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	When the ghost from his past finally reveals himself, Romeo Montague is more determined than ever to stop his enemy once and for all, no matter what it takes. His partner, FBI agent Julian Harris, is happy to tag along for a journey that not only leads them further into Romeo’s past, but may just help him solve one of his own cases, too. Julian has his partner’s back as always, but he discovers that, as usual, Romeo only reveals parts of his plans—the parts that suit him best. Julian however doesn’t hesitate to make his own plans when necessary and reveal only the parts that suit him best.


	 


	When Romeo crosses one line too many, he and Julian have to realize that every end has a start—but for them, the end of life as they know it is also the beginning to something new.
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Chapter 1


	 


	 


	 


	It was still dark when Julian woke up. He listened to the slow, even sound of breathing next to him, the sound he’d missed for so many long, lonely weeks. Hearing it now was a relief, even though he should have been able to rely on its presence. He winced at the thought. All the time he’d spent with the mysterious man by his side had taught him only one thing— when it came to him, Julian couldn’t rely on anything. 


	Reaching out, Julian carefully checked the handcuffs. They were still in place, tight around the slim wrists they encircled and tied to the solid wrought-iron frame of the bed. He wouldn’t get away. Not this time.


	Julian slipped out of the bed and shuffled noiselessly across the floor. Behind him, Romeo stirred and sighed softly in his sleep. Julian froze, the fingers of one hand resting on the doorknob. He waited. Romeo made a sweet little huffing noise, then he shifted a bit and settled again. Julian waited for two minutes before he opened the door and left. 


	It was quiet in the house but Julian wasn’t surprised when he found a big pot of coffee sitting on the kitchen counter. Romeo had mentioned that Valérie, their hostess, was an early riser. Grateful that she was apparently tending to some business elsewhere, he pulled out a chair and settled with his mug of coffee. It wasn’t as hot and strong as he would have liked it to be, but he thought he recognized the delicious, elegant flavors of Romeo’s favorite Italian roast. He shouldn’t have been surprised, really. 


	Julian drank half of it, then he pulled his phone out of his pocket. He stared at the dark screen, sighed, and laid it on the table in front of him. He gulped down more coffee, but it had turned into a bitter brew. He shoved the image of Romeo lying in bed to the back of his mind. Then he picked up the phone and pressed one on speed dial. The electronic beep sounded foreign and his exhausted brain didn’t appreciate the shrill disturbance. At least he didn’t have to wait long. After the fifth dial tone, there was a crackle in the line, then a crisp voice said, “Baxter.” 


	Julian swallowed. “Good morning, Chief. Or rather good evening.” 


	“Agent Harris. I’m glad to hear from you.”


	Wait until you hear what I have to say. He bit back the thought just in time, but it left him at a loss for words. 


	Baxter cleared her throat. “How are you, Agent?”


	“I…I’m okay. I’m calling to inform you of the current…situation.” Obviously, but he still wasn’t ready to say it all out loud. 


	“Thank you, Agent Harris,” Baxter said into the silence he left. Her voice was unusually soft, and sympathy swung in it. That, or she was simply tired. Julian glanced at his watch. It was just past midnight in New York. He took a deep breath. 


	“Agent Moore was injured in a sniper shooting the night before last.” He heard her sharp intake of air, but she didn’t comment, so he continued. “The wound is severe, but he is stable now.” 


	“Where are you? Do you need—?”


	“No, Chief. Sorry. We found a place where I believe we are safe, at least for now. Listen, uh, Ro—Agent Moore—is quite shaken up by…what happened and frankly, I think he needs a little time out.” 


	This time, she hesitated before replying. “What exactly do you mean by ‘shaken up’, Agent? We’re not talking about physical injury, are we?” 


	“No, we’re not.” 


	“I see. I will send a team to—”


	“No.” He could easily visualize her raising her eyebrows at his lack of respect, but he didn’t care. No way would he let her send a rescue team. Romeo’s state of mind gave him reason to worry, but putting him into the hands of either one of their employers wouldn’t make it any easier on him. Quite the opposite—they would want answers. Answers he wasn’t willing to give. 


	“I’m sorry, Chief, but I really think it’s best to give him some time to recover before…before we take the official route,” Julian explained. 


	“Agent Harris, I don’t think I need to remind you that the two of you not only have the FBI to answer to but the MI6 as well. With the situation as it was before you left, I doubt O’Donnell will agree to simply letting Moore take a holiday.”


	“I know all that, Chief, and I’m sorry, but I wasn’t asking for permission. I am merely informing you of my intentions.” 


	“Agent—”


	“There’s no point trying to talk me out of it, Chief,” Julian interrupted her with quiet determination. Now that he’d taken the first step down that path, it was getting easier to keep walking. “I’m not sure what exactly has happened to him but I’m going to give him the time he needs to get over it. Or at least to fully grasp what he’s doing.” 


	“Julian, you know what O’Donnell said and if—”


	“I’ll be in touch, Chief.” Julian pressed the key to end the call before she could lure him into giving away yet more of his worries. It would have been nice to have someone to talk to, someone to share his concerns about his lover’s state of mind with, but Chief Baxter wasn’t the right person for that. Phone still in one hand, he stared at the dark display, unseeing, as he sipped his cold coffee. 


	He wasn’t sure how much time had passed when the door opened with a soft scratching noise from its hinges and Valérie slipped into the room. She was wearing jeans and an outdoor vest over a thick, checked men’s flannel shirt. She seemed to have kicked off her boots in the hall because her feet stuck in woolen socks that she’d pulled up over her jeans. 


	Her eyebrows twitched a little, but she didn’t look surprised at seeing him there. “Good morning,” she said in her soft, breathy voice with the charming accent. 


	Julian cracked a smile. “Bonjour. You’re up early.” 


	She returned the smile, nodded and shrugged. “Alvays. Because of ze animals.” 


	She went to the counter, picked up the coffee pot, and poured some into a fresh mug before she turned to Julian and held it out to him, her eyebrows raised in question. 


	“Yes, please.” 


	She approached him and topped off his coffee, then put the pot away and returned to sit at the table opposite Julian, one leg drawn up underneath her, fingers curled around her cup. 


	Julian hesitated. Watching her drink, he sipped his own coffee. She was obviously willing to listen and waiting for him to start talking, but he wasn’t sure if he should. And yet he wanted to—needed to. He took a breath, opened his mouth, then bit his lip. She was Romeo’s friend, had been his confidante for years and even been his lover once upon a time. She was definitely not the right person to confide in. 


	Valérie looked up, big, open eyes locking with his above the rim of her mug. “Romeo…’e told you about us, oui?” 


	Julian took a breath. “Yes.” 


	She nodded. “C’est passé. ’istory.”


	“I know, and I don’t have a problem with it,” Julian said honestly. 


	“Good.” Pausing, she stared into her mug, then took another sip. “I love ’im, still. As friend, not lover.” 


	“Okay.” Unsure where she was going, Julian decided to wait for what she was volunteering to say. 


	Seemingly struggling to find the right words, she tucked a loose strand of hair behind her ear, then she looked at him again. “I care about ’im, Julian. I vant ’im to be ’appy.” She bit her lip before she added, “And safe.” 


	“I want that, too,” Julian said carefully. 


	“You keep ’im safe?” Her eyes were full of honest concern and there was a little catch in her voice that reminded Julian of the lump that had crept into his own throat. 


	“I’m trying. I’m willing to do whatever it takes to keep him safe, but right now it seems that…” He swallowed, forcing himself to continue in the hope that she would understand him—both his English and his intentions. “Right now he is a danger to himself, Valérie. He…he doesn’t know which side he’s on anymore, and with the guy who killed his parents out there on the loose…The truth is, I don’t know how far he’s prepared to go but I know one thing. I’m not going to stand back and watch him cross a line to somewhere he can’t come back from.”


	“Je comprends.” Her expression was disheartened, so she had probably indeed understood what he’d said. “I vill ’elp you.”


	Julian stared at her so hard she squirmed a little, but she held his gaze bravely. “He may not like it,” he warned. 


	Sitting up straight, Valérie set her cup on the table. “I know.”


	“Okay.” It would be an advantage to have her on his side. She knew Romeo, had known him for longer than he did, and theirs was a different kind of relationship. Romeo trusted her in a way he would never trust Julian, and perhaps he would listen to her where he didn’t listen to Julian. 


	“First of all, I want to keep him here until he has fully recovered,” he explained. “Or at least enough to be able to move around without risking harm.” 


	She hummed in agreement. 


	“Then I want to find out what really happened back then, with his parents, their gang, and this mysterious fourth member.” He was talking more to himself than to her now, trying to sort through his still somewhat jumbled thoughts and to come up with a plan he would then be able to follow through on. “And then I want to find a way to put that bastard behind bars for what he did. The murderer, not Romeo,” he added quickly when Valérie gave him a startled look. She nodded, visibly relaxing.


	As he watched her, a thought struck Julian. It said a lot about his state of mind that he hadn’t considered using that particular connection before. “Your father,” he started slowly, “was also a thief. He was in that gang with Romeo’s parents, right?” 


	Her face gave nothing away, but the way she shifted on her seat told him that she knew exactly what he was talking about. 


	“Valérie? You know who he is, don’t you?” 


	She put a hand in front of her mouth, fingers clenched and looking aghast. “I…” 


	“Valérie. The guy tried to shoot me the other night. He almost killed Romeo. Do you really think he deserves your protection?” 


	Head hanging low, she breathed, “Non.”


	“Then tell me who we’re dealing with. The sooner I know, the sooner I can go after him and the more I will be able to find out about him before I do.” 


	She bit her lip as she peered up at him, but she remained stubbornly silent. 


	Julian glared at her until she winced, then he asked again, “Who is he, Valérie?”


	“Zat ozer man…ze shooter…’e is my brozer.” 


	 


	 


	* * * *


	 


	 


	“You knew it! You fucking knew it and yet you didn’t say a single fucking word!” Julian did nothing to keep his temper in check as he bounded into their bedroom and yes, he took a little satisfaction in seeing Romeo flinch in surprise. “How could you keep this from me, Romeo? Why didn’t you tell me that the guy who is after you is Valérie’s fucking brother?”


	Romeo’s face was pale except for a few red pillow creases on his left cheek. Watching him struggle to clumsily sit up, hindered by the bullet wound in his chest as well as the handcuffs around his wrists, almost made Julian feel sorry for the secretive bastard he called his lover. Almost. 


	Romeo leaned on his pillow and stared back at Julian defiantly. “It doesn’t really matter, does it?” 


	Julian snorted. “It doesn’t matter? Of course it fucking matters and you, my dearest, know that very well or you wouldn’t have kept that particular piece of information from me.” 


	A weak smile tugged at Romeo’s lips but the expression in his eyes remained haunted and laced with pain. “Ah, Jules, you know me too well.” 


	“Apparently I don’t, or you wouldn’t still be able to surprise me so much,” Julian grumbled, then he heaved a sigh. “I’m on your side, Ro, don’t you get that into this stubborn head of yours? I want to help you but you’re not exactly making it easy for me by not letting me in on your secrets.” 


	“Well, if I let you in on them, they wouldn’t be secrets anymore, would they?” 
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