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Dedication
This is for my wonderful husband, every bit as steadfast as Kowalski.



Chapter One
Kratior
Southernmost island in the Greek Cyclades archipelago
Hagios Nikolaus Luxury Resort
She saw shadows that weren’t there. 
So. The shadows were back.
Allegra Kowalski, née Ennis, had spent the past four months fighting shadows, fighting her weakness, fighting gravity, even. All in the quest to regain her sight. A brutal beating had left her with a hematoma right on the vision centers of her brain and she’d had risky surgery to dissipate the hematoma. It had been a long haul back to normality after the six-hour-long surgery, and she wasn’t there yet.
There had been a lot of shadows along the way.
For an instant, as she sat by the infinity pool looking out over the Mediterranean, with a straight view to the Turkish coast if she could see that far, she thought she’d seen a huge shadow which might be her husband, Douglas Kowalski. Or rather Senior Chief, or Senior, as his men still called him, though he’d been out of the Navy and out of the SEALs for years now.
But no, it was an ordinary shadow, the kind that flitted across her sight occasionally. The kind no one else saw.
Maybe she thought she’d seen Douglas’s shadow because she missed him so much. Though he’d fought it tooth and nail, Allegra had insisted that while they were in Greece on a much-needed vacation, he go conduct talks with potential clients in Istanbul, as his partner wanted. Douglas wanted to stay by her side, but already he’d lost lots of work, staying by her side during the long painful months of rehab.
She was better now, much better! And of course he must go visit potential clients for a few days. She was fine, fine.
Well…
Sometimes not so fine. But she’d learn to mask everything because with her newfound sight she didn’t want to watch the worry lines grow on Douglases’ face any more than they already had.
It had been a very rough four months. But it had been worth it, every excruciating second, because she could see. 
Even though she sometimes saw shadows where there were none, like now.
“Everything okay, Allegra?” Now that was a shadow for real. A big one, too. Not tall, but immensely broad and the real reason Douglas was willing to leave her side for a few days. Yannis Latsis, former SEAL teammate. He’d been blown up by an IED, retired on disability and had chosen to help his Greek cousins create and run the Hagios Nikolaus resort on the beautiful island of Kratior. 
Yannis was always around, which was why no one tried to hit on her. The male clientele of the Hagios Nikolaus tended to be on the rich and the idle side, willing to hit on anything female that wasn’t a dog and wasn’t accompanied. But one look from Yannis and they stopped asking her for an autograph or to join them for a drink poolside before dinner.
“I’m fine, Yannis.” She sat up from the chaise longue and smiled at him. Yannis was definitely one of the good guys and he had a boxful of medals to prove it. And, like her, he’d been wounded. She’d lost her sight and he’d lost a leg. You couldn’t see it right now because Yannis was wearing chinos, but his right leg from the knee down was a state-of-the-art miracle of space-age material and robotics. It worked so well that Yannis joked that he should lop off his other leg below the knee and become Bionic Man. 
Yannis took a quick quelling look around the pool and every male there averted his gaze. Yannis was like her husband. The alpha male in any setting. He sat down on one of the luxurious pale pink cane lounge chairs with the silk cushions Allegra didn’t dare use when wet from the pool.
“How you doing?” Yannis’s voice was casual but his eyes were sharp. Well, he was a former Special Forces soldier and a good one, according to Douglas. All of the former military men she’d met at her husband’s company were sharp, her husband top of the list. 
“Fine,” she replied, and gave a dazzling smile. It was Allegra’s patented smile that she gave while touring. She smiled, no matter what. The hotel bed was uncomfortable, the concert hall was drafty and there’d been no time that day for anything but a dry sandwich, but no one would ever know that from her smile and her behavior. Allegra was a performer and a performer, to his or her dying day, was never anything but fine.
Yannis just looked at her for a moment, gaze so penetrating it was as if Douglas had given him orders to pull her thoughts from her head—and she didn’t doubt for a moment that if it were possible, Douglas would have ordered just that thing. Then he gave a nod and smiled.
The bomb that had taken his leg had also taken a chunk of his neck. One side of his neck was puckered with keloid scarring and when he smiled, he pulled all that tough tissue askew.
Allegra didn’t mind. Her own husband was scarred. And unlike Yannis, he hadn’t been good-looking to begin with. The one great gift of her period of blindness was the ability to ignore people’s appearance and delve straight into the heart of a person. Yannis and Douglas were both scarred and it meant nothing. They were brave, honorable men and Allegra didn’t give their scars a passing thought.
Not everyone thought the same. She’d seen some of the rich women at the resort turn away in disgust when Yannis put on shorts to work on the place, his prosthetic leg clearly visible.
They saw that, and not how hard Yannis worked. Just as they saw Douglas with his facial scars, rough, unlovely features and basso profundo voice, and dismissed him as a thug, hired muscle.
Yannis had sunk all his savings from his military career to help his cousins build this glorious resort. They all lost their jobs in the Greek crisis. No one worked harder than Yannis.
Just as no one worked harder at Alpha Security than her Douglas. 
No one knew that, for all his rough looks and huge body, he was enormously delicate with her. 
And, the big plus, he loved music as much as she did and could be considered even more knowledgeable than she was. He loved it all and he had a wider repertory than she did, though he couldn’t sing worth a damn and couldn’t play any musical instrument. But he appreciated and understood her music down to his bones. It was unmistakable.
And well, there was the other big plus. Douglas was a god in bed. Had been a god in bed. Since the operation he’d treated her like a maiden aunt. An elderly maiden aunt.
Yannis looked behind him at the sea, and in the instant his face was turned, another shadow flitted across her field of vision.
Oh God, please no.
The doctors had said the surgery would be risky, but she’d pulled through and regained a goodly portion of her vision. She refused to think that she was relapsing. That the hematoma was forming again. That the nerves had been too damaged for complete recovery. That the prolonged period of blindness had created permanent artifacts.
All things she had been told could happen and she had resolutely refused to listen.
No. She saw just fine. Just fine. The shadows were a trick of the light, that was all.
“So.” Yannis turned back to her with a smile. “You’ve not only been studying Greek, you’ve been studying something else, too. I’ve been hearing some pretty nice sounds coming from your suite. You seem to be making progress.”
“Oh!” Allegra’s eyes rounded and she touched his forearm. “You mustn’t say anything to Douglas, Yannis! Promise me!”
Yannis’s dark eyes danced as he mimed zipping it shut. “Not a word,” he intoned. “I’ll treat it like SCI. More than Top Secret.”
Allegra had been around military men enough by now to know that SCI was Secret Compartmented Information, stuff not even the President was cleared to know. And come to think of it, a former SEAL wouldn’t be a blabbermouth.
“I want it to be a surprise, and I want to make sure I’m not going to make a fool of myself,” she confessed. “I can’t—”
She couldn’t go any further because her throat stopped up. Her voice had remained unchanged after the surgery. She could still sing, and did, often. 
Playing her harp…not so much. Her fingering was clumsy, nothing flowed as it used to. It had been years since she’d had to actually concentrate on individual notes on the harp. To her, the music that floated from Dagda, her insanely expensive Irish harp, had been one long seamless sound, not many plucks of the strings. A seamless beautiful sound that came from her fingertips but partook of something else, something very special.
That something special was gone. She was now a competent player, but the magic had fled from her. She never let on the depth of her grief, but Douglas understood. He understood everything.
“I can’t bear the thought of playing badly,” she confessed. To her knowledge Yannis had no musical talent at all, but somehow he understood her. In his way he’d been as gifted a performer as she, except his exceptional talent had been infiltrating nasty places and whacking bad guys. His playing days were definitely over.
With her, the jury was still out.
Yannis was sitting in Male Mode, knees apart, big hands dangling from his knees, contemplating the expensive tufa tiling. He exhaled and lifted his head and she saw grief briefly cross his face, then it closed up again. “I understand completely. And I can’t tell how well you’re playing because my tin ears have two left feet. It sounded great to me. But Cousin Gavras, who knows what he’s talking about and plays a mean kithara, says you have an extraordinary sense for the instrument. I’m quoting him.” He shrugged. “What the hell would I know? I’m just a Navy diver with a bum leg. Most of my countrymen’s instruments sound like a cat yowling to me.”
Allegra laughed and at his pleased grin she realized that’s what he wanted. To make her laugh.
How kind of him, she thought. Then another shadow filled her vision and this time it wasn’t an artifact, this time it was real.
Douglas! Coming around the corner, scowling, a day early.
Allegra’s heart gave a huge thump. There were no thoughts in her head at all, simply an upwelling of immense joy at seeing him again. She leapt up and ran toward him and encountered something else very real. A small planter she didn’t see because she couldn’t see anything but Douglas. 
She tripped, and everything happened in slow motion. The unmistakable feeling of losing control of her body. Her feet slipping out from under her, falling at an angle where she would slam her head against the travertine edges of the pool then fall in, in slow motion, but unstoppable.
Someone screamed.
Allegra was in slow motion but Douglas was in fast forward. For such a huge man he could move like lightning. There was a blur and then she was caught in his arms, heart pounding, mind still dealing with the consequences of the fall, though there hadn’t been one. Douglas had caught her.
His heart was pounding too.
Allegra let out a huge breath against his chest and tightened her arms around him. “Quite an entrance, Senior Chief,” she said breathlessly. “Are you sure you aren’t in show business?”
She pulled back to look at him, but he wasn’t smiling. He was pale under his tan, harsh brackets around his mouth. 
“Shit,” he breathed. He looked her up and down. Not the look of a lover, but the look of a teammate checking for wounds. “Are you okay?”
“I’m fine.” Allegra ducked her head. Once again she’d been clumsy. She used to be so graceful before the operation, before the blindness. She could remember her body working in harmony with itself and the outside world. Now it felt as if her body was composed of Frankensteinian chunks of flesh badly stitched together. The clumsiness was a small price to pay for the recovery of sight, but still. “I’m so sorry, Douglas.”



Chapter Two
Kowalski waited for a second for his heart to stop thundering before answering his wife. 
He was a Navy SEAL. He’d been in more firefights than his wife had had hot meals. Together with his team, he’d infiltrated into North Korea, connected with a mole, got a flash drive containing info on that crazy fuck Kim Jong Un’s plans for a rail gun, and exfiltrated without anyone knowing they’d been there. 
He was cool under fire. His heartbeat had been tested at 60 beats per minute under live fire. Every single SEAL was deemed ‘stress hardy’—able to immediately pump out neuropeptide Y in their brains at the first signs of stress. NPY acted like a fire hose extinguishing fear and keeping the neocortex thinking under stress when other people simply clocked out.
So where twenty years of having everything but a nuclear bomb thrown at him couldn’t shake him, watching Allegra nearly kill herself did the trick.
He was an expert on combat falls and his mind supplied a complete, 3-D, hi-def, Technicolor image of what was going to happen, a perfect storm of wrong place, wrong time. She was going to crack her head on the very edge of the swimming pool’s stone edge, then fall bonelessly into the water. For someone who had survived very tricky, highly experimental brain surgery, the crack on the head would either kill her or put her in a coma.
He’d never moved so fast in his life.
And while he clung to her, to his miracle wife, slender and perfect in his arms, his brain kept shooting him images of Allegra in her coffin, beautiful and perfect and silent.
And, of course, he’d have to crawl right into her coffin after her, because he couldn’t begin to imagine life without her.
She’d been running to him because she was so happy to see him and she was apologizing?
Allegra was still mumbling sorry into his shirt and it broke his heart. Every time she tripped, every time it took a moment for her eyes to accommodate and see something, she apologized. He couldn’t seem to break her of the habit. The person who should apologize was the fucker who’d given her the hematoma and blinded her in the first place. Her former agent, now deceased via a shank to the heart in prison. 
Couldn’t have happened to a nicer guy.
Kowalski curled himself over his wife as if he could protect her not only from the fall but from any danger coming from any quarter, including the sky.
“Man.” Yannis came up and met his eyes over Allegra’s short red hair. They’d had to cut her beautiful waist-length hair for surgery and it had grown into short curls over her gorgeous head, like duck’s down. “I’ve never seen anyone move that fast. It was close.”
Yannis understood body language and knew how close Allegra had come to knocking herself out. Kowalski closed his eyes for a second and clenched his jaws.
Allegra pulled away and smiled up at him. Man, her smile. She had a gorgeous smile at the best of times, but she reserved the real knockout just for him. Kowalski let her go and rubbed his chest, where it hurt when she gave him that special smile.
“You’re early,” she said. She reached out a hand and touched him. “I wasn’t expecting you until tomorrow.”
“Yeah, everything went really smooth. So I decided to come back early.” She didn’t have to know that he’d moved heaven and earth to cram four days’ worth of appointments into three. He couldn’t complain about having to leave her here. He knew beyond a shadow of a doubt that Yannis would protect her with his life—though really on this luxury resort about the only thing that represented a threat was the rich food. And he owed it to his partner, John Huntington, aka the Midnight Man, to do some work while he was here. The past four months of Allegra’s rehab he had practically been AWOL from their company, without Midnight saying a word about it.
“So you can stay with me until we leave?” Allegra asked. She tried to keep the eagerness out of her voice.
He smiled down at her, knowing his smile wasn’t anything compared to hers. “Sure. I might have to do some stuff at the computer, but I don’t think I’ll have to take another trip.” If the two bank presidents he spoke to had further questions, he’d just Skype. “So,” Kowalski said to Yannis, “how have things been around here? Anything happen?”
Allegra frowned, shot a glance to Yannis and shook her head slightly. What the fuck was this?
But Yannis merely smiled and shook his head. “Nope. Nothing exciting. As a matter of fact, for the next couple of days things are going to get really really quiet. We’ve got some bigwigs coming tomorrow and they’ve bought out almost all the rooms. Just a couple of guys and their entourage. Financial big shots, probably scheming to take over the world.” He shrugged. “As long as they’re paying premium prices I don’t care. Less work for us. As a matter of fact, they asked to be alone in the restaurant so for the next three days you and Allegra will be served room service on the terrace of your suite, how’s that?”
The last thing Kowalski wanted was to share any space at all with the money men. He dealt with money men on a daily basis in his work. The ones that weren’t creeps were fuckheads and they were all spoiled rotten. Staying on a gorgeous hotel suite terrace overlooking the most fabulous view in the history of views, dining alone with Allegra? Oh yeah.
“Sounds great,” he said. “Will the pool be off-limits too? Because we can always go down to the beach.” 
Yannis frowned and hesitated. Which was unlike him. Kowalski got the impression Yannis wasn’t ecstatic about this little financial summit. Which he understood completely. Kowalski hoped fervently that Yannis was milking the money men dry.
“I don’t know about that, they didn’t specify anything about the pool area. I’ll get back to you on that.” 
Allegra did a happy little jig in bare feet. “The beach! Let’s go to the beach, Douglas! Right now!”
Kowalski knew Allegra loved the beach of the resort. Strange for an Irishwoman who had countless generations of living next to freezing Irish Sea water and gray waterlogged dunes in her DNA.
“Well, you’ve got your answer, Kowalski,” Yannis said. “Take your lady down to the beach and enjoy yourselves. I’ll have complimentary drinks in your room at nautical twilight.” He gave Kowalski an ironic salute, Allegra a wink and then walked off.
Kowalski watched him go. Yannis had perfect gait. Good for him. Kowalski knew how many excruciating hours of physical rehab that perfect gait had taken. He’d sweated every single second of Allegra’s rehab and had to hand it to anyone who went through it and came out sane the other end. Him? He’d been lucky. He’d only taken a couple of bullets—one of them had been for Allegra—that went in one side and out the other and hadn’t messed up too much stuff along the way. Plus the fucker who’d messed his face up with the knife. But nothing requiring rehab. It would have driven him crazy.
Allegra tugged on his arm and he turned to her with a smile. “Yeah honey?”
“After the beach, I have a surprise for you.” She had a secretive smile. 
Kowalski barely refrained from patting his pocket. In it was a case with a diamond-cut emerald on a gold chain. “Well that’s handy. Because I have a surprise for you, too. You want to show me yours?”
“Now?” Allegra looked around. Kowalski looked down into her beautiful heart-shaped face and was struck, for the millionth time, by how incredibly lucky he was. She shook her head. Her smile was blinding. “After the swim. It’ll take a while.”
Kowalski froze. Oh God, no. She wasn’t talking about sex was she? He couldn’t possibly do that. No. No way.
* * * *
Allegra saw her husband freeze like a deer in the headlights and managed not to sigh. She also managed to pretend she had no idea what he was thinking and that everything was absolutely normal. 
The fact that he froze was proof enough that Douglas was deeply troubled. Nothing on this earth made him freeze. 
She’d heard countless stories from the men in his company, who’d served with him in the battlefield. The stories were different and yet somehow always the same. They were in Afghanistan/Iran/Iraq/Colombia/Indonesia. It was always either The Fucking Sandbox or The Fucking Jungle. And they were always in a desperate situation until the Senior rode to the rescue and everything got solved, usually with some blood being spilled, usually not theirs. Everyone who knew him as other than a rough-looking but canny businessman, everyone who knew him from before, in his military incarnation, worshipped the ground he walked on.
Everyone always, always mentioned how tough he was. How cool under fire.
And yet here he was, frozen at the thought of sex with her.
God.
After the operation, he treated her as if she were made of spun glass, feather-light, capable of shattering at the sound of a too-loud voice. Yes, the surgery had been risky, she’d known that going in. Yes, it had taken a lot out of her. It took her a full month to be able to stand upright. But she’d been a good girl, done all her exercises without complaint. Well…maybe a little bit of whining, but Douglas took it in his stride like a champ.
She wouldn’t shatter if they made love. Yet she had no way of showing him that unless they actually did make love. You couldn’t prove a negative.
But she was a trouper. Instead of rolling her eyes at him she just smiled, put her arm in his and guided them to the elevator that would take them to Hagios Nikolaus’s amazing beach.
The elevator was posh—polished bronze and teak. The beach was posh—with wooden walkways flanked by potted palm trees, white canvas and wood cabanas along the back. 
Douglas disappeared into a cabana and emerged a minute later in swim trunks. There weren’t many people on the elegant and comfortable teak lounge beds with white linen canopies, but when Douglas walked down to the beach Allegra could see women’s heads popping up like prairie dogs in the Midwest, as if a silent whistle had been blown.
Allegra didn’t blame them, not one bit. None of the women were looking at Douglas’s face, they were too busy ogling his body. He was amazing. Huge, with shoulders out to here, completely ripped, all long lean but big muscle. There wasn’t a Greek statue back in the National Gallery of Athens that could hold a candle to him.
And the way he moved—with athletic grace, each muscle moving exactly as it was designed to do. Just his stride, fully clothed, was enough to make heads turn—as long as no one looked at his face. Nearly naked he could bring traffic to a standstill.
Sorry, ladies. That’s my man, she thought smugly. You can look but not touch.
Allegra put down her beach bag, laid out beach towels on two lounge beds and walked hand in hand with Douglas into the water. 
The beach faced southwest and the late afternoon sun turned everything on the beach golden and the water an incredible shade of turquoise. The bottom was sandy and touchable for several hundred yards. The water was warmer than the air and Allegra felt its effects immediately, enveloped by gentle heat. Every single therapist had stressed the benefits of swimming and Douglas had spent a lot of time in the past four months with her in pools, giving her lessons.
Not many people got taught to swim by a Navy SEAL.
“Ahhh.” Allegra fell back slowly, lifting her legs, and closed her eyes, trusting in the water, trusting in Douglas, who wouldn’t leave her side. She wasn’t any great shakes as a swimmer but she had floating down pat.
“Feels good, doesn’t it?” Douglas’s rumble of a voice carried under water. She sighed and nodded her head, reaching out with her hand. He took it and everything bad in the world disappeared. 
The blindness, the surgery, her physical weakness…all gone. She rocked gently in a golden world under a golden sun and music played in her head.
All the music that had fled her life returned now, Dagda was back in her head, the music coming in great arpeggios, the music that had always been the center of her life until Douglas. He’d entered her life and then the music fled but she had always clung to the hope that she could someday, somehow have both.
Douglas mourned the loss of her music as much as she did. These past three days had opened her heart to the most dangerous emotion there was—hope. Hope that the music would come back.
Allegra opened her eyes unexpectedly and caught Douglas unawares. Caught the tenderness of his look and the worry between his brows. 
Their eyes met. “Hey there,” she whispered.
He instantly smoothed his face out, to the extent that his scars let him. “Hey there yourself.”
She let her legs drift slowly to the white sand beneath the rocking turquoise water and walked up to him. “I saw all the ladies ogling you on the beach.”
He snorted. “Yeah, right.”
It was a running joke that, for her, had a vein of seriousness running through it. “I did. Including the lady with enough diamonds to sink the Titanic. She sat up and pulled down her sunglasses for a better look. Her necklace nearly blinded me.” The lady in question was dark-haired and very voluptuous. And drowning in bling. Her jewelry covered more of her than her bikinis did.
“She must have had something in her eye.”
“Oh, of course she did. You.” 
By this time she was plastered against him, arms around his neck, and oh yes. There he was, fully erect. As he was most nights in bed with her. All dressed up with nowhere to go.
He was shaking his head, hard mouth slightly uptilted, eyes half closed against the huge golden sun. 
For just a second Allegra was overwhelmed that this man who looked like Neptune without the pitchfork, so huge and strong and capable in every way, was hers. And he was. Every single line of that big body told her that he was completely hers and would remain so to her dying day. When they’d taken their vows, she knew he meant every single word of the ageless ceremonial phrases. 
For richer, for poorer, in sickness and in health, till death do us part.
So easy to say, so hard to do. 
Lucky, lucky her.
She’d grown up in the fickle world of music where every single straight male, from the stage hands to the lead singer, thought they were God’s gift to women. Feckless boys, all of them, most of them thin and narrow-shouldered, so hopeless in the real, physical world that unless it involved music, they were like helpless babes. And every single one thought he was a sex god. Except now that she was actually married to a real sex god, she was able to laugh at the memory of the ones who had caught her eye.
“Come here, sailor.” Allegra tightened her hands around his neck, savoring the feel of the steely muscles there. 
“Giving orders, are we now?” Douglas responded in a pure Irish accent. You’d think he’d been born in county Connemara.
“Sure and I have a perfect right to, don’t I? Seein’ as how you had me waitin’ for so long, eh?” she answered in kind.
Douglas laughed and she laughed with him. She loved it when he laughed. It was always as if laughter took him by surprise, as if laughter were this new, unfamiliar territory he had just ventured into.
“Kiss me,” she whispered and he bent to her and, oh man. That familiar magic. His arms tightened around her back, bringing her close to him, to that acre of strong, hairy male chest, a wall of muscle. When she felt him against her she simply lit up.
How she remembered what it was like being in Douglas’s arms when she’d been blind. How she’d had no choice but to concentrate on what was beneath her fingertips, against her lips, inside her body. It had been one of the only advantages to being blind—this ability to concentrate entirely on what her body was telling her.
Like now, when her body was signaling such pleasure. When Douglas held her, the world simply went away. He cupped her head and curled a big arm around her back and she found herself almost melting against him, feeling all that power and heat somehow sinking into her too, so that she felt as powerful as he was.
The power flowed between them, back and forth. Often Allegra would simply give herself up to him, follow his lead, go where he wanted to. But just as often, Douglas would read her, read her body and reactions and know what she wanted before she knew it herself. Then he would give it to her.
She closed her eyes as she kissed him, the insides of her lids golden with the light and with the honeyed pleasure. Against her stomach his penis was huge and hard. She knew it would be almost peeping out from the waistband of his swimming trunks. Her hand trailed from his back around across his washboard stomach, fitting her hand beneath the trunks and holding him.
How she loved touching him there. It felt like touching a nuclear reactor, a source of almost supernatural power. Every time she touched him, his penis would swell, move with her hand, as if they were conducting a dance. She made a fist around him and pumped down to the broad base and back up.
Douglas hissed as if he were in pain, but it wasn’t pain. She knew that.
There was something different now, some urgency that pleased her down to her toes. Douglas wasn’t showing that iron-clad will he usually did. 
This far and no further because, well, she was recovering wasn’t she? That had been their sex life these past four months.
No, this time the kiss wasn’t timed, wasn’t calculated in its steps. This time the kiss was open, in every way. She lifted herself up more, helped by the buoyancy of the water, so she could be completely face to face with him, something that could never happen outside bed. He helped her, boosting her with an arm across her bottom. She slanted to get a better taste of him and a sudden cold wind, from way out to sea, lashed her wet back. 
She couldn’t control the shiver and Douglas lifted his head immediately. “Let’s get you back to the room. It’s getting chilly.”
Oh no! Allegra didn’t want to open her eyes and see that face. Frowning, puckered with worry over her. All sensuality gone, as if she’d turned into that maiden aunt again.
When she finally did open her eyes again, though, she didn’t see the ‘poor Allegra’ face, not at all. She saw heat and sex as he looked at her, and she realized he was seeing her, the woman, not the invalid. His woman. A woman he desired, only right now he wanted her to be more comfortable than this.
But the sex hadn’t gone, it had merely been set aside.
And she was chilly. He was right. They should be heading up to their room. Where, if she read his expression correctly, things might actually happen tonight.
So she smiled at him and took his hand and headed to shore. Thinking that maybe, just maybe, she might get lucky tonight.



Chapter Three 
Kowalski held his wife’s hand as they waded through the transparent water up to the beach.
He thought sad bad thoughts to bring his boner down. He thought of all the brave young SEALs who’d lost their lives during the fifteen years he’d been Senior. He thought of the Indonesian village they’d infiltrated in ’08 only to find the intel had been off a day. The entire village had been executed the day before by Jema’ah Islamiyah fucks. He visualized that silent walk through the village, seeing men, women and children in the big hole that had been dig in the ground, each one with a gunshot wound at the back of the neck. Some of the children had been so small the gunshot severed the head. 
It worked. By the time he and Allegra hit shore, his dick was right where in belonged in public—hanging between his legs. As they trod the board walkway he noticed a big-breasted woman rise up on her elbow and study him. Allegra was right—she carried enough bling to sink a ship. He didn’t get the feeling that it was her hormones out of control, though. It felt more like a cold assessment of a side of beef.
Well, fuck her.
He didn’t care about her, he didn’t care about any woman except Allegra. 
“Here, honey,” he said, putting a dry towel around his wife’s shoulders. His hands lingered, as if his hands were magnets and she was the North Pole. It was almost impossible to lift them. He stared down at the nape of her neck, at the tender soft skin there. She loved it when he kissed her neck and he knew exactly which parts needed kissing and which parts needed biting. Nothing rough, just a little nip, guaranteed to make her break out in goosebumps.
She shivered again. But where before seeing her shiver or be uncomfortable in any way, or—God!—in pain was enough to switch his dick off completely, now he recognized a truth that had been staring him in the face for the past month.
Allegra was better. Much better. She wasn’t 100%, she’d had major brain surgery, but she was fine. As she’d told him over and over again these past weeks, but he simply wouldn’t listen to her. He’d been worried sick about her and that had wiped out the thinking part of his brain. Not that that part had ever been too big to begin with, he thought wryly.
They stopped at the elevator and turned around to look at the spectacular view, pristine white sandy beach, intense turquoise water, the two arms of land embracing the beach intensely green and perfumed. Allegra shaded her eyes, then accepted her sunglasses from him with a quick smile.
“It’s so beautiful here,” she sighed.
“Yeah.” He pressed the elevator button. “Yannis tell you that everyone on this island is convinced it’s Atlantis?”
She took in the long, crescent-shaped beach, supposedly half of the caldera of the volcano that destroyed the legendary island. It was exactly as if someone had taken a compass and traced half a perfect circle. Behind the beach, the land rose dramatically with the blinding white buildings of the village of Hagios Nikolaus spilling down over the hillside from the summit. Every inch of the land was covered with greenery and the terraced hills were famous for providing perfect grapes and perfect vegetables.
“Yes, he did. It’s not hard to believe when you see this beach. And he says that underwater explorers keep finding artifacts from the Minoan culture and a mysterious pre-Minoan culture.” She smiled. “Must be nice to think of your home as once being Atlantis.”
The elevator came with a muted, melodic ping. Trust Yannis to find an elevator bell that sounded as if it were made exclusively for the ears of rich people.
Up on the bluff the air had turned slightly chilly. Kowalski hurried Allegra along with a hand to her back. He’d just realized that she wasn’t sick any more, but he definitely didn’t want her to catch the flu.
Because maybe, just maybe, tonight…his dick stirred and he put the kibosh on his thoughts. He was still in his swim trunks and walking around with a semi hard-on was not cool.
There was a distant whooping sound and Kowalski frowned, searching the sky. There it was. An Augusta AW119 Ke Koala, one of the most expensive helicopters in the world. Inside, it was appointed like an S-class Mercedes Benz. It could reach a flying speed of 170 mph and had a range of 620 miles, so if it had refueled once it could have come from anywhere in Europe, the Middle East and most of the Far East.
In a few minutes it was hovering, nose down, over Yannis’s hotel’s helipad. The wind ruffled the leaves of the plants in Yannis’s extensive, pretty gardens but before any damage could be done the pilot landed and killed the rotors. Kowalski should have ushered Allegra back to their suite fast, but he was curious to see who the bigwig was. 
The rotors were still slowly spinning when the door opened, retracted back against the frame and steps automatically descended. Three security guys descended lightly, moving like athletes. They were big guys and had on expensive suits tailored to hide the weapons in their shoulder holsters. Kowalski had a professional curiosity as to what weapons they carried but they were hidden under summer-weight virgin wool. They fanned out covering 280°, facing out. Then an elderly gentleman with a tired, drawn, refined face stood for a second in the helo’s doorway.
Good God. Kowalski stared.
Allegra stirred at his side. She touched his arm. “Who is it, Douglas, do you know him?”
He broke his stare and hurried her to their rooms. “Yeah, I know who he is. Lorenz Esterhaze. One of the richest men in the world. Escaped from Soviet-run Hungary when he was a boy. Made a fortune so big no one can count it. He once made a billion dollars in one day. The guy can make or break entire markets.”
Allegra raised her eyebrows. Yannis hadn’t known who the bigwig was, or he’d have told Kowalski, as a courtesy. Whatever pow-wow was going down, it was going to be at the top levels of global finance. The global economy could be repaired or broken in the next couple of days. 
Kowalski didn’t want any part of it.
The world had taken great big bites out of him and Allegra, with sharp teeth. This was precisely what he and Allegra were here to avoid, the pressures of the outside world. 
This was to be their time out of time, the world on hold. For the next three days of the mini summit he was going to avoid as much of the resort as he could. He’d have their meals catered on their huge terrace, such lush plants climbing the walls it was like being in a secret garden with a sea view. Maybe he’d rent a boat and take Allegra out to sea, spend the day on the boat with a picnic lunch, making sure she slathered that beautiful pale Irish skin with a billion SPF sun block. Maybe they’d go up to that gorgeous little white city at the top of the island with its small buildings tumbling down the hillside like grains of sugar.
As long as it was away from here and the men who were going to negotiate the world economy.
He turned his mind to the beauty of the grounds, walking through a rose and ivy-covered archway, turning at the end along a tufa-stoned walkway to the portico of their suite. It had a front porch held up by Doric columns—he knew they were Doric only because Yannis had told him, what the fuck did he know?—great clumps of deep purple and red bougainvillea framing the doorway. 
When the door to their luxurious suite closed behind them, he and Allegra both breathed a sigh of relief. Inside was an oasis of beauty and comfort. The entire back wall opened onto a huge tiled terrace looking out over the Mediterranean. The sound of the heavy door closing at their back left them cocooned in their own space, high over the sea, safe and together.
Allegra smiled and pointed at the coffee table made from olive wood. “Look darling, Yannis was true to his word.”
Yannis was always true to his word. He was a former SEAL, after all. Sure enough, a wine cooler with a bottle of rosè retsina rested next to two crystal glasses and small terracotta bowls of green and black olives.
Allegra kissed his biceps and moved away. “I’m going to shower. Let’s have our wine on the terrace.”
Kowalski froze, but she didn’t notice. The bathroom door closed behind her and a few seconds later he heard the sound of the multiple showerheads in the luxury shower start up. 
Allegra was always doing that to him. Showing signs of great affection, and it still blew his mind. She was totally unselfconscious about it, clearly a woman who had grown up well-loved, with no problems expressing what she felt. 
It was a kick in the head when they were out. Everyone just assumed he was her bodyguard, muscle to keep the beautiful, famous musician safe. Jaws dropped when Allegra made it clear from the start that they were a couple.
When she’d been blind, she’d considered herself a burden to him. Jesus. A burden. He had never managed to get across to her that he loved her, that taking care of her was a privilege. If he hadn’t known how much she hated her blindness, he’d have fought tooth and nail against the surgery. It had been risky, experimental. The doctors had made that clear. Explaining the possible consequences, including death, every hair on his head had stood on end, and he wasn’t an easy man to scare.
He was putty in her hands but he would have put his foot down and said no, no way to the surgery except…the longing in her voice, in her face, when she spoke of regaining her sight unmanned him.
So she’d had the operation, which had gone relatively well. It was taking her longer to recover than she’d hoped and she still had vision problems though she tried to hide it.
The surgery had taken about 20 years off his life, but what the hell.
Allegra was happy, so it was worth it.
He checked his watch and grinned. Allegra probably had another half hour in the shower to go. He had no idea what she did in showers, he only knew it was time-consuming. 
He’d have time for his own shower in the smaller bathroom and time to set them up on the terrace to watch the sunset.



Chapter Four
Douglas was out on their spectacular terrace, leaning on the railing, two glasses of the delicious local rosè restsina on the wrought iron table behind him. Allegra took a second to look at the picture he made, his muscular frame outlined by the huge red sun halfway down the sky.
He really could be Neptune, she thought. He looked like he could command the seas and all the elements. He looked powerful and invincible and indestructible and yet…he wasn’t. She’d seen him age since her operation. She’d seen him tired and worried. Yet he never complained, not once.
She walked silently forward on the pretty silk Turkish slippers she’d purchased up in the town of Hagios Nikolaus but you could never get the drop on her husband. He seemed to be aware of everything, always, 360°, 24/7. He straightened and turned and smiled at her, holding out one arm.
She fit into it neatly. Douglas bent down and sniffed at her, like a dog. “You smell nice.”
“Thanks.” She sniffed back. “So do you.” 
He gave that surprised, snorting laugh of his. They turned and looked out over the bay together.
“It’s so incredibly beautiful,” she sighed.
And it was. The sun was floating just upon the sea’s surface, then slowly dipped below it as they watched. The bay’s arms stretched out, green and welcoming. Behind them the gorgeous white city tumbled over the top of the hill, what had once been the peak of the volcano. 
She breathed in. While blind, her sense of smell had blossomed. She could smell the faint scent of bougainvillea and the stronger scent of jasmine along the sides of the building. Yannis had planted clematis and wisteria along trellises flanking the walkways and huge beds of roses. But above those rose the smells of the countryside. She and Douglas had taken long walks in the countryside of the island. A path leading from the resort up to the town had been cut through the Mediterranean scrub and the scents had nearly made her dizzy—oregano, thyme, mint, rosemary, sage…
All those scents floated in the air now and under them, the deep notes of sea brine. She’d never smelled anyplace like this before.
“I’ve decided that Kratior is definitely Atlantis. I’ve been reading up and this place looks as plausible as any other. They say they had tons of high tech that was lost for almost ten thousand years.” She nudged her husband. “You’re a navy diver. Why don’t you go diving and find some high tech?”
“Right.” His deep voice rumbled. “Dive down a hundred feet and find a rusted iPhone. That’d make everyone sit up and take notice.”
“But more than the high tech, it seems they were more civilized than us. Atlantis was a real democracy and everyone lived in peace and harmony.”
Douglas snorted. “Were they human?”
Allegra was taken aback. “Well…yeah. Not aliens, anyway. Not that I know of.”
“Then there was no peace or harmony there. Just good policing. We don’t do peace and harmony as a species. Not in our DNA.”
Spoken like a true warrior. He slanted a glance at her and she saw he was about to apologize for his bluntness. Before he could, she smiled and said, “You’re right. But it’s a great legend.”
There was some kind of feast-day celebration in the city up above them. Laughter and music floated down, as if from heaven. It might not be Atlantis, but it was truly a magical place.
Douglas reached behind them for the glasses and off to the side…she saw shadows. Moving.
No. No. No.
She was not going to allow this to happen. No shadows, not now, not ever again.
So when Douglas handed her one of the glasses, she downed it immediately. The wine went down with a little kick, with that resiny taste she’d grown used to and liked.
There were going to be no more shadows in her life. She gave him a radiant smile and saw him narrow his eyes.
“What?”
“Nothing, Douglas. Except that I want to give you your present now.”
The suspicious look was gone, now it was all interest. “Okay. So you go first?”
She gave a decisive nod. “Yep. But first you have to sit down.”
“I have to sit to get a present? That sounds intriguing.” They went back into the luxurious living room and he sat down where she pointed, on one of the plush green silk brocade sofas.
“Now close your eyes.”
He closed them, smiling. “This gets better and better. Do I get to drink?”
She poured him another glass and put it in his hand. “There you go, but whatever you do, don’t open your eyes. And don’t spill that drink.”
“Honey, I passed Hell Week. I think I can drink with my eyes closed without making a fool of myself.” To prove his words, he sipped delicately at the rosè wine, sighed with pleasure, and sat back.
Allegra went to the huge closet in the bedroom and brought out the kanun, a trapezoidal Greek stringed instrument she’d found on one of the hotel walls. Yannis had been delighted to let her practice on it. He’d even given her two silver filigreed fingerpicks that looked like exotic fingernails.
The kanun fit on her lap, unlike Dagda. Bless it, Dagda was heavy and cumbersome. The kanun was ideal to play on vacation.
It had two modes, diatonic and a mode that was all minor scales, very Middle Eastern. She didn’t even try that one. She’d given herself the lowest of hurdles—to figure out the strings enough to play a song she’d composed when she’d first met Douglas, ‘New Love’. The song meant a lot to her and she was hoping that that emotional input would help her with the kanun. She’d practiced and practiced, not always with good results.
Well, now it was down to the wire.
She sat across from Douglas who was patiently waiting, eyes closed, every once in a while taking a sip from his retsina. It was one of the many many things she loved about him. His patience. She’d have tried anyone’s patience these past four months, when even walking at first was beyond her. He’d been by her side for most of it, completely patient, as if he had nothing better to do besides helping her relearn things a four year old could master.
Allegra settled cross legged, the kanun in her lap. It was much more intimate than the harp. It felt like playing something that was a part of her.
Please God, don’t let me mess this up. She sent the silent prayer up to the god of formerly-blind harp players. She had no idea why this was so important to her, but it was. She had to do this, she simply had to. She had to do it well and she had to do it for Douglas. To thank him for everything he did for her.
The instrument was tuned. She slipped the fingerpicks on, strummed a moment. 
Douglas wasn’t expecting that. He sat up straighter when he heard the notes sound. 
Okay. It was never going to get easier.
Now.
Allegra closed her eyes and began to play. She played the entire song instrumentally first. She’d written it as a ballad, simple but with a complex counterpoint. The kanun allowed for both—for the top notes of the melody and the deeper underlying contrapuntal music. 
She remembered every moment of composing it. She’d just met Douglas at a presentation of antique jewelry. Her friend Suzanne Huntington, the wife of Douglas’s partner, a man his friends mysteriously called Midnight, had designed the cases. She’d begged Allegra to play at the opening. Allegra hadn’t played since the night her father had been murdered and she’d been beaten so badly she’d lost her sight.
She’d felt out of place, sad and lost, when she’d met Douglas. It was his voice—that delicious basso profundo—that had attracted her at first. Then the jewelry show had been attacked by armed thieves and Douglas and his friend Midnight and another friend, a homicide lieutenant named Bud Morrison, now married to her friend Claire, had saved the day.
Douglas had been beyond brave and then he’d insisted on driving her home. They’d made love all night and it had been the very first happy thing to happen to her since she lost her sight. She hadn’t been able to compose any music since the beating. But after that magical night, the best night of her life, while Douglas had gone for a run in the snow, she’d started composing ‘New Love’. Because something as special as the night she’d spent in his arms needed celebrating.
The music had come literally welling up in her soul, happiness written in notes.
She remembered all that as she played, the incredible joy she’d felt with him, the surprise that such joy could exist in her world of the blind. The miracle was that that original happiness had been real, and had grown every day she spent with Douglas. She must have intuited that from the beginning because ‘New Love’ had that in it. Light at the top, profound at the bottom.
She lost herself, hands now moving of their own accord over the strings. The strings no longer individual things but part of a whole, like a tapestry. She swayed slightly as she played and when the first instrumental rendering of the song was over, without thinking about it, without having rehearsed it, she sang.
Of the hundreds and hundreds of songs she’d sung in concert halls and recording studios, many of her own composing, this was the song closest to her heart. She was scarcely aware of the words. Like the music, it became one whole to her, endless and complete. She was barely aware of herself, knowing herself only as a conduit for the music. It flowed in her, through her, true and crystalline.
When it was over, when the last note shimmered in the air and dissipated, she rested her hands on the edges of the kanun and savored the moment, because this was the moment her life came together again.
It was back.
The music was back. 
And with it, her soul. From that moment on she knew that she was going to make it, that the surgery had done its work, that she was whole again. Weak, but whole. 
She smiled and opened her eyes. Douglas was sitting across from her, silent and immobile. His eyes were glassy.
“Was I that bad?” she asked, her voice shaky.
He shook his head. Words fled him when he was moved. She was moved too because she would never have come to this point without Douglas. She’d still be mired in weakness and despair. They’d come this far together.
“Douglas,” she whispered and held her hand out.
Never once, in the time she’d known him, had she held her hand out to him and he hadn’t taken it. This time, too. He stood, lifted away the kanun with one hand and lifted her up out of the sofa with the other.
She looked up at him, at her incredible husband, grateful for everything. For the music that had come back into her life and for her husband, who would never leave her as long as he was alive.
“Love me, Douglas.” Like the music, the words welled up in her, irresistible.
He didn’t resist. He lifted her in his arms and carried her to the bedroom.



Chapter Five
Kowalski carried his wife because it was the fastest way to get to the bedroom. After four months of abstinence, he didn’t want to wait a second more. 
It wasn’t that he was a saint. Hell no. He’d been a soldier all his life and he’d done things he could never tell Allegra about. And it wasn’t that he didn’t desire his wife. Every single night he’d gone to bed with a hard-on. And she’d encouraged him often enough.
But…God. She’d spent her days since the surgery putting herself back together again. How could he forget the first time she tried to stand up and her knees buckled? Good thing he’d been there to catch her.
Her eyes were bruised with fatigue in the evening. Each day for her had been like climbing a mountain. She’d looked so fragile, like she’d break if he touched her.
He’d desired her but he hadn’t had the heart to make love to her. And much as he knew it pained her when night after night he simply held her in his arms, he also knew it was the right thing. For a long while, Allegra had been hanging by a thread.
But not now. God, not now. These days on Kratior had put the flush of health on her skin. She’d gained a few pounds, too. Pounds she needed. But above all, she’d gained in self-confidence. She moved easily and well.
And just now—God, he thought his heart would burst open when she played as magically as she had before the surgery. Music had been cruelly snatched away from her these past four months but now it was back, and now he had his Allegra back, whole.
And so beautiful he thought his heart would stop every time he looked down at her in his arms. 
The room was perfect for them to start having sex again. He wasn’t susceptible to atmosphere—as long as they were naked and together and alone, they could be anywhere. But Allegra was a woman and women liked this sort of thing. Silk cushions and silver bowls with dried petals in them, and silver mirror frames and curtains so sheer they floated every time a breeze blew in.
Oh yeah. Allegra took a look around the room through half closed eyes and he could see that it pleased her. And then she looked at him and he saw, against all the odds, that he pleased her. It still baffled him, but by now he wasn’t questioning it. He’d been born big and ugly and growing up hadn’t changed anything, except he got uglier with each passing year. The big knife scar along his left jaw was just the icing on the cake, so to speak.
The women he’d gone to bed with looked at him from the neck down and he hadn’t known better so he’d accepted it as simply the way life was. Hadn’t known what it was like to be seen, the way Allegra saw him. And loved, the way Allegra loved him.
She smiled up at him as if he were George Clooney and Brad Pitt rolled together, and reached up to cup his face. Right over the scar, dammit, as if it weren’t there. He huffed out a breath, started to bend down but stopped at her hand on his chest.
There was no way Allegra’s hand could stop him. He outweighed her by 120 pounds. He’d spent his entire life training for combat. Maybe if she shot him, she could stop him, but certainly not with a touch.
But she did. She wanted him to stop so he did. No question.
“Not so fast, sailor.” Her face with alive with humor. “I gave you your present. So where’s mine?”
Oh God. He’d completely forgotten about it. It was in his pants pocket, but no way could he give it to her after her gift to him. She’d given him the most precious thing she had. He knew that she’d spent the past three days teaching herself to play that weird zither-like…thing. Practicing hour after hour because she wanted to give him her music. Probably scared every second because there was no guarantee that she’d pull it off. But it was something she wanted to do for him and she did it.
It was a magnificent gift.
What he had in comparison was nothing.
“Ah…” Words weren’t coming to his head. Probably because most of the blood in his head had pooled between his legs.
Allegra pulled away completely, sitting up, indignant. “Douglas Kowalski.” He knew he was in trouble when she used his full name. “A deal’s a deal. You got your present and now I want mine.”
Fuck. Allegra was like a dog with a bone when she got this way. No sex unless he gave her the present. And though he’d shown amazing self-restraint these past four months, right now he wanted to make love to his wife more than anything else in the world. He could barely control himself.
“Douglas…” Allegra’s beautiful green eyes were narrowed at him.
There was no way around this. He stood with a sigh and rummaged in his suit pants pocket for the box. He held it out to her. “It’s not anything like the gift you gave me,” he warned.
But Allegra wasn’t listening. She was untying the silk ribbon carefully, putting it to one side, then picking at the scotch tape holding together the wrapping paper. That was carefully set aside, too. Then there was the box. She held it in her hand for a moment, studying it. The shop had done him proud there. The box was tooled leather with a brass clasp. She undid the clasp, lifted the lid and gasped.
“Douglas!” Her eyes shone. She lifted the necklace with one hand and cradled the pendant with the other. It was pretty. It had caught his eye in the hotel jewelry store upon arrival and he’d bought it at the last minute. It reminded him of Allegra. A diamond-cut emerald slightly darker than the color of her eyes, held with gold clasps, on an intricate gold chain. “It’s beautiful!”
It wasn’t as beautiful as she was, but that was too corny to say. And it wasn’t anything like what she’d given him, but she wouldn’t accept that.
Still, her enthusiasm was genuine and he was happy she was happy.
“Oh, man!” Allegra hung it around her neck and went to one of the silver-framed mirrors to admire herself. She twisted left and right to see the necklace from all angles and sighed with pleasure. She turned to him, her dressing gown fluttering a little around her pretty feet. “How does it look?”
Suddenly, Kowalski was seized by desire so ferocious it nearly choked him. She was so outrageously desirable right now—pale skin pink from pleasure and sunshine, green eyes gleaming. The dressing gown had come a little undone when she twirled to him; he could see the swell of a pale breast and a hint of pink nipple.
“It looks beautiful on you,” he said, his voice low and hoarse. It was a miracle he could talk at all. Her eyes rounded at the sound of his voice. She knew that tone. “But it would look even better on you if you were naked.”
They’d made love countless times but he could still make her blush. From pale pink she flushed bright red, right down to her breasts. His meaning was very clear.
“So that’s the way of it, eh, Kowalski?” she murmured in the Irish accent of her youth. 
He nodded. His throat was too tight to speak.
She walked up to him, ran a long slender finger down the center of his chest. “That bein’ the case, darlin’, maybe ye should do some of the work fer me.”
Oh yeah. He couldn’t talk, maybe, but he could sure move. He reached out, undid the belt of her silk dressing gown, let the belt fall to the floor. Oh man. The dressing gown opened up, covering her sides but showing a straight column of pale flesh flanked by the turquoise panels of the dressing gown. The gold necklace nestled between her breasts. There was a dark red cloud between her thighs.
It was a glorious sight and he stared, transfixed.
Allegra rolled her eyes. “Douglas…” she murmured.
There was more. There was going to be more than this, and this was already great stuff. Kowalski hummed a little in his throat as he reached out to slip the dressing gown off her shoulders. The heavy silk pooled at her feet and she looked like one of those Renaissance paintings of Venus on the half shell.
The sight was enough to raise a man from the dead, and he wasn’t dead.
All thoughts of poor Allegra, fragile Allegra, fled from his head. This wasn’t a fragile woman, this was his woman. Strong, not weak. She’d been through a lot, true, but here she was and she wasn’t going to break.
It took a lot of effort but Kowalski did not toss his wife onto the bed then jump her like a crazed wolverine in rut. Not not not. He placed her there, gently, though his hands shook. He stood by the bed, looking at her, naked on the emerald green comforter, the colors so vivid—her flushed skin, dark red hair, emerald pendant, red lips, green eyes.
He closed his own eyes for a second, just a second, breathing in the moment, trying to clamp down on the now-ferocious desire he felt. In a moment his clothes were gone—luckily he mostly went commando—and he moved onto her, feeling for the first time in four months his wife’s beautiful body beneath him.
He gave a grunt of satisfaction. Yes, this was where he belonged.
Lifting himself on his forearms, he smiled down at her. “This is already great and we haven’t even begun.”
She lifted her hips against him and smiled when she felt his response. He hadn’t thought he could get any harder but yup. He could. 
“It’ll feel even better once we’ve started,” she pointed out.
Kowalski lowered his head and kissed the side of her neck, right where he knew she liked it. She sighed, tilting her head to give him better access. “I don’t need a lot of foreplay, Douglas,” she whispered, her breath hot against his ear. It raised goosebumps. Instead of answering, he ran his hand down over her side, thumb brushing her nipples. They turned instantly hard. Down over her tiny waist, across her flat belly, lifting slightly so he could touch her there, between her thighs.
She was ready, tissues wet and swollen, as if they’d already made love once. He touched her carefully—his hands were callused— running a finger around her opening, feeling her soft and slick. He penetrated and Allegra clenched around his finger, sighing into his ear, clenching again. Her stomach muscles pulled every time her vagina clenched.
“Now, Douglas,” she whispered.
Yeah, now. He couldn’t wait a second longer. He positioned himself at her entrance and pressed forward slowly. Control was ebbing away from him with every passing second. Soon he wouldn’t be able to control his movements. At least he could try to go slow at the very beginning.
Ahhh…it was like entering wet silk. Her tissues closed around him tightly, as did her arms and her legs. He was surrounded by soft warm welcoming woman. His woman. He slid into her as far as he could go and was about ready to pull back to enter her again when she tightened around him fiercely. Around his dick, arms around his chest, legs lifted, ankles crossed over his lower back. She hugged him so tightly it was as if her entire body was saying stop.
He stopped.
Kissed her cheek, kissed her ear. Felt her tremble, inside and out. Moved into her just a little more deeply and wham! She started coming. Moving against him, impaling herself on him, moving as if she were in a storm and he was her only anchor. She was panting, writhing, moaning. Arms and legs tightly wound around him, clenching around him over and over again.
It was absolutely impossible to resist. A red hot streak raced down his spine and he erupted inside her just as her orgasm was coming to an end. She gave a startled moan and starting coming again just as the top of his head came off. Her juices and his made it easy to move inside her and he began thrusting heavily, the big ornate wrought iron bedstead beating a fast tattoo against the stucco wall.
Oh man, oh man, this was so intense it couldn’t last and it didn’t. Just as he started seeing stars behind his eyes he came again. This time it wasn’t like being blown up but it was still intense, the pleasure so keen it was almost pain.
At the end he simply collapsed onto Allegra, glueing her to him with his sweat. She never cared, but he did. He usually lifted himself up off her at this point, turned with her in his arms and tucked her against his side while he dried off with a sheet.
And he was going to do just that, as soon as some blood rotated back to his head and he regained use of his limbs.
Right now, all he was good for was being sprawled all over Allegra, face planted in the pillow next to her head, fighting for breath. It took him a long time to come back into himself. Parts of him felt numb. He wiggled fingers and toes so the nervous system was okay. A few more breaths and he was able to take stock.
If his arms could hold him, he’d lift himself up off her, let her breathe. Pull out of her, though that was a painful thought. But as he planted his hands on the bed he heard something funny. A weird kind of noise.
He turned his head to look at her, at his beautiful wife, and grinned. Her head was turned away, in profile. Eyes closed, thick lashes on her cheeks, beautiful rosy mouth open. And issuing from that beautiful mouth—snores. Pretty ladylike snores, it was true, but she was definitely snoring.
Well, that was that. He’d have gone on all night, but she couldn’t. Who the fuck cared? There’d be other times. The rest of their lives, in fact.
He eased his way out of her carefully. His dick complained because inside Allegra it was warm and soft and his dick did not like being out in the cold. 
His dick could take a hike.
He rolled to his side, one arm under Allegra, the other behind his head. The room was beautiful in the shadows. He felt energized, like someone had put a rocket up his ass. Allegra was back. The future looked really bright. He was going to stay awake a while and reflect on his good fortune.
In five minutes he plunged into a sleep so profound it could have been a coma.
Six hours later he awoke to something he thought he’d left in his past.
Gunfire.



Chapter Six
It sounded like silk ripping, only loud. Allegra scrunched her eyes, a little annoyed that someone had woken her up. She’d been dreaming of her and Douglas on a tropical isle…
She bolted up in bed, heart pounding. That wasn’t silk ripping. That was…gunfire? Someone was firing guns? Here on Kratior?
“Douglas?” she whispered.
There was enough of a moon outside to see the shadow of Douglas moving. He was dressing fast, moving to the bedside. He took her hand.
“Honey,” he said, “something’s going down. I have to go see if Yannis is okay. I want you to stay here. Don’t leave the room and don’t open the door to anyone but me or Yannis. Is that clear?”
Allegra opened her mouth to tell Douglas not to go. To stay here, with her. If they locked themselves inside they’d stay safe. But she didn’t. Douglas wasn’t capable of hiding and cowering. If his friend needed him, he had to go. 
So she simply nodded her head. “Be careful,” was all she said through a tight throat.
But he was gone, slipping out the door so quietly she didn’t hear him.
More gunfire, separate shots this time. 
She sat up against the headboard in the darkness, hugging her knees. Realizing how very lucky she was she’d met Douglas after he’d retired from active duty as a SEAL. Sending him out on mission after mission…that would have broken her heart. Literally. She could feel her heart beating heavily in her chest, as if it wanted to break its way free.
After a quarter of an hour the tension was so great she couldn’t sit still. She threw back the covers and went out onto the terrace. Nothing was happening out to sea. There were no lights, no boats. She kept to the shadows as she crept to the edges of the terrace, trying to see what was happening on the grounds. The terrace had been designed for privacy, bougainvillea-filled trellises at the sides. But she could carefully brush the prickly branches to one side to try to see what was happening on the grounds.
Nothing. Nothing was happening on the grounds. Darkness and silence.
Except…a shadow! Moving silently from behind a tall thick pine tree to a thick oleander bush.
And Allegra realized that all those shadows she’d been seeing weren’t artifacts. Weren’t signs of her blindness coming back. They had been real.
She watched the shadow crouch, then make its way forward.
The shadow started running…
Douglas and Yannis wouldn’t know about that shadow. Somehow she had to get word to them.
And then a huge explosion broke the silence and a light as bright as the sun lit up the night.
Fuck! Fuck! Fuck!
He was fucking unarmed! 
Douglas followed the sound of gunfire. He’d done that a million times before but he’d never done it unarmed. No, when he went into battle, he was ready for combat. Armed to the teeth and with body armor and night vision. Now he was blind and defenseless.
The noise had come in the general direction of the restaurant. He used as much cover as he could but there were long stretches of grass and low bushes. He hunkered down next to a trellis and pulled out his cell. Where R U? He texted Yannis. No use asking what was going on. Someone was shooting, that was all he had to know. The only questions now were—where and how many bad guys?
Behind water cistern, Yannis replied and Douglas took off at a run. Being careful but choosing speed over concealment. He reached the water cistern and hunkered down beside Yannis. “Sitrep. Tangos?”
He could see the anger on Yannis’s face by the faint light coming from the building. “No, I think we have some good old-fashioned kidnappers here. They’re in the dining hall. They’ve got Esterhaze duct-taped to a chair, four armed men, plus one fuck who’s the negotiator. They took down his bodyguards.”
Douglas remembered those lithe big men moving down the helicopter steps before Esterhaze exited. Three men, cut down for doing their job.
He cut his eyes to Yannis and spoke in a low almost toneless voice. Whispers carried. “How much stuff did you keep?”
“You know that’s illegal.”
When leaving the military, Special Forces operators were supposed to hand in all their materiel. Few did.
“Get real,” Kowalski snorted. He’d kept an arsenal, back in a gun locker at home. 
Yannis blew out a breath. “Two flashbangs, a Claymore, four MP-5s, 4 Sig Sauers and two M870s.”
“The M870s won’t help, this is close-in work. Can you get the flashbangs, the Sigs and the MP-5s?”
Yannis nodded, pressed something in Kowalski’s hand and melted into the night.
Kowalski eased his way quietly to a window of the dining hall, pulled out the retractable snake scope and switched on the monitor, matte treated so the light wouldn’t reflect. He slowly threaded the snake video past the frame and studied what the monitor showed him. 
The old man had been pistol-whipped. A long bloody gash in his head dripped blood. He was awake, though, his fine features angry and defiant. He was old, but Kowalski knew he’d made a daring escape from Hungary on his own at the age of twelve, arriving penniless and homeless in the West, and had amassed one of the largest fortunes in the world. You don’t do that by being meek and mild.
He was old but not frail.
Right in front of him, lying at his feet, the three bodyguards lay bonelessly, each shot through the head. 
Four gunmen standing facing out surrounded Esterhaze. A fourth was talking angrily into a cellphone. He was speaking German. Kowalski understood enough German to know that he was negotiating a ransom of a hundred million dollars.
Esterhaze had a hundred million dollars, no question. The question was, once the money had been deposited in the German fuckhead’s account, would they kill Esterhaze and slip away?
Over his dead body, and certainly over Yanni’s dead body.
Yannis arrived with a black backpack and two MP-5s slung over his shoulder. He handed Kowalski a combat vest and put on his own. They armed up noiselessly, in the dark, something they’d done a thousand times before. When they were ready, they checked each other and jumped up and down to make sure nothing clinked.
Okay. Ready to rock and roll.
They’d done this so many times before, they could communicate with hand signals. The flashbang, then infiltrate. Kowalski high, Yannis low.
Go.
They stood on opposite sides of the door. Yannis lobbed the flashbang, aiming at the center of the room. They both covered their ears and opened their mouths. And anyway, they’d had extensive training in recovery after a flashbang explosive.
One million candela, 170 decibels, guaranteed to induce temporary blindness and deafness, major disorientation and loss of coordination. 
A second later they were in the room and with ten well placed bullets—they’d practiced this endlessly with live ammo in the shooting house—the four were down. Ah, the double tap. Worked every time.
The guy who’d been talking in German into the cell was lying face up, a look of astonishment on his face. The cell was still in his hand, squawking.
Kowalski pried it out of the kidnapper’s hand and brought it to his ear. Someone was shouting in German. “All clear,” Kowalski said and let the cell drop. Someone else would track the numbers down and find out who was at the other end. This end, with Esterhaze, was secured.
Yannis was cutting the tape holding the old man in his chair. Esterhaze slumped forward and Kowalski put out a hand, easing him gently back. He would still be stunned from the flashbang, tinnitus in his ears. He probably wasn’t taking much in, but body language was strong. Both of them put a hand on his shoulders, communicating without words that they were watching over him.
“You’re safe now, Mr. Esterhaze,” Yannis said. “We’ll call your people and watch over you until they arrive. You’re safe,” he repeated.
“Not quite,” a female voice said from the doorway. “Not yet.”
Kowalski and Yannis turned.
Kowalski stared. Bling Lady. Only she wasn’t wearing bling right now, no. She was covered in a black Nomex flight suit, black watchcap over her dark hair. Night paint on her face so her pale skin wouldn’t stand out in the dark. She held an AK-74 with ease and clear familiarity.
Not Bling Lady. An operator.
“Throw your MP-5s and Sigs down, using your left hands. I’ve got Esterhaze in my sights. I could kill him at this distance even if I didn’t know how to use this weapon. But trust me when I say I do know how to use it.” She frowned. “Weapons down!”
Esterhaze was slowly coming back into himself. He looked at the dead kidnappers, at Bling Lady. “It’s over,” he said.
She laughed. “Oh no, Mr. Esterhaze. It’s far from over. The original agreement still stands. One hundred million dollars in the bank account we gave you. All it takes is one bullet to kill you. You’re old but you’re rich. You’ve still got years ahead of you, and what’s one hundred million dollars to you?” Still looking straight at Esterhaze, muzzle of her weapon pointed to where she was looking. “And you two? Don’t even think of trying anything. I have excellent peripheral vision and at this range I can’t miss. I can take both of you out in half a second. You lose, I win.”
“You can’t get away,” Yannis said evenly.
She smiled. She was truly an exceptionally beautiful woman. Kowalski hated her. 
“Yes, yes I can. You don’t need to know—isn’t that the phrase soldiers use? Need to know? So you don’t need to know but we have plans in place.” She tapped a large rectangle, bigger than a watch, on her wrist. “So when the money has been transferred, I’ll be gone.” She smiled. “And so will you two.”
Kowalski watched her carefully. She stood like an athlete, wide stance, hands steady. If she was an operator, she wasn’t going to get tired or bored. She was fifteen feet away, too far to rush her. She wouldn’t leave them any kind of opening. 
Someone was coming for her, other operators. The resort was nearly empty, with only staff on the premises. No one who could remotely help them.
Maybe when she got word the money had been transferred, she’d get excited and lose for an instant that laserlike focus she had. It was a slim chance, but better than the nothing they had now.
A tapping sound came from the corridor outside. Loud, irregular. The woman shifted her attention for a microsend to the corridor behind her and frowned. 
“What are you doing here?” she demanded. “Get out.”
The tapping sound became louder. Behind her a Greek peasant woman appeared, dressed in black, with a black shawl around her head, dark round sunglasses though dawn was just breaking. She was blind, tapping her way down the corridor with a white cane.
“Ti symvainei?” The voice was guttural. Yannis had taught him a few Greek phrases and he recognized this one. What’s going on?
“Get out of here,” Bling Lady snarled, motioning with the muzzle of her weapon. 
The peasant woman bowed her head, murmuring, “Sygnò.” Sorry.
Kowalski peered at her closely. What the fuck?
The peasant woman suddenly whirled and whacked Bling Lady across the side of the face, hard, with the cane. Then whacked her across the hands, just as hard. Then against across the side of her head again, drawing blood.
Bling Lady screamed, curling her bloody hands over her bloody face and Kowalski and Yannis dove for their weapons and took the shot. Two bullets slammed into Bling Lady’s shoulder, both of them opting to keep her alive for intel on who was coming and who had organized the kidnapping because they had every intention of making those guys very very sorry they’d tried this. 
The peasant woman ripped off the black shawl covering her head revealing soft red curls surrounding a very pissed-off face.
She hauled off and kicked Bling Lady in the ribs, hard.
“And that’s for ogling my husband, bitch!”



Epilogue
Kowalski found that one of the hardest things he ever did, in a life full of hard things, was fending off the immense gratitude of a very old and very rich man.
Esterhaze’s people arrived from Athens in another expensive helicopter within the hour, to whisk him off to a private clinic. Bling Lady talked and the Greek authorities, working with Interpol, mopped up the German kidnapping ring.
That was fine. 
What was hard to deal with was Esterhaze’s gratitude. For Yannis it was easy. Esterhaze’s company, Sun Investments, the largest hedge fund in the world, pledged to hold every single meeting, conference, seminar and workshop at the Hagios Nikolaus, to the end of time. Yannis and his cousins would walk in tall corn for the rest of their lives.
Kowalski? He had to turn down five job offers, each offer increased by $500K up to the last offer which was for an insane amount of money. Kowalski wasn’t interested.
Finally, Esterhaze offered Douglas’s and Midnight’s company, Alpha Security International, the contract for security for Sun Investments till the sun went nova. That was better and it made Midnight very happy because it was going to make them all rich.
Kowalski didn’t give a shit. He was already rich.
He had Allegra.
THE
END
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