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To women everywhere. It’s time to be strong.
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Chapter 1
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“HEY, RUSSO. YOU COMING to lunch? Going to hit the sushi place.”

Dante Russo glanced at Greg Van Alst, all action-hero six-foot-four of him, peering over Dante’s cubicle wall. Greg’s air of superiority clung to him like cheap aftershave.

Dante focused on his monitor. “Not sure I have time.”

“Might be my last chance for a while.” Greg smirked. “Got another assignment.”

Dante wasn’t going to give Greg the satisfaction of asking what it was. Assignments were based on suitability, and this one must require an arrogant SOB like Greg. Probably a bodyguard assignment, which Dante had no desire to deal with. Working for Blackthorne, Inc., the elite San Francisco private security company, Dante preferred designing high-end security systems. Doing background checks.

Much safer.

“Catch you whenever.” Greg swaggered away.

Once Greg was out of sight, Dante reread the letter from Nonna’s assisted living complex, as if the words might have changed since he’d opened it last night. Nope. Same impersonal notice telling him the rent for his grandmother’s apartment was going up five hundred dollars a month. The only way to cut it down—and only by a hundred fifty—was to remove services. Services like transportation to Nonna’s favorite grocery store, museums, movies—the little things to quote the letter—that would become add-on options.

Without those options, Nonna would feel as though she’d been shoved into what she called The Home instead of a thriving San Francisco senior community. She’d been his rock throughout his childhood, and it was his turn to be there for her.

When the words on the paper still hadn’t changed, Dante reached for his personal cell phone to call the assisted living center. He’d make an appointment to see the manager. Eye contact would be more effective than a phone call.

Before he could find the number in his contacts, his work phone buzzed an incoming message. From Harper. He tapped it open.

Conference Room 3. 12th floor. ASAP.

The twelfth floor? Icicles stabbed at Dante’s stomach. Twelve was where the head honcho of Blackthorne, Inc. had his offices. Why had Harper called the meeting up there? Had Dante screwed up enough that the big boss wanted to see him? Not a private meeting in his office. In a conference room. A tribunal? He abandoned his quest—and thoughts of lunch—and made his way to the elevators.

As the car ascended, Dante replayed his last few assignments. Routine. Harper hadn’t mentioned screwups. True, Dante bent the rules—more like guidelines—from time to time, but bending wasn’t the same as breaking. His assignments all had positive outcomes.

On twelve, Dante strode down the hallway, feeling as though he’d travelled back in time. No sleek chrome and glass up here. Wainscoting, embellished with scratches and gouges, darkened with age, lined the walls below the faded brown-and-green striped wallpaper.

Dante found the conference room, the gilt lettering on the frosted glass pane chipped and dull. He drew in a lungful of air. Lingering scents of floor wax and tobacco filled his nostrils, triggering memories of childhood visits to Nonna’s house. The home she’d been so reluctant to leave. That bridge was burned.

Dante adjusted his sport coat, straightened his spine, and knocked on the door.

“Enter.”

A voice, deep and unfamiliar, came from behind the door. Schooling his expression to neutral, Dante turned the cut-glass knob and stepped inside, his gaze sweeping the room. A large wooden table occupied by Harper, another man, and a woman dominated the space. Harper rose as Dante entered. The others were strangers. Because Harper wasn’t at the head of the table, the white-haired man who occupied that seat must be important. An Asian woman with rainbow-spiked hair seemed intent on her laptop.

The elderly man rose and extended a hand, stepping around the table. “Thank you for coming on short notice, Mr. Russo.”

Dante strode forward to accept the stranger’s handshake. Meeting the man’s gaze meant Dante had to lift his head as well as his eyes.

Dante shot a questioning glance at Harper.

“Mr. Russo, I don’t believe you’ve met Horace Blackthorne,” his boss said.

As in the Horace Blackthorne? The Old Man? The one who’d turned Blackthorne, Inc. into one of the most prestigious security companies in the country? Dante managed to keep his jaw from dropping as he shook the man’s hand. “No, sir, I don’t believe I have. It’s a pleasure.”

Dante realized he was still clenching the man’s hand and let go. Despite training and experience in reading body language and facial expressions, he detected nothing to indicate whether being called up here was a good or a bad thing.

“Take a seat, son,” Blackthorne said. “I’m sure you’re curious as to the nature of this meeting.”

Understatement of the decade.

Dante pulled out the chair across from the rainbow-haired woman and sank onto it.

“First, let me introduce Emiko Miyake,” Harper said. “She’s one of Blackthorne’s intelligence gatherers, and damn good at her job.”

Dante bit back the obvious question. If she gathered intelligence, why didn’t Dante know her?

Because she’s on the twelfth floor. The home of Covert Ops. They’ve got their own departments.

They didn’t mingle with the mere mortals on five in the public side of Blackthorne, Inc.

Emiko Miyake gazed his way but didn’t extend a hand. Dante wondered if he should offer his. He settled for “Pleased to meet you, Emiko.”

“Likewise,” she said.

Her body language he could read, and the stink eye, along with her tone, screamed I don’t want to be here.

Dante wasn’t sure he did, either.

Mr. Blackthorne took a pair of half-glasses from a case in his pocket and settled them on his nose.

Harper reached for a small stack of blue file folders on the center of the table and passed them around. “Shall we begin?” He focused his attention on Dante. “I don’t need to remind you that confidentiality rules are the same up here as they are downstairs. Tighter, even.”

“Understood.”

Without opening it, Emiko Miyake slid her folder alongside her laptop.

Dante opened his. Inside was a large manila envelope and a stack of papers.

“I’ll let Mr. Blackthorne take over from here,” Harper said.

Mr. Blackthorne cleared his throat. The man’s penetrating gaze could have created two smoldering holes in the wall behind Dante.

“I don’t believe in beating around the bush. Mr. Russo, you’re going to Croatia. You have a flight out at sixteen hundred hours tomorrow. Let’s get you briefed.”

Dante removed the envelope and looked at the first page in his folder. An enlarged photograph of a young man’s passport. Several years old, based on the issuance date.

“You’re looking at Jackson Crane.” Blackthorne flipped to the next page.

Dante followed suit. Standard background information. He skimmed the pages. Full passport photo, driver’s license, credit card statements going back two months. Cell phone records. Someone had pulled strings to get these. Then again, this was Blackthorne’s Covert Ops division. He bet they had magic scissors for cutting red tape.

“What will I be doing?” Dante asked, shifting his gaze between Mr. Blackthorne and Harper. If his life was at risk, could he back out? In front of Horace Blackthorne? Not, he assumed, if he expected to keep his job.

“Your assignment is to make sure no harm comes to him, and get him to the states without incident,” Blackthorne said.

Dante waited for the man to go on, but Blackthorne took off his glasses and returned them to their place in his pocket. He gave a brusque nod, rose, and left the room.

“Sir?” Dante shot Harper a questioning stare.

“I recommended you for this assignment. You were well vetted,” Harper said as if he’d heard the swarm of questions buzzing around in Dante’s head. “The Old Man wanted to meet you in person as a formality, and you passed muster. Jackson Crane, the principal you’ve been assigned to, is the Old Man’s nephew. Great-nephew to be precise, but kin nonetheless.”

Dante swallowed. “May I speak freely?” he asked Harper, avoiding any eye contact with Emiko, who excused herself, leaving the room, but not taking her laptop.

Harper lowered his voice, as if she might be eavesdropping. “Word to the wise. Until she invites you to use her first name, it’s Ms. Miyake.”

“Got it,” Dante said, hoping using her first name one time hadn’t ruined things for their working together. “But why me? Given the company’s resources, and that the principal is Mr. Blackthorne’s nephew, wouldn’t he send someone from Covert Ops? We’re meeting here on twelve, not down in Security and Investigations.”

“I asked him the same thing.” Harper thrummed his fingertips on the tabletop. “He said sending a covert ops team would be overkill. He doesn’t approve of anything that might be perceived as pulling strings because of his relation to the principal. We’re meeting here because he’s comfortable on twelve. Until he retired, this was his domain.” Harper lowered his voice. “You didn’t hear it from me, but you’re also cheaper than the agents in Covert Ops, even with the bonus for an OUTCONUS mission.”

“Bonus?” Dante asked.

Harper gave him the figure. Dante tried to hide his shock. That extra money would go a long way toward the cost of Nonna’s assisted living center. Money Dante would be a fool to turn down. Except... “How long will this mission take?” he asked.

“You have somewhere else you need to be, Russo?” Harper’s tone said the answer had better be no, or Dante might find himself saddled with entry-level assignments. He needed a promotion, not a demotion. For Nonna.

Could he find someone to fill in for the things Nonna’s center didn’t cover? Would she have to move into the special needs wing for the duration? Would she understand?

Ms. Miyake returned and settled behind her laptop. “A lot depends on what kind of intel I can gather, and how good you are at your job.”

Her tone telegraphed her displeasure. Because he’d used her first name? Because of the assignment or working with him? Did she think, contrary to the Old Man, that a covert ops agent would be the better choice?

Harper shot the woman his don’t mess with me stare, one Dante knew too well. “The Old Man approved Mr. Russo for the mission, Emi. That should be all you need to know.”

Her tight-lipped frown said she wasn’t happy about working with Harper, either.

No point in dwelling on negatives. Dante considered the folder. There were more pages. Many more pages. “That wasn’t my entire briefing, was it?”

“Nope.” Harper grinned. “I hope you had lunch. We might be a while.”

“I’ll be fine.” Dante turned to the next page. He could go a day without lunch.

Harper raised a palm. “Those are your travel docs. Don’t mind them now. You’ll have the rest of the day and plenty of travel time to go over the specifics.”

“Thanks.” Dante pried open the clasp on the envelope, slipped out the papers, and waited for Harper to proceed.

“Emi, you go first,” Harper said.

She bobbed her head in Harper’s direction, then fixed her gaze—not as penetrating as Mr. Blackthorne’s had been, but disconcerting nevertheless—at Dante. “I’ll be your controller for this assignment. That means I’ll gather intel and communicate it to you. It’s important that you keep me updated. We were unaware of Jackson Crane as a principal until two days ago, so we had no reason to be tracking his whereabouts.”

“You know he’s in Croatia?” Dante asked.

“We know he entered Croatia two weeks ago. Registered at a hotel in Split. Left after three nights. You have the documentation, but here’s the short version. His credit card hasn’t been used since. Neither has his cell phone.”

Her tone bordered on anger, Dante thought, although he didn’t know her well enough to be sure. Frustration, maybe. Whatever it was, she wasn’t pleased.

Harper lifted a palm. “Emi, none of this is your fault. You can’t pull information out of thin air, and nobody expects you to. We have his last known whereabouts, and we’re sending Dante to provide eyes and ears.”

From the expression on Ms. Miyake’s face, she was upset because she hadn’t been able to work miracles. When Horace Blackthorne—the Old Man—asked for help, Dante could understand the assignment being top priority.

“Then I’ll be following a cold trail,” Dante said.

“Afraid so.” Harper gave an apologetic smile.

“What makes you sure Jackson Crane is still in Croatia?” Dante asked.

Emiko looked up from her laptop. “One thing we can track is his passport. He hasn’t left the country.”

Unless he’s using a fake one, but Dante figured the people on twelve would’ve already checked that. “Are you—or Mr. Blackthorne—afraid he’s in trouble?”

“Three days ago,” Harper said, “the Old Man got a text from Jackson Crane that said Trouble. Help. Rapture. That’s all.”

“That phone hasn’t been used again,” Ms. Miyake said.

Harper rested his elbows on the table, steepled his fingers. “That was the last anyone’s heard from him. You’re an investigator, Russo. What’s your take?”

“Given the circumstances, I’d say he was trying to send a message, someone interrupted and took away his phone. If it hasn’t been used again, my supposition is it was destroyed.”

Ms. Miyake’s nod said she agreed. The softening of her features said she approved. Had Dante managed to ‘pass muster’ with her?

“Why did he text his uncle and not his parents?” he asked.

“Best guess,” Emiko Miyake said, “is he knew his time was limited and went straight to the top.”

“Or he doesn’t want his parents to know,” Harper said. “The Old Man was reluctant to discuss it, but I got the feeling there’s some tension between Jackson and his folks.”

“Does Crane know what the company does?” Dante asked. “His uncle’s connection?”

“The public side, yes,” Harper said. “Getting a private investigation firm involved would be a smart call, especially if this was his only chance to communicate.”

“Have you checked with the local law enforcement agencies in Croatia?” Dante asked. “Could Rapture refer to drugs?”

“That’s where things get sticky,” Harper said. “The Old Man doesn’t want to involve law enforcement except as a last resort. Being involved in illegal activities, the suspicion of illegal activities—hell, even unethical activities, legal or not—could impact Crane’s staying in school.”

Ms. Miyake’s laptop clanged like a cowbell. “Hold on,” she said.

“What’s my cover?” Dante asked Harper while she busied herself with whatever was coming through.

“Laid out in your briefing notes. You’re an anthropology student at UCLA, on a quarter break,” Harper said. “You were on vacation in Italy, exploring your family’s roots and decided to visit Croatia, which has a rich Italian influence.”

“You’re going on a cruise,” Ms. Miyake interrupted. “The reference to Rapture appears to be the name of a passenger yacht that tours the Adriatic.”

“The principal is on board?” Dante said.

“A seventy-eight point six percent chance,” Ms. Miyake said.

Harper said, “Willingly?”

Ms. Miyake scowled. “That’s for Mr. Russo to determine.” She pinned Dante with her gaze. “The tour begins in three days. It’s an eight-day cruise. I’ll get you signed up.”

“I’ll be ready,” Dante said. He’d figure out how to take care of Nonna. He read the agreement for the assignment and signed it. He couldn’t lose his job.
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Chapter 2
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BELINDA NOVAK CLOSED her suitcase and tugged the zipper around the perimeter. She fastened the TSA lock and set the case in her apartment entryway. She dragged her fingers through her hair. Her own hair. Short, curly, but not a wig. “That’s it except for the last minute things that go in my backpack. I’ll deal with them tomorrow.”

“I still think you’re crazy,” Stephanie, Belinda’s cousin, confidant, supporter, and all-around BFF said as she handed her a glass of champagne, “but I’ll accept your decision. Here’s to you following your desires.”

Belinda tapped her glass to Stephanie’s. “I need to get away from Walnut Creek for a while. Somehow, downtown San Francisco, which is as far as I’ve roamed in the last three years, doesn’t cut it.”

Stephanie blew out a sigh. “I know. You deserve it. But why Croatia? Who goes to Croatia? Why not someplace more ... romantic? France? You know ... Paris. Or Italy? There’s Venice. Rome. Or Scotland? Go to Edinburgh. Meet a handsome Scotsman. In a kilt.”

“I checked, but the Frenchmen were all busy with their mistresses, and the gondoliers were learning new songs. As for the handsome Scots, all their kilts were at the cleaners.”

Stephanie grimaced. “You and your stupid jokes. You’re just deflecting. Hiding. It’s time to move on.”

“I’m not going for romance. That’s not what this trip is for.” Belinda didn’t bother pointing out the ethnic heritage of her last name—Stephanie would respond with how many generations her family had been in the states, that by now it was just a name. Which it was, but it was her name, and why not look at where it came from? All those travel documentaries she’d watched while she was recuperating. Last name or not, Croatia had intrigued her, and she’d vowed to visit as soon as she was able to. Stephanie would never understand that.

Stephanie set her glass down and put her hands on Belinda’s shoulders. “Look, I know what Kade did was first-class jerkery, but not all guys are assholes like him. Let it go. Find someone you deserve. Who deserves you.”

Trouble was, Belinda hadn’t considered Kade a jerk or an asshole. She’d loved him. He’d said he loved her. Until he didn’t. Her parents hadn’t been much better. Get sick, and everyone wrote you off. She shrugged out of Stephanie’s grasp, carried her glass to the living room, and flipped on the television. The way to get Stephanie to stop trying to undermine Belinda’s decision was to distract her. Her cousin meant well. The timing was off, that was all. “What do you want to watch? Grease? Dirty Dancing? Sleepless in Seattle?”

“You know, for someone who says she’s not looking for romance, your movie choices say you’re lying.”

Belinda didn’t mention that those were all Stephanie’s picks for their countless movie nights. She tapped through her own favorites menu and started playing The Frisco Kid. Stephanie darted into the kitchen for the champagne bottle and topped off both their glasses.

“Anything we need to finish so it won’t spoil while you’re gone?” Stephanie asked.

“Already covered,” Belinda said. “There’s cheese. It won’t go bad in two weeks, so help yourself. Crackers in the pantry. There’s some microwave popcorn, too.”

Stephanie flashed a grin. “Popcorn and champagne. Does it for me.”

When the movie ended, Stephanie carried the now-empty glasses, bottle, and popcorn bowl to the kitchen. Belinda smiled at Stephanie’s eagerness to help. She didn’t need the help now—hadn’t for some time—but it made Stephanie feel good, so Belinda didn’t protest as her cousin washed the few dishes. Belinda picked up a towel, dried them, and put them away.

“I should be going,” Stephanie said. “Some of us have to work for a living, you know.”

“I work,” Belinda said. “I’m taking a vacation is all. My clients know, and what kind of interior design crises could there be?”

“Right. You know I’d drive you to the airport if I could get the time off.”

“Don’t worry about it. I checked with Scotty, and he’ll beam me and my luggage to the airport.” She puffed her cheeks. “No, wait. He was busy, but he’s sending someone called Joe Uber. Or was it John Lyft? Whatever, whoever. It’s scheduled.”

Stephanie rolled her eyes, then spread her arms and wrapped Belinda in a hug. “I’ll miss you.”

Belinda returned the embrace, then backed away. “I’ll be back in twelve days.”

“With stories to tell, and I want to hear every one of them.”

“We’ll have a private party. You can bring the champagne.” She locked the door behind Stephanie and got ready for bed. She had plenty of time to take care of last minute preparations tomorrow before she left for the airport.

She slipped under the covers, her mental checklist dancing through her mind.

Mail on hold. Email set to auto-response. Neighbors and the building manager alerted to her absence. Upcoming bills scheduled for electronic payment. She’d been over the list dozens of times these past weeks. She turned on her background sound generator and forced her thoughts to her getaway place. A tropical beach, palm trees swaying in the gentle breeze. Seagulls floating through the air. Sunbeams caressing her body. Waves rolling onto the white sands, receding, then rolling in again. By the time the fifth set of waves kissed the beach, she was asleep.

~
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THE NEXT MORNING AS she dressed in comfortable travel clothes of jeans, sneakers, and a long-sleeved floral-print tee, Belinda’s stomach bounced like a troupe of ballet dancers rehearsing Swan Lake. She had almost an hour before her ride to the airport was due. She’d gone over her checklist yet again. Everything was done. She wandered to her closet, stared at the five wigs perched on their faceless heads on the top shelf. Should she bring one with her? It might come in handy if she’d been swimming and wanted to dress up to go to dinner, since the evening meals weren’t included on the yacht.

No. It took all of three minutes to deal with her current no-nonsense hairdo. She might look more attractive in a wig, but they were reminders of what she’d left behind. She didn’t feel more attractive and wasn’t that what counted?

You’re letting Stephanie’s talk of romance get to you. Stop second-guessing yourself. You already decided. You packed three hats.

Belinda closed the closet door. Maybe she’d donate the wigs when she got home. Out of sight, out of mind.

She’d had that argument with herself enough times. She was going on vacation. To Croatia.

She made yet another check of her backpack. Charging cords for her electronics. Adapters to work with the electrical outlets. E-reader loaded with half a dozen mysteries. Not the romances Stephanie had been foisting on her. All her essentials, exactly the way she’d packed them. The confirmation for her transport to the hotel in Split. She pulled up her boarding pass on her phone. Still there. The printed one, in case her phone wonked out on her, she put in the outside pocket of her backpack along with her passport.

Her phone chimed. Her driver was five minutes away. She shrugged into her backpack, extended the handle on her suitcase, and sucked a deep breath. Not calming, but the best she could do right now.

Ready as you’ll ever be.

~~~
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DANTE KISSED NONNA on her wrinkled cheek, centered by the lavender scent of her dusting powder. “Don’t you give Hannah a hard time while I’m gone. If you do, you’ll have to move to another apartment, and you won’t have all your nice things.” He swept his arm in a broad circle around her bric-a-brac-filled living room.

“You’ll come see me again tomorrow, won’t you, caro mio?” Nonna’s brown eyes, the ones that never missed a trick when Dante was growing up, revealed confusion.

“Not tomorrow, Nonna. I’m going away for work. I’ll be back as soon as I can. Hannah will be coming by.”

“Who’s Hannah?” The confusion spread to Nonna’s tone.

“She’s your friend, remember? She knows what you like, and she can play cards with you. Cook with you, or take you to the dining room. Take you shopping or to the museum. Watch television with you. She’ll keep you company.”

Dante’s stomach, already coiled tighter than a hangman’s knot, lurched. He’d been to see Nonna not three days ago, and she’d regressed markedly since then. Was this a temporary setback?

He reminded himself he had a job, that he wasn’t here except to visit several times a week. He didn’t see the day-to-day changes. Hannah, part caregiver, part companion, came in for half days four times a week, but if what Nonna looked like today was the new normal for her, she’d need round-the-clock care soon or she’d have to move to the special needs wing. Which he couldn’t afford unless he kept his job—and this assignment with its generous bonus.

Dante recalled the last time Nonna’s memory had taken off for parts unknown. Was she dehydrated again?

“You’re drinking your liquids, aren’t you, Nonna?”

She huffed and pointed to the blue plastic cup on the end table.

Dante carried the half-full cup to the kitchen to refill it. There, he used his cell to call Hannah. “I’m here with Nonna. I’m afraid half days won’t be enough. She’s going to need someone every day. I’d hate to put her in special needs. If she’s like she is now, she won’t know where she is, even though she’s been there before after her bout with pneumonia.”

“I’m sure I can work it out,” Hannah said with a hint of hesitation. “When do you need me to start? And how long?”

Dante sucked a breath. “Tomorrow? I’ve got an out of the country assignment. Last minute, otherwise I wouldn’t be asking on such short notice. I’m hoping it won’t be more than two weeks.”

Hannah’s silence sent icy fingers down his spine.

“Let me make some calls,” she said at last. “I’ll get back to you by eight.”

“Thanks. I appreciate it. Nonna will, too, even if she’s not completely aware of what’s going on.

“One more thing.” Dante gave her the number of the company-provided cell phone he’d be using on the assignment.

“Got it,” Hannah said.

Dante disconnected, brought Nonna her water and kissed her again, promised to see her soon, and went downstairs to the facility offices. He’d need a Plan B—and maybe a C and D—in place before he could leave with a semi-clear conscience.

In the end, you’re doing this for her.

Dante knew it was for the best. Would Nonna? Would she even notice he wasn’t coming by?

He opened the office door. The receptionist, a tiny, salt-and-pepper-haired woman with a bright smile greeted him. Her always-cheery voice sang out across the room. “Mr. Russo. Good afternoon. What can I help you with?”

“I’d like to talk to the special needs coordinator. I don’t have an appointment, but I hope she can see me. It’s about my grandmother.”

“Of course.” The receptionist reached for her phone. “She should be in her office. I’m sure she’ll be happy to speak with you.”

She’d better, considering how much he was forking over for Nonna’s apartment and all that came with it.

Two minutes later, he was seated opposite Ms. Liu’s desk. She was young, appeared to be right out of school. Not the more mature woman he’d dealt with previously, but she seemed eager to help. “What can we do for you, Mr. Russo?”

He explained the situation. “I’m hoping her personal caregiver can increase her coverage and find more help, but what are my other options if there are gaps?”

Twenty minutes later, he left feeling better about Nonna. Not better about his bank account. For a mere five hundred more a month—on top of the rent increase—the facility would make sure a medical staff person checked on Nonna regularly at night. The social coordinators would make sure she was at meals, and organize any social activities she wanted to participate in. He’d told Ms. Liu he’d set things up once he heard from Hannah. Now, he had a trip to get ready for, and a set of files to study.

If Emiko Miyake thought Jackson Crane was on a cruise ship in the Adriatic, why did they need to send someone from the states to intercept him? The ship’s route was determined. Didn’t the great and powerful Blackthorne, Inc. have an overseas agent they could call on to do the job?

Not his place to question the logic of the head of the company Dante worked for. Not if he wanted to keep working for them.
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Chapter 3
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“WHAT DO YOU MEAN, YOU’VE changed my seat?” Belinda asked the attendant at the airline gate counter. “I was in three A. You’ve put me in thirty-one C. I paid for premium class.”

“Last minute change of aircraft, and there are fewer seats in the premium cabin,” the attendant said. “The difference in fare will be refunded, and by way of an apology for the inconvenience, you’ll receive bonus frequent flier points.”

Inconvenience? She didn’t want points. She wanted her seat and all the perks. Belinda’s protests went nowhere. From the mechanical delivery of the attendant’s apologies, she’d done this before.

Once on the plane, the mom and toddler sitting in the seats next to Belinda didn’t help her mood. The little girl was nice enough, smiling, giggling, offering to share her toys and coloring books with Belinda. She managed a semblance of cheer, but inside, her heart splintered. At least the cruise was adults only.

Landing in Frankfurt anything but rested, Belinda found a seat in the corner of the gate area to ride out the layover for the leg to Split. When she finally boarded and settled in, she decided there must have been a severe shortage of padding material when they built the seats. She closed her eyes and attempted to sleep.

After landing in Split, Belinda went through customs on autopilot, collected her bag, and searched for the driver who would take her to the hotel. Instead of the cab she expected, her ride was a large van filled with other people going to the hotel. Were they also going to be on the boat tour? She didn’t care. Plenty of time to assess them once the tour officially began. Now, all she wanted was to get checked in, go to her room, and take a long, hot shower. After that, she’d figure out the best way to adjust to the nine-hour time difference. A nap to make up for lost sleep, then stay up late? Power through until a reasonable hour to go to bed and hope she’d be exhausted enough to sleep through the Croatian night?

Powering through won. Showered and feeling a little more human, Belinda made her way downstairs. Maybe a snack in the hotel restaurant, then a walk. Exercise after all the cramped sitting on planes and in airports would do her good.

The hotel dining room was closed.

“We’re getting our certification for the restaurant for dinners, but there will be breakfast in the morning.” The clerk smiled. “The bar will be open at five.”

Belinda checked her phone for the time. Three-twenty p.m. Here, anyway. Her body was insisting it was six-twenty a.m. Not that she wanted a drink. That was one perk the transatlantic flight had offered, and the reason she’d managed any sleep at all.

“Is it safe to walk on the streets?” she asked the clerk.

“Oh, yes, very safe. There are shops and restaurants. All are very close. Uber is also reliable. It is a short ride to the Diocletian Palace. Many shops and restaurants are there. Much outside dining to enjoy the area. Much history, too.”

Belinda thanked her. With nowhere to eat in the hotel, she took a moment to go to her room for her purse.

Downstairs again, Belinda smiled at the clerk and stepped outside. Her fatigue evaporated. Her heart danced. She was in Croatia. She paused and absorbed her surroundings. Aside from the strange language on the signs, she could be downtown in any city. Car engines rumbled. Horns honked. Exhaust fumes pervaded the air. People dressed in anything from business attire to torn jeans and logoed t-shirts bustled up and down the streets. If Belinda had been wearing a hat, she would’ve twirled and tossed it into the air.

With her luck, the wind would catch it and blow it to parts unknown.

She considered the clerk’s suggestion, but the Diocletian Palace was one of the tour stops.

Would it hurt to go twice? Have a quiet, early dinner at a sidewalk café?

Not wanting to rely on finding transportation, Belinda pulled out her phone and searched for nearby restaurants. Pizza seemed to be a big thing here.

You can get pizza at home.

It’s not Croatian pizza.

Deciding it would be smart to give her jet-lagged body the familiar rather than exotic, she decided pizza it was and set out in the direction her phone app suggested. She ambled along, leaving herself open to anything else that looked interesting.

She ended up at a different restaurant, but one that also had many pizza options on the menu. When she finished her prosciutto, olive, and cheese pizza—as much as she could finish—and headed for the hotel, the temperature had dropped a good ten degrees. When she’d left the hotel, she hadn’t considered her windbreaker. She wrapped her arms around herself and quickened her steps. An annoying tingling snaked through her foot, followed by a stab of pain.

“Confounded Inconveniencing Petrifying Noxiousness,” she muttered. She pulled her collapsible walking stick from her purse and hobbled her way along the sidewalk.

It’s all the sitting, and then the walking.

The lobby bar—which comprised the entire lobby—was filled with people having drinks. Laughing people. Smiling people. Were these her cruise mates? She recognized two couples from the van. Another group of people she didn’t recognize had dragged chairs together and were joking about how a martini here bore no resemblance to the classic drink at home. Speaking American English. Away from the others, one man sat by himself, engrossed in a tablet, tapping, frowning, tapping. A server approached him, asked if he’d like a drink.

“I’ll have a beer, please,” the man said in unaccented English. Another American.

The server said something that Belinda assumed were beer choices, because the man replied, “Either is fine with me.”

The server headed for the bar and the man glanced in her direction, his brief gaze an ostensible assessment. Belinda gave him a half-hearted smile. Apparently finding nothing worth studying further, he went back to his tablet. If he was going to be on the cruise, shouldn’t he be acting like he was on vacation?

None of her business. She decided to have her wine in her room. “Something Croatian,” she told the bartender who set a bottle of beer and a glass on the counter.

“Of course, Miss. This is an excellent Cabernet.” He poured her a glass. She signed for it and went upstairs. There, her room was freezing. She asked Siri to tell her what the Celsius settings meant in Fahrenheit, then adjusted the thermostat. When nothing happened after a few minutes, she called the front desk.

“Our winter season doesn’t start for another two weeks,” the woman said. “The hotel won’t have heat until then. The cold front is a surprise. Right now, we are still with air conditioning.”

Well, that was a big difference between here and the states, where hotels let guests choose their preferred room temperatures. Belinda dug through her suitcase for the hoodie she’d packed for cool nights on deck. She threw her walking stick onto the chair in disgust and got ready for bed, reflecting on her first impressions of Croatia. She’d learned that almost everyone had a respectable command of English—required in school, her restaurant server had told her. And food portions were huge. She and Stephanie could have shared her single-serving pizza with leftovers for another meal. She huddled under the duvet.

Tomorrow, her trip would begin for real.

~~~
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IN FRUSTRATION, DANTE swiped his tablet to sleep and picked up his beer. Ms. Miyake hadn’t been able to provide any more of Jackson Crane’s cyber footprints. Dante had spent the day—the entire nine-hour-time-change-jet-lagged-day—hunting out the last known hints of where he’d been. Had been, not was. The desk clerk at the nearby hotel where his credit card had been used recognized him from the picture Dante showed him, but had no recollection of him other than checking in and checking out.

“Any visitors to his room?” Dante had asked.

The clerk shook his head. “We do not keep records. If he had visitors, we had no complaints. No party noises.”

Talking to the housekeeper who’d cleaned Crane’s room hadn’t provided any usable information. He reused his towels, never unpacked his suitcase, hadn’t left a mess. Nothing from the mini bar.

“A good guest. I like the kind,” she’d said. “Easy. Fast.”

Dante spent the time it took him to finish his beer to assess the people in the lobby. Most of them, he surmised from their conversations, would be on the cruise. None were close to Jackson Crane’s age, nor did any of them bear the slightest resemblance to the additional pictures included in Dante’s briefing notes. He felt comfortable writing off the two couples poring over guidebooks and discussing sights they wanted to see in their free time. The other group didn’t tingle his senses. Two couples, one thirty-something woman by herself, and three single men. Didn’t mean they didn’t have partners who weren’t at the bar. It appeared they were together and just getting to know one another.

Dante listened a little longer, determining they were on a photography tour. Their leader, a White man—late forties to early fifties, shaved head, salt-and-pepper goatee, black-framed glasses—was quick to laugh, and his eyes crinkled at the corners when he did. “Arrange your transportation to the Diocletian Palace for a night shoot,” the man said. “There’s a good ride pickup spot across the street. You’ll need your tripods. We’ll meet at the big red Split sign near the Palace drop-off point in half an hour.”

At that, everyone stood and moved to the elevators. All except the leader.

Could any of them have a connection to Jackson Crane? Being part of a photography group would be a good cover, but Dante’s instincts said these people would have all arranged this tour long before Crane sent his distress call. Dante tucked his tablet under his arm and approached the leader.

“I couldn’t help but overhear you’re photographers. Are you going to be on the Rapture?”

“We are.”

“I am, too. Dante Ruggerio,” he said, using his Blackthorne cover name and extending his hand.

The man returned the handshake. “Paul Kozol.”

“Is your group private or can anyone on the cruise participate? Are you in a photography club together?”

Paul finished the beer he’d been drinking and set the glass on the table. “No, we’re not a club. These are my clients, and they’ve paid to be part of my group.”

“I don’t suppose you’d have room for a latecomer?” Dante wondered what he’d do if Paul said yes.

“Sorry, one of my points of pride is that I keep groups small so I can offer individualized instruction and assistance. I’m at my limit, and everyone signed up months ago.”

Dante hiked a shoulder and smiled. “Can’t blame a guy for asking. Not that I’m prepared for a photography tour. I have a camera, but it’s probably not close to what your people are using. No tripod.”

Paul stood, reached into a pocket, and handed Dante a business card. “I run these tours all over the place. Maybe another one would work for you. They’re all listed on my website.”

Dante doubted Paul offered surveillance techniques for private investigators as one of his courses, but he pocketed the card.

There was one more person who’d been in the bar. A woman, early thirties, using a walking stick. She hadn’t pinged his radar at first, but the way she’d hesitated when she’d entered the hotel and taken stock of the people in the lobby made Dante think she would also be on the Rapture. Needing a cane on board a rocking ship might prove problematical, but she would know her limitations. The Adriatic wasn’t known for rough seas.

He recalled his impressions. Five-five, short-cropped curls a nondescript shade of brown. Heart-shaped face, pale complexion. The sort of person nobody would notice. The kind of person who might be involved in whatever Jackson Crane had gotten himself mixed up in. Except for the cane. People noticed things like that.

Something said her eyes missed very little, and Dante made a mental note to stay well-immersed in his cover persona while around her.

He wouldn’t write her off just yet. The cane might be a prop. Don’t worry about me. I’m harmless.

She’d brought a glass of wine upstairs with her, so he doubted she’d be back tonight. Meanwhile, he needed to check in with Ms. Miyake. He hoped she’d have more news for him, since she wouldn’t be pleased with the dearth of information he’d be able to provide.

He searched his phone for a restaurant that did takeout—the next best thing to room service since the hotel’s kitchen was closed except for breakfast—so he could continue to work. Maybe he’d find one tidbit he could use to make Ms. Miyake happy, although from what he’d seen during their brief interactions, happy wasn’t an emotion the rainbow-haired woman kept company with.

Half an hour later, chowing down on a huge meat pizza the restaurant host had said was a single-serving, Dante thought of Nonna and her oversized portions of pasta with her Sunday gravy. Was she doing all right? Hannah had recruited two other caregivers she knew personally and recommended, so Dante wouldn’t need to use the facility’s expanded services.

He’d gotten Hannah’s text when he’d landed yesterday.

Do not worry. We will take good care of Nonna. Before we leave, we always make sure she understands to pull the panic cord if she needs help at night.

He couldn’t let worrying about Nonna interfere with his job.

He opened his tablet and logged onto the secure Blackthorne portal, then, shaking his head at the security precautions, entered the day’s code—green koala—to gain access to the communications center. He skimmed through the updates looking for confirmation that Jackson Crane was actually on the Rapture. Ms. Miyake had said he was, and Harper had made it clear to Dante that she knew what she was doing.

Dante had swallowed his questions—a mere investigator from five had no business questioning anything happening on twelve—and resigned himself to following orders. He tried to focus on the positive. He was getting a free cruise along the Dalmatian coast, a part of the world he’d never been to before. He should enjoy it. On the less-than-positive side, failure to find Jackson Crane might be the end of his career with Blackthorne. Losing the Old Man’s nephew—great or otherwise—would do that.

If Ms. Miyake was right about Jackson Crane being on the Rapture, tomorrow morning he should be in the lobby with all the other passengers waiting for transportation to the yacht.

If that were the case, why the cryptic message to his uncle? Unless someone posing as his traveling companion had ulterior motives for wanting them on the yacht. Why? How? What hold would anyone have over the college student?

He took another bite of pizza. Tomorrow would tell.
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Chapter 4
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THE NEXT MORNING, BELINDA brought her tablet to the breakfast room, planning to take advantage of the hotel’s WiFi and make her morning internet and email rounds while she ate. She paused at the doorway, scoping out the room. Most tables were set for four, more than half were occupied, many with people she recognized from the van and the lobby bar last night. A few empty two-tops sat along the windows, and she claimed a seat at one of those.

Between the cold and her aching foot, Belinda hadn’t slept well and didn’t feel like socializing. A morning person she was not. Besides, she’d come on this tour for herself and wasn’t looking to make friends—no matter what Stephanie had suggested. After the last three years, she wanted—needed—to get away. She’d chosen to visit the land of her ancestors, even if she didn’t know exactly who they were or exactly where they’d come from. It was the region, not the people.

This trip promised a complete change of pace from her life at home. A place to lose herself in the different. More fun this way, too. She could make up whatever she wanted. Imagine distant relatives in any of the places the tour would be visiting. Her name, Novak, could have undergone countless spelling changes throughout the generations. It could be Serbian, Croatian, Czech, Polish. She was third-generation American, and her grandparents had died before she was six, so she’d heard no stories of the old country. Not even names.

Gambling she’d be able to navigate the short distances between the buffet lines and her table, Belinda had left her walking stick in the room. She’d take it slow and careful. She strolled to the buffet tables and marveled at the array of foods the hotel offered. Breakfast, to her, was usually a bowl of cereal, eggs, maybe pancakes or waffles on Sunday. Not vegetables—who ate Brussels sprouts for breakfast?—or pasta? Feeling more adventuresome than last night, she branched out into breads she didn’t recognize, several cheeses, cold cuts, fruit, and smoked salmon. Not lox, which she accepted as a breakfast item on occasion. This was cooked, not cured. She carried her half-filled plate to her table and opened her tablet to her news app for the daily summary. She’d read through three articles when a voice interrupted.

“Excuse me?”

Belinda pulled herself away from the current article and gazed upward. The voice’s owner was in her late sixties, she estimated, holding a plate piled high with what looked like a sample of almost everything in the buffet, a surprise considering the woman was built like a flagpole. Silver hair in a short, straight bob sprayed to a helmet around her makeup-free face. Lifeless eyes, their blue so pale they appeared almost colorless. A pronounced overbite, and a chin that could do double-duty as a sheik’s dagger.

“Do you mind if I join you?” the woman asked. Another American, judging from the accent.

Belinda noted that the dining room was almost full now, and saying she was waiting for an imaginary companion seemed rude. So much for her alone time. She gestured to the empty chair. “Have a seat.”

The woman set her plate down at the vacant setting. “If you’re busy, I won’t bother whatever it is you’re doing. It’s just that I hate eating alone. I can’t help but feel like everyone’s pitying me, even though it’s crazy. I always traveled with Tony, my husband, but he died sixteen months ago. I decided I’d mourned long enough, and I could travel on my own.”

Belinda closed her tablet and uttered the standard platitude. “I’m sorry for your loss.”

The woman gave a nod of acknowledgement, then cut into a sausage link. Stuffing it into her mouth, she said, “There’s no reason for it, but my brain insists on thinking everyone will either see a sad old maid or a grieving widow.”

Belinda didn’t have the energy to play psychologist. The woman would have to deal with her personal baggage in her own way, in her own time. Desperate to change the subject, she asked, “Are you going on the Rapture cruise?” As soon as she uttered the words, she realized that was the wrong question. She’d opened the door to more personal conversation. Too late now.

The woman twirled a piece of pasta in a red sauce, shoved it in her mouth, and said, “Yes.”

Who had taught her table manners? Nobody, apparently. Belinda tried to ignore the open-mouth eating—and talking—and said, “I’m sure once we’re aboard, you won’t have to eat alone.” Not with her, Belinda hoped, immediately regretting her negativity. “The pictures I saw showed that the dining room has large tables, so you’ll meet lots of people.”

“I’m counting on that,” she said. “I don’t mean that I’m looking to replace my Tony, just that we always loved seeing new places, and he’d want me to continue on my own.” She forked up scrambled eggs, heaped them onto a slice of toast along with more sausage. “My name’s Claudia.”

“Belinda.”

Claudia eyed Belinda’s more modestly appointed plate. “A little secret. Breakfasts are included in European hotels, and if you fill up, you can save money by skipping lunch. Sometimes a light dinner’s enough, too.”

“Thanks for the tip.” Didn’t Claudia know breakfast and lunches were included on the yacht? Where they’d be in a couple of hours.

Claudia rambled on—and on—about places she’d been with her Tony. My Tony this, and My Tony that. Belinda finished her meal. Claudia’s plate was still half-full. There was polite, and there was self-preservation. Belinda made a point of checking the time— “How did it get to be nine-thirty?” but Claudia’s reminiscences continued like a looping playlist. Belinda glanced around the room, spotting the man she’d seen sitting by himself in the lobby moseying toward the buffet table.

Dare she? Another travelogue from Claudia made up her mind. Yes, she dared.

Belinda wiped her mouth and set her napkin on her empty plate. “I’m sorry. I just saw someone I’m supposed to be meeting. I totally forgot. Please excuse me.” Belinda grabbed her tablet and strode toward the man.

“Pretend you know me,” she pleaded.

~~~
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DANTE STEPPED BACK as the woman he’d seen last night—without the cane this morning—begged him to pretend he knew her. Why not? He summoned a welcoming smile and gave her a quick embrace. “How well?” he whispered near her ear.

She leaned away. Her eyes—brown, like her hair, but far from nondescript—twinkled. “I’d say not quite that well, but it’ll do.”

“Is this better?” He straightened his spine. “I was about to have breakfast. Will you join me?”

She seemed relieved at his invitation. “I’ve eaten, but I’ll have another cup of coffee. Thanks.”

“Do you have a table?”

“I did, but it’s occupied now. I’ll explain.”

“Then grab your coffee and find another place to sit. I’m dying to hear your explanation.”

Dante made the rounds of the buffet. He’d been here for breakfast yesterday, so he moved through with less indecision, choosing things he hadn’t tried yet. As he waited for the cook to prepare a ham and mushroom omelet, he went over his cover. The trick was to make sure it was easy enough to remember, and to try not to invent anything you might forget or contradict if an unexpected question arose. Better yet, avoid situations where you were answering questions. Asking was the smarter approach.

He brought his plate to the table where the woman was reading on her tablet as she sipped her coffee. He set his breakfast down, pulled out a chair, and sat. She closed her tablet and her cheeks pinked as she met his questioning gaze.

“You’re going to think I’m a terrible person. A woman asked to join me earlier, and I agreed. But she was ... too much. I needed an excuse to get away, or she’d have been telling me stories about her travels with her late husband forever.” She hid behind her mug. “I couldn’t stand the way she was stuffing her face and talking with her mouth full. She’s going to be on the same tour I am. I know I’ll have to see her again, so I fabricated an excuse that you were someone I’d promised to meet. Thank you so much. I’ll leave you to your breakfast. As soon as she’s gone—or after it looks like you and I discussed whatever we might be talking about—I’ll go.” Her eyes widened in alarm. “You weren’t meeting someone, were you? I’m not causing a problem, am I?”
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