normal? She couldn’t be sure. And why her? Was he in on this weird plot with Katherine? Was he really a mark that she was supposed to spy on, even though sheʼs a pilot, and not a spy? She was confident in her skin most of the time, but clearly there were hundreds of beautiful women Tristan must have encountered throughout the years, so her magnetism and beauty alone couldn’t be it. And isn’t the way you imagine someone always better than the reality?

She swallowed hard. “Tristan,” she whispered, unsure of how to respond further.

“Can you be ready in an hour?” He didn’t miss a beat.

“I can be ready in thirty. I need coffee ASAP,” she laughed. “If you can’t be here by then, just find me in the restaurant, I’ll make sure I say I’m meeting someone.”

“Oh, I’ll be there,” Tristan said. “See you in a few.”

“See you,” Amanda confirmed, hanging up her phone and placing it on the bed before she sprang up to get herself dressed.

The room spun, and she caught herself, placing her hands in front of her firmly on the mattress. She took two deep breaths, glancing up at the overstuffed vase on the table by the large balcony doors. Something told her to examine the flowers. Not that she realized that’s what she was doing. In her mind, she was just going to savor them. To stop and smell the real-life roses in her charming hotel room. But her subconscious intuition was screaming inspection rather than appreciation.

Amanda walked slowly, feeling the lightheadedness of the previous evening melt away as she continued to breathe deeply. She approached the table, smiling at the simple beauty that roses—her favorite—brought to any space. She turned the vase to see myriad types and colors cascading from every side. The whole vase was crammed with long stems and vines, creating an opulent overflow that threatened to transport her to a dreamlike state until she stopped, noticing a card tucked in the middle. She snatched it from its crevice.

“Happy birthday, friend! You are so loved and appreciated. Please enjoy a dinner on us. All arrangements have been made. Love, Lyla, and Kyle.”

The same small business card of the rooftop restaurant that had been in Katherine’s note was inside of this folded card with the time 8 p.m. written in a blank space labeled prenotazione—the reservation.

Amanda’s heart sank. She bolted to the nightstand, emptying the snacks and treats from the basket and searching for more information. She lifted a small flip phone from under a thin velvet lining as her dysequilibrium returned.

Amanda sat on the bed, contemplating what to do when her normal cell phone rang again. 

“Hey, Lyla!” she spoke softly. 

“Hey, girl, how are you? Did you get enough sleep?”

“Not really,” Amanda grinned, trying to sound cheery. 

“Yeah,” Lyla laughed, “Us either! Do you have plans for the rest of the day? Kyle and I don’t leave until tomorrow, and we’d love a little more time…” Lyla’s voice trailed off, something that happened often. She didn’t always complete her sentences, her mind moving faster than her mouth could keep up with. But Amanda barely noticed, she was used to it.

“Aw, time with lil’ ole me?” she laughed. Amanda’s Southern accent was strong when she wanted it to be.

“Of course! We didn’t come all this way to have only one epic night,” Lyla joked.

“It was pretty great, right?”

“Totally,” Lyla agreed.

“But?” Amanda pressed. “I feel like there’s something you’re not saying, and that’s not like you at all.”

“Isn’t that the truth?” Lyla teased. “Girl, I was just trying to give you space to blow me off if you’ve… you know… made plans otherwise… or if you’re not currently alone. You know…” Lyla cackled.

“Oh, gosh. You know as well as I do that I am too old, wise, and mature to make the mistake of taking someone back to my room on day one!” Amanda proclaimed.

“Honey, I am old, wise, and mature enough to know that neither you nor any other human is above pretty much anything,” Lyla disputed.

“Fair,” Amanda snickered in agreement. She sat down, gripping the flip phone in one hand and her cell phone in the other, when she felt the burner phone vibrate and let out a ring.

“Is someone calling your room?” Lyla asked.

“Oh, yeah, it must be Tristan,” Amanda thought quickly on her feet. “We’re supposed to meet for coffee. I’m not even dressed. Can I call you back?”

“Sure, of course,” Lyla said as Amanda hung up one phone and answered another.

“Hello…?” Amanda responded.

Silence lingered for a few seconds before Katherine spoke. “Did you enjoy your dinner?”

“Erm… Katherine?” Amanda managed to choke out a few syllables.

“Yes, Amanda. Are you ready to take me seriously?” Katherine’s gravelly voice was almost soothing.

“I… I’m so confused. I don’t think you have the right person for whatever job you think I’m able to do. Tristan thinks he got me to the restaurant last night, you say that you set this up for me to spy on him or something, and I feel like I’m living in a fever dream.” The panic Amanda had been keeping to a slow crawl began to pick up its pace.

“Let’s just call this an assessment phase. You don’t need to know all the answers and explanations yet. The less you know, the better. Being yourself will serve you—and us—very well.”

“And…” Amanda had to catch her breath. “Who is… ‘us?’” she had to ask.

“Mmm,” Katherine paused, “I believe you’re astute enough to speculate. But it’s best you don’t know all the players… not yet.”

“So, what do you want from me?” Amanda asked as she lifted herself from the bed again, snatching a cotton dress she had hung from the armoire and taking it into the bathroom. “I’m supposed to meet Tristan downstairs in a few minutes for coffee.”

“Good. Get to know him better. It will be all the more surprising when you are the one attending his flight in a couple of days. We need him as intrigued with you as possible. If he chases you, there is no room for suspicion that you are, in fact, the one chasing him.”

“Chasing? I wouldn't call it that,” Amanda said. “And besides, he already remembers me from a chance encounter four years ago. I don’t think we have to worry about his interest in me.”

“Splendid!” Katherine sounded genuinely pleased for the first time since Amanda had crossed her path. “You’ll receive your flight information later this evening.”

“I was going to meet Lyla and Kyle for dinner. If I don’t spend a little more time with them while they're here, it’ll definitely raise suspicion,” Amanda said, trying to hold the phone to her ear and brush her hair at the same time. “And this burner phone is crap. How do you even put it on speaker? I need to get ready!”

“You’ll receive your permanent line in due time. And good for you, thinking about raising suspicion. You’re going to be great at this, Amanda. For now, after this call, remove the SIM and take it with you. Place the phone in a rubbish bin in the hotel foyer, then discard the SIM in the restaurant toilet when you go out this evening. I’ll be in touch.”

“Wait, that’s it?” Amanda tried to keep Katherine on the phone but heard a swift click followed by complete silence—no familiar three beeps indicating the call had ended. It immediately felt as if the conversation never happened.

She looked at herself in the mirror just as she had the evening before. “This is crazy,” she said, taking a deep breath.

Amanda only had a few minutes left to brush her hair and apply a bit of powder and eye makeup to her face, so she hurriedly dashed to the bedside, moving items around to find the small crossbody purse she had exchanged her oversized bag for the night before. Thumbing through it, she moved her wallet, lip glosses, and mints, nearly convincing herself that her desired item wasn't there… until her fingers touched the unmistakable texture of glossy paper. 

Amanda’s high school was one of the only holdouts that insisted on continuing the art of film processing, keeping its photo lab program well into the 2000s. She and Lyla had developed the small, square photo in the photography lab themselves. They were both obsessed with watching how a nanosecond of life could be caught on camera, then slowly emerge, burning itself onto a physical piece of paper, securing a lasting place in history for those to come. Amanda’s love of the skies reigned supreme, but Lyla had continued her picture-making passion into adulthood, becoming one of the first sought-after photographers to offer film photos when it became trendy again. She and Kyle built a small but well-respected operation with two lab locations where top photographers from all across the country sent their photos to be developed and printed. Amanda and Lyla’s successes afforded them the luxury of staying close, no matter where in the world they landed.

Amanda grinned, looking at her young self in the photo. Most days she could barely remember that girl, but she somehow knew that was the face she carried inside herself daily. It was for her—the young, raw, unapologetic girl—that Amanda lived and breathed. She put the photo back into her purse, rushing towards the bathroom to clean up her look so she could appear as if she hadn’t stayed out until 2 a.m., had more wine in one night than she usually drank in a month, and had slept into the afternoon. 


      [image: ]“I’m sorry I kept you waiting. It took me a while to look like I didn’t get much sleep,” Amanda said with wide eyes and a playful tone as she greeted Tristan in the lobby.

“Oh, no trouble at all,” he replied with a smooth grin, leaning in to kiss Amanda’s cheek. They were in Europe, after all, and Tristan was comfortable adopting habits of the culture he was in, no matter where he went. The Montgomery family had traveled so excessively from the time he was a child that Tristan’s natural mannerisms were eclectic and intriguing. He could fit in pretty much anywhere he found himself.

Tristan Montgomery was a man born into a world of privilege but carved his path through sheer brilliance and, perhaps, an insatiable hunger for approval. The son of Harold and Evelyn Montgomery, titans in the global textile industry, Tristan’s childhood was a kaleidoscope of opulent boarding schools and rare moments of familial connection. His parents were often elsewhere—in Milan overseeing fabric orders, in Singapore negotiating contracts, or in New York hosting glittering charity galas that doubled as networking gold mines. He spent his childhood in the echoing halls of prestigious European academies—his days filled with fencing lessons and whispered tales of generational wealth shared among classmates who, like him, had more in common with royalty than reality.

But wealth did not mean love. His parents believed in investments, not intimacy. They poured into his education and his carefully curated future, but affection was allocated like rations of wartime. Perhaps this is why he was able to obsessively imagine that one day he’d meet a woman he encountered for only a few seconds. In most scenarios, he presented an impeccable front, but he did not measure his worth only by achievements. He longed for true love and still wanted to make as much money as possible to prove to his parents that he was worthy of it.

By the time Tristan was eight, he was known for his excellence in mathematics and coding, not the most common interest in a world preoccupied with parties and leisure. While his classmates were dissecting Nietzsche and prematurely planning exotic post-graduate gap years, Tristan was tinkering with algorithms on his second-hand laptop, a relic he’d convinced his father to let him keep rather than upgrade. Certainly, the Montgomerys could afford better, but Tristan valued the challenge of making old systems work for new ideas.

By the time he left for university, Tristan had built his first startup, a small but surprisingly lucrative e-commerce site that streamlined fabric sourcing for boutique designers. He sold it for just enough to make him realize he was good at modernizing old ways of doing business—really good. His parents were bemused by his obsession with tech, regarding it as a phase that would burn out when he inevitably returned to the family business. But he wasn’t interested in cashmere or couture; he wanted to create something bigger, something lasting, something that wasn’t tied to the Montgomery legacy. And, after their legal battles with Gucci, who blamed his parents for stealing design ideas and selling them to a competing brand, Tristan knew he wanted to be far away from that world.
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